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Chapter One

          

          The Better Part of Valor

        

      

    

    
      Mohnuran woke up to a starry sky hidden by purple clouds. His heart was racing in his chest and sweat glistened through his fur. The minotaur shook his heavy head.

      Just a nightmare, he thought as he struggled to stand up, slowly, aware that sleep was a couple hours away now that he was awake.

      He may as well inspect the camp.

      Most of his company slept in a circle around a small, smokeless fire, shivering despite their cloaks, their weapons a hands-breadth from their reach at all times. A few others played with cards smeared with bloody fingertips near a corner of the campsite, small piles of ring-shaped Balts exchanging hands in the blink of an eye, over and over again. They acknowledged Mohnuran and gestured at him to join them, but the minotaur declined. He just couldn’t see the point. After all the effort they’d gone through to acquire those meager riches, why waste it in a couple hours?

      He’d rather spend his part of the loot on something to eat. Mohnuran needed a lot of food to sustain his bulk. And hunger just didn’t put him in the mood for playing games.

      Instead, he headed the other direction, strolling calmly to the edge of the rocky outcrop past the two men he’d left keeping watch, and gazed at the road below. He had selected the company’s hunting spot carefully, with the keen eye his years as a mercenary had given him. From this vantage point, they could see any potential prey or attacker long before they could spot the company, and standing as far above as possible from the earth was simply a good idea anyway, all things considered.

      The minotaur scratched his scarred flank and fumbled with his breeches. He took a long leak under the moonlight, steam rising from the soaked grass at his feet. He could hear wolves far in the distance and the song of cicadas everywhere around him. It was almost beautiful. For a brief instant, he could almost forget just how fucking hungry he was.

      A few more weeks, is all, he thought bleakly. A few more weeks and he could pull the company back into the safety of Raventa’s woods. Maybe the Bandit King would finally allow them inside the Deepfall Garrison, wherever it was. It was rumored that the feasts there ran day and night without end, so perhaps Mohnuran would find enough food there to satisfy his hunger once and for all.

      Deep in his thoughts, he almost missed the strange shimmer down below. It was as if the dry expanse behind the outcrop was burning without flame, all of a sudden, for the briefest moment.

      The rugged mercenary-turned-bandit narrowed his eyes as he hurried to fasten his breeches. Instinct finely tuned by years of battle and hardship told him that despite facing naked rock and cracked ground all around, he was in great danger.

      There. Illusions. A chameleon spell of some kind, he thought, finding the shimmer again. As a minotaur, he had a natural resistance to illusion magic that no one else in the company shared. He’d thought for a long time some deity or another must’ve taken a liking to him… if he hadn’t awakened to pee, the ambush would’ve caught the entire company unaware.

      Calmly, as if he had seen nothing, he strolled back into the camp, passing by the cloaked figure of the nearest watchman, who was resting with his back against a boulder. “We are under attack,” Mohnuran whispered. “Wake our mages, Bug, and get everyone ready. Do it quietly.”

      Holding the higher ground, the company could give most attackers a run for their money—or at the very least buy Mohnuran enough time to get the fuck out of there.

      Bug wasn’t moving at all.

      “Are you deaf?” Mohnuran grumbled, fighting down rage that would’ve given him away. If the kid had fallen asleep again, he’d bash his brains out against a rock when this was done and over. He shook the man like a ragdoll and saw the white-feathered dart protruding like an angry wooden bee from Bug’s neck. The kid’s eyes were wide open and bloodshot, and foam gathered in the corners of his lips.

      Mohnuran dropped the kid. “Oh, dunghill,” he said, and reached for his axe.

      

      Everything went to hell in a couple of heartbeats.

      A volley of darts screeched through the night like a swarm of angry bees and rained down into the men playing cards before they had a chance to react. About a third of the men collapsed, and the others rushed in all directions, looking for cover or their weapons. A few darts smashed into the ground only inches away from Mohnuran, who was painfully aware of how his bulk made him an especially juicy target for the attackers.

      Mohnuran raced into the camp bellowing, trying to rouse his ragtag bunch of warriors into something resembling fighting shape, while shadowy, child-sized creatures streaked in blurs everywhere around him, laughing and chanting in sharp voices. They stole the bandits’ weapons and threw dust into the fire, spreading a thick cloud of smoke that hid them from view. The minotaur swatted at them with his axe, but they always gave him a wide berth, and his iron only found air. The creatures had eight legs with upright, hairy, humanoid torsos like some kind of monstrous centaur.

      As Mohnuran reached the shapes of the two spellcasters in his group, he felt a sharp sting in his arm. Without thinking, he reached for the dart, pulled it out, and threw it away, hoping his Endurance-enhancing talents would be enough to resist the effects of whatever poison was now running through his body.

      “Blue-Eyes, disperse that smoke!” he exclaimed, catching a lanky spellcaster that was about to turn tail and run and pushing him back toward the fray. Most of Mohnuran’s job as a leader of either mercenaries or bandits was to ensure they stayed and fought, instead of fucking off at the first sign of trouble. Another good chunk of his job was to make sure the spellcasters in the group used their allotted daily spells for something useful instead of just protecting their own hides.

      Blue-Eyes Manford gave him a dubious glance, probably wondering if he would be better off stabbing the minotaur and making a run for it. “Gust!” he screamed instead, and a surge of teal energy burst through his hands and spread out into the night, taking the shape of a gale powerful enough to disperse the smoke.

      Now that he could see, Mohnuran liked their situation even less. The centaur-spider-things spread away from the light, leaving entire zones covered in web and adding to the bandits’ general confusion. Mohnuran dragged Blue-Eyes along with him, keeping an eye on the man’s arm just in case he tried to stab the minotaur after all. They reached the second spellcaster of the company, Coughing Cayden, who had already blown half his daily spells to protect himself. A small dome of force shone around him, protecting him from projectiles, and his body had taken the color and texture of the ground in an attempt at camouflage.

      “Cayden, you idiot, cast light!” Mohnuran said as he tossed Manford next to the rock-colored mage. If they were to have a fighting chance, Mohnuran knew the bandits needed to at least see what they were up against.

      Cayden was a coward, so he was easier to intimidate into compliance than Manford. A shining sphere sprouted from the mage’s staff and spread a circle of light through the camp, finally giving Mohnuran a crystal-clear take on the situation.

      Six of his men were down, webbed or poisoned; five were in the process of running away; and seven were standing back to back, a fierce look in their eyes and a confused expression in their faces as they looked for an enemy that wasn’t there. They held shields against the occasional dart volley.

      “With them,” Mohnuran said, leading the two mages toward the pocket of resistance and through a maze of webs. “Get behind those shields and save your spells for something you can see.” Quietly, he let them get in front of him.

      Then he turned around and tried to run away as nonchalantly as he could.

      Dozens of heavily armed kaftar marched into the field from the exact direction Mohnuran had chosen for his escape. The hyena-men wielded scimitars or man-sized shields along with spears. After spotting their well-kept furs and their professional demeanor, Mohnuran’s hope that he was up against a rival group of bandits or a bunch of forest critters vanished.

      Only one faction in Constantina had the Haga’Anashi clan in its employ.

      More kaftar poured in and surrounded the campsite. Their numbers were bolstered with horned spider warriors. The group of bandits faced them with whatever weapons they’d had time to reach right as the battle began.

      A tense calm reigned in the outcrop, broken only by the whining of the wounded and poisoned. The pocket of resistance behind Mohnuran kept quiet, and the minotaur was painfully aware that everyone was looking in his direction, but at this point he cared very little. His main goal was to surrender in the most non-threatening way possible.

      A second before he could throw his axe down, the rank of shield-bearing kaftar in front of him parted to give way to a human clad in black plate, who strolled forward to face Mohnuran.

      The man held a rune-engraved longsword in one arm, and the other hand covered in some kind of gauntlet that mixed charred bone with spiked steel. From the visor of the helm shone two pinpricks of eldritch green light, and a tattered cape that had once been green fluttered behind him through the remnants of Blue-Eyes Manford’s gust spell. Mohnuran caught a glimpse of the carvings in the breastplate, showing images of spider Queens and burning monsters whose visages sent shivers down the mercenary’s spine. He tried to take a look at the man’s character sheet, but most of it was hidden, which meant that he was either too powerful or under magical protection—neither option boded well for Mohnuran. It didn’t matter, though, because he had a pretty good idea who he was up against, taking into account the armor and the eerie green eyes.

      In a way, this moment was the entire reason Mohnuran was here in this forsaken province of an even further forsaken country. Still, he would’ve preferred that the moment never had arrived at all.

      “Lord Wraith,” Mohnuran said, trying to keep his voice level. “We, ah, meet at last.” Mohnuran’s company had been avoiding Wraith’s minions for months now, briefly getting into skirmishes with small patrols of horned spider warriors or running away from the Haga’Anashi. Seeing the Dungeon Lord himself leading the force was like having the Bandit King himself arrive with a score of his best knights to help Mohnuran’s company steal a couple Balts from a cabbage seller. In other words, it wasn’t something a reasonable man expected to witness in his lifetime.

      It was that kind of night, apparently. To make things worse, Mohnuran realized that his attempt at running away must’ve seemed to everyone like he’d wanted to confront Wraith. The mercenary cursed under his breath. Playing at hero was the fastest way to get killed, and a rookie mistake he avoided like the plague.

      Constantina’s Dungeon Lord aimed the tip of his sword up at Mohnuran’s neck, as if he cared not that the minotaur was almost twice his height. “You’re the leader of this bunch?” he asked dryly. “I hear it’s customary to offer you a chance to fight back.” He held his sword one-handed, with his knees bent in a duelist stance.

      It almost made Mohnuran grin. Duelists were easy to take down—they expected you to follow rules. Then he noticed that Wraith held the sword handle close to his chest, a defensive variant of the same stance favored by human-sized officers in some armies.

      In other words, it was a feint. Wraith wanted Mohnuran to try his luck.

      Screw that, the minotaur thought. Of all the bad ways to die, being farmed by someone more powerful than him for his experience points was one of the worst.

      He raised his axe to the side. “I surre—”

      From the corner of his eye, he caught movement. Blue-Eyes had broken free of the group of bandits and was rushing forward, aiming a hand at the Dungeon Lord. “Ice bolt!” the bandit roared, and a pale blue lance that glimmered with moonlight soared through the air at about the same time a dozen darts struck all over his body.

      Many things happened at once.

      Wraith exclaimed something too quick to make out, and his sword exploded in green flames. Faster than an untalented human could react, he swiped up and to the side with his blade, and the sword neatly parried the incoming spell. Flames lashed against ice, and the fire prevailed, spreading a small screaming cloud of vapor around the blade.

      To their credit, the bandits tried to fight it out, while a wall of angry kaftar mixed with horned spiders closed around them.

      Mohnuran sighed and swore to kill Blue-Eyes himself if they somehow got out of this one. Then he rushed at the Dungeon Lord, gripping his axe in both hands and tensing his arms.

      One strike was all it would take. Mohnuran’s Brawn attribute was high enough that he could take Wraith’s head clean off, even if Wraith used enchanted armor. The minotaur had done it before, so he knew it was possible. And Wraith was off balance because of the spell.

      The axe rushed at the Dungeon Lord, eager to sever the fragile human neck. Instead, Wraith bent his torso backward, pushing his sword against the ground for balance, and the axe parted the air above the Dungeon Lord’s face.

      At once, Wraith jumped to the side and punched at Mohnuran with his free hand—an unexpected move against a minotaur, like someone trying to punch out a mountain. Mohnuran didn’t even feel the hit. Before Wraith could regain his footing, the bandit kneed him in the torso and send him backward. Instead of falling down, though, the Dungeon Lord managed to remain standing and return to neutral stance, sword tip aimed again at the minotaur’s neck.

      Pain wailed in Mohnuran’s knee. Smashing bone against steel plate wasn’t the brightest of ideas unless you were a dwarf, but Mohnuran’s Endurance had enough ranks that he trusted nothing important was broken. He cursed, loudly. Had Wraith fallen over from the attack, Mohnuran could’ve killed him before the kaftar could have done anything to prevent it.

      The gods knew that killing the Dungeon Lord now would save him a lot of trouble.

      Around them, kaftar and spiders mowed bandits down so fast that Mohnuran couldn’t tell which of his men were down and which were still up and slogging it out. At least the Haga’Anashi were leaving him and Wraith to sort their fight out. Not exactly the brightest tactical maneuver, risking their leader like that, but that was the thing with kaftar. They probably thought something stupid—like respecting the Dungeon Lord’s one-on-one duel.

      Wraith pushed forward, moving with quick, short steps, drawing semi-circles around Mohnuran, and probing the minotaur’s defenses with quick, noncommittal slashes and stabs. Mohnuran tried to keep up, looking to close the distance between them in violent outbursts, but Wraith’s flaming sword kept him at bay, flashing around his axe like a snake toying with a rabbit and spreading intense bursts of red pain when it bypassed Mohnuran’s defenses and singed the flesh of his arms and hands.

      Strangely enough, Mohnuran could feel himself becoming winded faster than he’d expected. He risked a glance at his character sheet and realized that his Endurance had gone down by a couple ranks at some point during the fight.

      What in the Wetlands…? he thought. Some bandits believed that Lord Wraith could siphon the life out of his enemies by touch, just like a specter or a real wraith. At the time, Mohnuran had dismissed it as superstition. Now, though, he wasn’t so sure.

      Worse yet, it was as if Wraith’s entire battle technique had been taught to him by someone who personally knew every single damn part of Mohnuran’s fighting style and hated him with a passion.

      Just what exactly was he up against?

      A red filter spread through his vision as rage boiled inside his chest like a balloon about to burst. Wraith was playing with him. If only Mohnuran could catch him, then the Dungeon Lord’s tricks wouldn’t matter one bit. The desire to pound the man’s face into a pulp almost overwhelmed Mohnuran’s better thinking. Many of his peers had found death at the end of a spear by giving in to their tempers.

      Instead, he forced his anger down and thought clearly about his situation. He was stronger than the Dungeon Lord, yes, but Wraith had the better technique, was faster, had enchanted gear, and was sweating more magic than Blue-Eyes had cast in a lifetime.

      The reasonable solution was obvious.

      “Wait!” Mohnuran called, before Wraith closed in for another exchange of blows.

      The Dungeon Lord took a step backward, without lowering his guard. “Yes?” he asked, loudly, over the sound of the surrounding fight.

      “Is surrendering still on the table?” Mohnuran asked, raising his voice as well and trying not to pant.

      “You almost took my head off back there,” Wraith pointed out. He wasn’t even winded. Thanks to Mohnuran’s stolen Endurance ranks, the Dungeon Lord was as fresh as a daisy.

      “I had to at least try,” Mohnuran said. “Give the boys a good show. I’m sure you understand.” Tentatively, as a leap of faith and because he was defeated anyway, he laid down his axe and kicked it toward the Dungeon Lord. “There. See? I’m done. Let me call my men, order them to stand down. They’ll listen to me.”

      He felt naked without his weapon and was painfully aware that Wraith could decide to kill him anyway for the couple extra experience points Objectivity granted for fights to the death. But the Dungeon Lord’s forces tended to take prisoners and accept surrenders instead of executing bandits on the spot, so Mohnuran had reason to hope their leader was the same way. If Wraith had had a reputation for being merciless, Mohnuran would have fought to the death without a second thought.

      The Dungeon Lord looked down at the minotaur’s axe, then lowered his sword slightly while glancing past Mohnuran’s shoulder. “I believe we already took care of convincing your men to stand down. But thanks for the thought.”

      Mohnuran looked behind him to see his brave company on their knees, weapons laid down in front of the kaftar. A few bandits gazed at Mohnuran with admiration, and he realized that, without meaning to at all, he’d been fighting the Dungeon Lord on his lonesome for a while now. The minotaur cursed bitterly.
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          The Highway

        

      

    

    
      The Dungeon Lord surveyed the aftermath of the battle. The small bandit camp was shredded, with splotches of blood quickly drying on the rocks. The chill of the night cooled his body, and the song of the crickets mixed with the moaning of the wounded to make for an eerie melody.

      He strolled past the line of webbed bandits, who were sitting in the middle of the outcrop with a group of Monster Hunters keeping an eye on them while another tended to their wounds. The bandit group’s leader, the minotaur, sat on one end of the line, his arms almost completely covered in web to make up for his huge Brawn rank. The Dungeon Lord felt the gaze of the bandit follow him as he went around the line.

      The Monster Hunters had laid out the casualties of the battle somewhere behind the bandits. Five bandits and, until a while ago, a couple horned spider warriors that their sisters had quickly absconded with to eat before they got too cold. One of the dead bandits was the spellcaster that had cast the ice bolt that almost ran the Dungeon Lord through—the kaftar’s envenomed darts were usually non-lethal, but using it in huge amounts was a different matter.

      The Dungeon Lord stood next to the corpses and flared his Evil Eye, eldritch green light bursting out of his visor for an instant. He looked for a ley line—a pathway of invisible magical energy that ran deep underground—found one, and used it to spawn into existence a group of imp-like drones dressed in the purple-and-pink sash of the Haunt’s embroidery.

      “Cover them and load them into the wagons,” he ordered the drones. The creatures hated any task that wasn’t directly related to dungeon-building, but they were also bound to the Dungeon Lord’s will and had no other option but to obey. Still, one of them spat on the ground and kicked at the spellcaster’s corpse, while the others hurried to gather a few blankets from the supply wagons hidden in an underground tunnel half a mile away from the outcrop.

      While the Dungeon Lord waited for the drones to come back, the Haga’Anashi commander approached him.

      “Everything is ready,” she said. “We can leave at any time you wish, Lord Wraith.”

      The Dungeon Lord nodded. Now that the area was secure, he undid the straps of his helm and took it off, his black hair falling to his shoulders while the wind cooled the sweat off his forehead.

      “Thanks, Yumiya,” Ed said, smiling at the kaftar. “Nice job as always.”

      The kaftar stiffened with pride. “My warriors and myself are honored to have you fighting side-by-side with us, Lord Wraith. Most Dungeon Lords wouldn’t have bothered, but your thirst for battle is refreshingly kaftar-like.”

      Ed’s smile wavered a bit. Truth be told, he needed the practice. With Kes away from the Haunt, most of his training had come from Kaga—the leader of the Monster Hunters—and a few other instructors that had sporadically visited the Haunt from the Netherworld. They were very skilled, but lacked Kes’ talent for teaching—and even then, no training session could compare with real battle experience.

      Also, in the world of Ivalis, risking his life was the only way to earn the experience points he needed to increase his power. In the last couple of months, Ed had not risked his life much, busy as he was with the responsibilities of preparing the Haunt and Undercity for war against Heiliges—while at the same time doing his best to prepare for the upcoming Endeavor, where he surely would need every last experience point he could farm if he wanted to survive.

      Going out on patrols against the bandits that roamed the roads all around the countryside was Ed’s best way of keeping in practice, but he rarely could make time for it. Even then, with all his magical talents and minions protecting him, Objectivity barely counted these trips as “risking his life,” so he earned few experience points.

      The drones returned with the blankets and hurried to cover up the bodies.

      “I expected you to look different,” the minotaur called while Ed watched the drones work. “Maybe taller. For a man called Wraith, you’re only human underneath that armor. Wetlands, you aren’t even pale.”

      A Monster Hunter headed over to silence the bandit, but Ed gestured at him that it was alright. “You shouldn’t believe the hype, I guess,” Ed said. He clenched his skeletal left hand, glad for some reason that the minotaur had failed to notice it. It wasn’t the product of a talent or an enchantment, but a kind of magical scar, the product of an encounter with a real wraith in what seemed a lifetime ago. A bit of the undead creature’s essence now resided in him, giving those rumors going around a degree of truth.

      “What are you going to do with them?” the minotaur asked, nodding toward the bodies as the drones carried them away.

      Ed shrugged. “Think of anything Dark. You won’t be far from the truth.”

      The minotaur accepted his words, but the bandit right behind him scowled and spat on the ground. “And they call us outlaws,” the man said. “Fucking disgusting.”

      “Shut up,” the minotaur ordered. “Are you trying to get killed? Because if so, I can gut you myself.” The long horns atop his brown bull head were covered in web as well, but Ed had little doubt the minotaur could make good on his threat. The other bandit gave his leader a betrayed look and kept quiet. Then the minotaur turned back to Ed. “What do you intend to do with us, then?”

      Ed took a deep breath and felt a pang of pain in his abdomen where the minotaur had kneed him. It was for sure going to hurt more in the morning. He walked to the middle of the line of prisoners, carrying his helm in one hand and his sword in the other.

      He studied every bandit in front of him. Many had missing teeth, and everyone was covered in scars of all kinds. He saw missing fingers and misshaped arms that had healed wrong after being broken, malnourished bodies, and hard gazes that promised no mercy and expected none. If Ed had been in their place, bound and at their mercy, they probably would have killed him on the spot—if he was lucky.

      As the Dungeon Lord of the Haunt, Ed had killed men worth a hundred times more experience points than this rabble. He had reports that they had murdered two merchants and robbed a dozen others, roughing them up and leaving them battered and bruised in the road for the Haunt’s patrols to find.

      Mercy was a scarce commodity in these lands.

      “You all work for me now,” he said simply, as the tired gazes of the defeated men fell on him. Before, that kind of attention would’ve made him nervous. Nowadays, it was just another part of life.

      Following Ed’s mental command, a drone brought him an ornate ebony box with the Haunt’s lasershark engraved in brass on the center of the lid. The creature left the box on the ground in front of Ed as he went on:

      “You are criminals, though, not free minions with the privileges that implies. Your service to the Haunt shall be your sentence.”

      While Ed spoke, Yumiya knelt over the box and opened it to reveal velvet lining under a pile of iron collars, each with a thumb-sized rune secured in the middle. Her kaftar grabbed one collar each and fastened it around the neck of a bandit until every prisoner wore one.

      “After you take minionship, that collar will explode if you remove it or try to end the pact,” Ed explained, causing a wave of alarmed expressions to spread among the prisoners. “Don’t worry, it won’t go off randomly. We got rid of that bug in this batch.” Or so we think, he added in his mind.

      “You’ll wear that collar for five years, after which you can either go on your merry way out of my land… or make a new pact with me and become a true minion of the Haunt. In the meantime, you will bolster a dungeon on the frontier between Raventa and Constantina and defend a Scrambling Tower from incursions. Equipment and training shall be provided to you, as well as provisions and magical gear as soon as you prove you can be trusted with it. Later, my men will explain the Haunt’s terms of engagement, as well as any other requirements of your pact. Failure to follow those terms and conditions will end the minionship and trigger the collar.” He paused to let his words sink in. “Finally, safety protocols require you to wear a helmet at all times. Any questions?”

      The man next to the minotaur, the one that had complained about the corpses, lifted his chin in an attempt at defiance. “What good will it do us to end your pact after five years? The Inquisition will hunt us forever no matter what,” he said in a shaky voice.

      “We’re no longer playing by the Inquisition’s rules,” Ed said. “The Haunt does not recognize their right to rule in Starevos. The country is now under my protection.”

      All of what he’d said so far he’d repeated about a dozen times now to groups like this one, most of which now reinforced many small dungeons across the land.

      Ed extended a hand toward the bandits. “I offer you a pact with the conditions I’ve laid out.” Frowns of rebellion flared on some faces. “Now would be a good time to mention that refusing also activates the collar.”

      

      Ed’s group marched the newly minted minions into the tunnel entrance, which was hidden past the road underneath the bandit camp and partially covered by dry leaves and bushes. Even with the first light of dawn shining through the purple clouds, the entrance was almost invisible if you didn’t already know where to look.

      “So that’s how you got the jump on us,” Mohnuran said bleakly, studying the rough tunnel wall, a few rough magical torches bathing the soil in a soft red light. The minotaur and former bandits looked almost like decent folk with their new leather helmets.

      With the minionship and the collar there was no reason to bind them, so they walked freely under the direction of the kaftar. They even kept their weapons, although most were so shoddy that the Haunt’s armories would need to replace them all with standard equipment.

      The procession walked down the tunnel, every footstep amplified by the cramped surroundings. The soil was humid and the air dense with the smell of wet ground and rotting vegetation.

      Ed’s boots sloshed on the mud for a while until the group reached the entrance to one of the Haunt’s secondary tunnels. The walls and ceiling were reinforced with wooden arcs and hanging magical lamps, and the floor was flattened and strewn with an iron railway that extended down into the bowels of the earth, then disappeared past a bend in the road.

      Ten rough iron wagons waited for the minions and the Dungeon Lord, parked to the side of the small tunnel they’d come from. The wagons were wide enough to fit six human-sized minions with some trouble. Ed had brought thirty minions with him, not counting the spider riders which had remained on the surface to patrol, so they could manage the entire trip in one go.

      As the kaftar distributed the bandits onto each cart, the minotaur nodded toward an ugly wooden post standing at a side of the railway. “What’s that for?”

      “Just a friendly suggestion to keep unwelcome visitors away,” Ed explained. The drones had carved the post into the facsimile of a human experiencing extreme agony, and the dry bones of a hell chicken hung from poles at the top of the post, along with batblin tribal charms.

      Posts like that were strewn all over the Haunt’s tunnels, along with as many other morbid details as Ed could think of. Skulls, human and monster alike, had been embedded into the walls, and the underground breeze whistled like the wailing of the damned.

      It was the best Ed could do to keep innocent folk from wandering too far into a tunnel. The secondary and main tunnels were all hidden, but they were also heavily trapped, so making them look as unwelcoming as possible was the best way to ensure the deadly traps only worked on their intended targets.

      The kaftar guided the carts into the railway and had the bandits climb in. Ed jumped down into the middle wagon, his armor clanking loudly against the iron, and he for gestured Mohnuran to follow.

      “Since you already led these men,” Ed explained as the minotaur struggled to fit his bulk on his side of the cart, “it makes sense for you to remain in command. Congratulations, you’re now a dungeon Boss.”

      Right in the middle of the wagon was a lever about a meter in length. By pushing and pulling the lever over and over, the occupants could move the wagon forward, thanks to the mechanism underneath. Ed waited until the wagons in front of him inched ahead, slowly building momentum, and then he followed, the muscles of his back welcoming the exercise.

      “I could do that,” Mohnuran said. He had 20 ranks in Brawn, more than anyone in Ed’s group, so he could probably carry the cart and outpace the others.

      “I’m not doing it to be nice,” Ed explained. “Physical attributes don’t grow by lying on my ass and thinking about life, you know?”

      “Ah,” the minotaur responded.

      The rules that governed the world of Ivalis were called Objectivity. All inhabitants, including the gods, were bound by it. Living creatures had statistics that reflected in character sheets anyone could read. Objectivity never lied, but if you were strong enough, you could hide parts of your character sheet from an onlooker, which came in handy if you were a Dungeon Lord or a minion of one. Ed’s own sheet had started as a straightforward deal—his attributes, a few skills, and a couple talents. Nowadays, it took a while to get through.

      

      Edward Wright

      Species: Human

      Total Exp: 750

      Unused Exp: 245

      Claims: Lordship, Undercity’s Ruler.

      

      Attributes

      Brawn: 14

      Agility: 13

      Endurance: 15

      Mind: 14

      Spirit: 16 (+1 Dungeon Lord mantle)=17

      Charm: 13 (+1 Dungeon Lord mantle)=14

      

      Skills

      

      Athletics: Improved (IV) - The owner has trained their body to perform continuous physical activity without penalties to their Endurance. For a while.

      -Basic ranks allows them to realize mild energy-consuming tasks (non-combat) such as running or swimming without tiring. Unlocks stamina-related talents.

      -Improved ranks allows access to Improved stamina-related talents.

      

      Melee: Improved (V) - Measures the user’s progress in physical combat. It opens up melee-related talents as well as advanced martial skill specializations.

      

      Swordsmanship Focus: Improved (I) - Represents the user’s specialization as a swordsman. Improves the efficiency and damage of martial talents that require swords to operate.

      

      Dungeon Engineering: Improved (X) - This skill represents the user’s knowledge of magical constructs pertaining to dungeoncraft. As it improves, it opens new rooms and traps, as well as adds to the Dungeon Lord Mantle capacity of storing the user’s own blueprints.

      

      Combat Casting: Improved (II) - Pertains to the speed and efficiency of spells cast during combat or life-threatening situations.

      -Basic status allows the caster to use spells every 20 seconds - 1 second per extra rank. The caster must say the spell’s names aloud and perform the appropriate hand gestures.

      

      Leadership: Improved (VIII) - Reflects the owner’s capacity of inspiring and managing his troops and minions. For a Dungeon Lord, improving this skill adds to the bonus he and his minions receive.

      

      Talents

      

      Evil Eye - Allows the Dungeon Lord to see the Objectivity of any creature or item. If the target of their gaze possesses a strong Spirit (or related Attribute or Skill) they may hide their information if the Lord’s own Spirit is not strong enough.

      

      
        	Veil-Piercing Evil Eye - The Dungeon Lord’s Evil Eye is upgraded with a constant effect. The Evil Eye can now detect invisibility and similar forms of concealment and has an advantage at piercing illusions and magical misdirection. Veil Piercing cannot affect Legendary-ranked magic or higher.

      

      

      Energy Drain: Active. Very Low.

      

      Dungeon Vision - The Dungeon Lord can watch any location in an owned dungeon they are currently inside.

      

      Energy Drain: None.

      

      Dungeon Lord Mantle - The mantle is the heart of the Dungeon Lord and represents the Dark pact made in exchange for power.

      -It allows the Dungeon Lord access to the Dungeon Lord status and powers, as defined by the Dungeon Screen.

      -It allows the Dungeon Lord to create and control dungeons, as per the limitations of his Dungeon Screen.

      

      Energy Drain: None.

      

      Improved Reflexes - Allows the owner to experience increased reaction time for a small burst of time.

      -Basic status elevates his reaction speed to a degree dictated by the owner’s Agility, for a duration of 3 seconds per use.

      

      Improved Metabolism - Reduces the energy costs of all talents by 25% - the caloric requirements of the user are increased by the same amount.

      

      Resist Sickness: Basic - Allows its owner to resist disease and sickness.

      -Basic status allows the owner to resist non-magical sickness as if they had Endurance of 15 and were in optimal conditions (clean, well-fed, rested).

      

      Spellcasting: Basic (IV) - Domains: general. Forbidden: Healing - Represents the owner’s magical ability.

      -Basic status allows the caster to use and learn all basic related spells of their domain. Extra ranks improve each individual spell’s characteristics, such as range or damage.

      -Efficient status grants the owner 1 extra basic spell.

      -Allowed spells: 1 basic per day + 1 basic spell due to Dungeon Lordship

      

      Energy Drain: Active. Varies per Spell.

      

      Ancient Lord Aura - The owner creates an aura around him that enhances allied beings inside its area of effect. Affected beings can use the Dungeon Lord’s Spirit as their own while this aura is active. Their physical attributes are also bolstered +1 while this aura is active. If the creature is a minion of the Dungeon Lord, they are immune to fear while affected by this aura.

      Duration: 1 minute.

      

      Energy Drain: Activated. Moderate.

      

      Pledge of Armor - Any armor that the Dungeon Lord wears is considered magical, as if it had a minor protection enchantment. This bonus stacks with any protection enchantment the armor may have, or any other similar defensive enchantment. Magical armor can deflect spells of similar power-category, as well as normal weaponry.

      Restriction: Selecting this talent locks out the Pledge of Bloodshed advancement option.

      

      
        	Pledge of Muted Armor - The Dungeon Lord’s Pledge of Armor is upgraded with new effects. Upon falling unconscious or being otherwise impaired, a team of four rescue drones is generated around his person. The rescue drones will stop at nothing to drag the Dungeon Lord to the nearest safe location, but they lack defensive capabilities. In addition, the Dungeon Lord can hide his armor’s magical output at no extra energy cost.

      

      

      Energy Drain: Low. Passive.

      

      Spell List

      Minor Order

      Eldritch Edge

      Murmur’s Reach

      Dungeon’s Message

      Stone Pillar

      Fog Cloud

      Alarm

      Smudge

      Hogbus’ Tremor

      Identify Magic

      Break

      …

      

      Increasing attributes and skills was harder the more ranks you had in one, and access to the better and most powerful talents was locked until you had enough ranks. Raising Brawn or Endurance could take months of exercise, so Ed tried to grind them hard during his day-to-day activities, and in the meantime he hoarded as many experience points as he could.

      Maintaining speed was easier once the wagon was already moving, so soon enough Ed could focus on other things. His body ached with the need to lie on his back and sleep for a while, but he fought it off. Yumiya could have briefed the minotaur, but Ed’s Charm attribute and leadership skill didn’t increase while he was resting either.

      “As a dungeon Boss, you have one main objective: protect the Scrambling Tower above your dungeon,” Ed told Mohnuran as the wagons rolled through the tunnel. He had to raise his voice over the screech of iron on iron and the chatter of the Haga’Anashi as they briefed the other bandits on their new responsibilities. “As long as the tower is up and working, the Heroes of the Inquisition can’t get to you. So they have to send real people, flesh and bone, to do their dirty work first.”

      “It’s true, then,” Mohnuran said, scratching his patchy chin with a dirty fingernail. “You can keep the Heroes out of your territories with those towers of yours. Of course, we’ve heard the rumors, but it was still hard to believe. The Bandit King told us it was a trick—that you and the Heroes are allies. That people had seen you fighting alongside them before.”

      Ed grinned. Mohnuran wasn’t telling the entire truth. The Haunt had interrogated other outlaws before, and from their disjointed stories Ed had slowly pieced together that the Bandit King believed Lord Wraith was himself an artificial Dungeon Lord—either the Dark’s response to the constructs of the Inquisition, or a trick of Heiliges to maintain control of Starevos.

      “A way to create artificial Dungeon Lords would be fantastic,” Ed conceded. “I could sure use the extra hands. Sadly, your former King was mistaken. Flesh and bone, like you said.” He reached for the flask tied to his belt and took a long swig of the bitter Vigor concoction. A rush of energy traveled through his veins like an electric current, washing away the numbness of his brain from lack of sleep. It was like injecting caffeine straight into his heart. Not really healthy at all, and the need to rest never really went away—it merely lost its edge of urgency.

      Ed’s friends had all different theories on the Bandit King’s claims. Lavy thought he was an idiot who had managed to survive long enough to amass lots of experience points by sheer luck, and now he commanded other idiots to increase his personal fortune and cared about nothing else. Alder, on the other hand, believed the King knew his claims made no sense, but they were a way to legitimize his unlikely play for control over Starevos by weakening a strong competitor.

      Ed couldn’t care less about the Bandit King or his goals. He had bigger fish to fry, like the quickly approaching Endeavor—only a few months away now—or the never-ending hordes of Inquisitors and adventurers testing his dungeons all over Constantina. And, of course, there was the looming threat of the kingdom of Heiliges and the ever-swelling ranks of its army, which would disembark straight onto the docks of Undercity about a year from now. In the meantime, the Heiligian navy maintained a blockade on Constantinian waters, keeping trade and resources away from Undercity’s reach. Only pirates and smugglers had the skill to avoid the blockade, and the pirates were led by the mysterious Pirate Queen, who was an ally-by-necessity of the Haunt at best, and a rival for control of Undercity at worst.

      Pirates, Inquisitors, rival Dungeon Lords, angry Dark demigods, Heroes, monsters, adventurers, and entire armies. Some days Ed remembered that he and his friends had almost gotten themselves gutted by batblins when he’d first arrived in Ivalis. He found it hard to believe how high he had gotten in the “things that wanted to kill him” scale.

      That’s as good a way to measure progress as any character sheet, he thought.

      “What happens if the Inquisition sends more forces than we can manage?” Mohnuran asked, bringing Ed back to reality. “Are we expected to fight to the death then?”

      Ed told him, “A single Scrambling Tower is more valuable than a group of murderers and outlaws, so I expect you to do all you can to protect it, within reason. Use your discretion, Mohnuran. If the Inquisition sends overwhelming forces, then retreat through a tunnel and we’ll send you to bolster another dungeon. But running away from a fight you know you can win goes against the minionship pact.”

      “Glad to clear that up,” the bandit said gruffly.

      “Make no mistake, you are also an important resource. I won’t throw your lives away if I can at all help it.”

      Until the Heiligian army arrived, the Inquisition had to make do with limited forces. Historically, that didn’t matter—the Heroes were unmatched at killing Dungeon Lords. But to clear a dungeon protecting a Scrambling Tower, the Inquisition had to send men it couldn’t use elsewhere. If they invested too much manpower in one raid, Ed simply ordered his minions to retreat through a secondary tunnel, collapsed its entrance, and built a new Scrambling Tower where the Inquisition’s presence was weak.

      When the Inquisition responded to that new dungeon, Ed then had a shot to retake territory the Inquisition had previously conquered. Sometimes that meant his minions would run away from a dungeon into a new one, only to leave the next day and retake the first.

      This was the dance between the Haunt and the Inquisition. Ed was fighting a bitter war of attrition, investing huge amounts of resources to buy time for his forces to grow strong enough to challenge his enemies. At the same time, the forces of the Inquisition also grew in number and strength by the day—slowly Portaling powerful Inquisitors and griffins from all over Heiliges into Galtia to wear the Haunt down and stop it from spreading all over the kingdom.

      “We’re cogs in your war machine,” Mohnuran said, almost too quietly to be heard over the screech of the wagon. “You’re using bandits to bolster your own forces. That thing you said before about protecting this land from outlaws was just an excuse.” The minotaur grinned bitterly. “Dungeon Lords turned out to be just like the captains and noble-lings that hired my services before. Who knew?”

      Ed grinned as well. “Glad to clear that up.” He didn’t care at all what the bandit’s opinion of him was. Half his minions thought of him as a tyrant-in-the-making already, and he wasn’t sure he could challenge that belief.

      The accepted penalty for banditry all over Ivalis was death. Corrective prisons or anything of the sort didn’t exist, so Ed would have been well within his right to hang every single bandit as soon as he caught them. Dead men, though, were no use to anyone.

      Well, maybe necromancers, but they had more than enough corpses lying around the crypts of Undercity.

      Instead, Ed found a way to give the prisoners a chance at redemption that also served the Haunt’s dire need. The exploding collars were undeniably a tad Darker than he liked, but it was the only way to keep them from ending the minionship pact when they were in a dungeon too far away for Ed’s minions to recapture them.

      It was entirely possible that, if they survived their five years of forced service, they’d become upstanding members of society afterward. In the meantime, the Haunt would do all it could to train them, teach them discipline, a trade, and so on. One could argue that, by capturing these outlaws, Ed was doing them a favor. It was for their own good. He was the good guy for sure!

      “What’s so funny?” Mohnuran asked.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Ed said. “Just recalled an old inside joke.” He rubbed his forehead to clear his mind. “By the way, in the future, refer to me as Lord Wright. This is not a friendly relationship we have.”

      The minotaur lowered his head, giving Ed a good look of his horns. The one to the right was pierced with a silver ring. “My mistake. I’ll make sure to keep that in mind, Lord Wraith.”

      The further they went down the tunnel, the air became colder and more humid. Ed’s back began to ache with the constant effort of maneuvering his wagon, and a fresh layer of sweat formed on his forehead. The wagon in front of him disappeared down a bend, and a symbol to a side of the railway let Ed know it was time to pull on the brake lever next to the main one. The wagon that followed after them did the same thing about a minute afterward.

      “I wouldn’t want to be around if someone fails to stop in time,” Mohnuran muttered to himself.

      “It rarely happens if you know the signs,” Ed said. So far, most of the accidents had been due to Monster Hunters getting drunk and racing each other. There had been plenty of broken bones, but no deaths yet. The drones took care of any damage to the carts and railway afterward, but it took time for them to arrive to the accident area.

      The kaftar in front of him were slowly maneuvering each wagon through a wide archway made of polished stone at a spot where the railway of the secondary tunnel joined a new one. It took about ten minutes for Ed to bring his cart through the entrance.

      “Wetlands,” Mohnuran whispered as he craned his neck upward to gaze at the inner workings of one of the Haunt’s main arteries. “You’re carving Starevos from the inside out.”

      “This is an artery,” Ed said. “In time, it will rouse this dead kingdom back to life, stronger than ever.”

      The tunnel was wide enough to fit four railways with space between them for drones to work maintenance. Solid stone pillars rose in the middle up to the vaulted ceiling where they joined archways that helped support the colossal weight of the world above, like the skeleton of some gargantuan, hollow worm that extended through the underworld right beneath the feet of the living above. A strong, cold air current shook Ed, and the wailing of the wind rose to a haunted cry. Rivulets of rainwater flowed out of holes atop the walls and down drainage ditches to the sides of the flat floor, forming small twin rivers that flowed out of view as they headed toward the sea.

      Some sections of the walls were dressed in murals affixed with rabbit-skin glue and lacquered in wax to protect against water damage. The artwork was rough, similar to the obscene style of the drones, yet man-made. The artists, it seemed, enjoyed imitating the grotesque techniques of the Haunt’s drones. The scenes depicted events from Starevos’ history before Heiliges had conquered it: legendary battles, forgotten gods, and detailed drawings of otherworldly sea monsters that hunted distant waters with sleek cannons affixed to their smooth gray backs. Proud purple banners hung from the ceiling, engraved with the silver blazon of Constantina’s coat-of-arms and the Haunt’s lasershark over it. Runes of alarm, wards of protection, and a myriad other functions were carved in silver and brass, and if a person’s Perception was high enough, they could see the deadly traps hidden in every corner, such as the tip of envenomed darts glinting from tiny holes in the walls, or the almost invisible parting of a wall where a hidden kill-zone hid in case of an invasion.

      The series of railways extended beyond view and led straight into the Haunt itself. The smell of magic, like charged ozone, permeated it all, mixed with ground limestone and humidity.

      “Welcome,” Ed said proudly, “to the Gray Highway.”
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Chapter Three

          

          Burdens of the Mantle

        

      

    

    
      In the vastness of the Gray Highway, the iron scream of the carts sliding across the rails was more like a sharp whine. Mohnuran worked the lever while Ed gave his body a rest, allowing the underground breeze to cool the sweat from his face and shoulders.

      The cart passed through several sections of the tunnel still in progress. Teams of drones worked on the walls or the pillars, dancing and biting and muttering annoyance in their indecipherable angry language.

      “Who are you building this for?” Mohnuran asked all of a sudden. The minotaur hadn’t said anything for a while, deep in his thoughts.

      Ed raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

      “The Bandit King has a vague idea about your resources,” Mohnuran explained. “Enough to challenge a city, maybe. This… highway… is meant for a real army, not a couple hundred kaftar. So it makes sense you’re building it for someone else—someone that can use it to its fullest capacity. Perhaps the Lotians? Wetlands, maybe those rumors that you’re working with the Heiligians aren’t so stupid after all. As soon as their army steps into Starevos they’ll simply take this tunnel from you— there’s no way you think you can oppose them with your forces. Perhaps you’re building it for them.”

      “Nice try,” Ed said, trying his best to force down a small grin. His Dungeon Lord heart, the Mantle, boomed in his chest with the overwhelming desire to gloat, to show Mohnuran just how wrong he was. Instead, he took a deep breath and cleared his mind. Kes would kill him if he went around revealing military plans to lowly dungeon Bosses. “You’re right this is built for an army, but you’re wrong about who it is for. I don’t care about the Lotians, and I am fighting the Heiligians—that much you may know, since you’ll soon fight them as well.”

      “Then for whom are you making all of this, Lord Wraith?” Mohnuran went on, squinting. “Does the kingdom of Akathun have an army?”

      The impulse to gloat finally became too much to bear. “The army that will move through this tunnel is not born yet,” Ed said mysteriously. “You’re a curious one for a bandit, Mohnuran.” The Dungeon Lord waved at the other rails, where the captured bandits listened grimly to the Haga’Anashi as they explained the duties of the minions’ new life. “Your friends here are worried—rightly so—about what tomorrow holds for them. Not you, though. You’re worried about a tunnel.”

      “What are you implying, Lord Wraith?”

      Ed smiled. “I’m merely impressed, is all. We’re always looking for capable people in the Haunt, Mohnuran, I just didn’t expect to find one leading a ragtag group of almost-starved outlaws. Maybe we’ll have a better position for you after you prove to be a capable Boss.”

      The minotaur’s expression was hard to read—given that he had a bull’s head, Ed wasn’t surprised. “Hm. I’d like that.” The bandit relaxed his massive shoulders. “Just tell me one thing,” Mohnuran said. “How do you keep it from collapsing it over our heads? I’ll admit the thought intimidates me.”

      Ed smiled as if flattered. “My Highway is a single dungeon,” he said, making a wide gesture with his arms as if he wanted to hug the entire structure. “That’s the secret. It’s connected to a powerful ley line and has a throne hidden deep underground in an impenetrable location. Do you understand my genius now? The magic of the Mantle keeps the entire structure standing, and it benefits from my dungeon upgrades.”

      The thing about the altered terms of the minionship pact that Ed offered the Haunt’s prisoners was that it had no “we must tell the truth” clause like the normal pact had. Because of that, if the Inquisition captured Mohnuran or his bandits and interrogated them, the Inquisition wouldn’t know if their information about the Haunt was trustworthy.

      Few members of the Haunt knew about every scheme going on, and anyone involved knew only as much as needed for his task inside the bigger whole. Kes, Marshal of the Haunt and the one responsible for its security, called this policy “compartmentalization.”

      It had other uses, though.

      “Very well, Mohnuran. I’ve decided to satisfy your curiosity,” he said. A long time ago, back on Earth, he had worked under an asshole named Ryan. Ed recalled the way Ryan had once boasted about his expensive gaming laptop and imitated his former boss’ tone and body language. He straightened his shoulders, raised his chin, and adopted a pompous demeanor, the perfect image of a proud Dungeon Lord. Then he began to lie:

      “The Highway is meant to support the dungeons like the one you’ll command. With it, I can build them faster than the Inquisition can take them down, and when it’s finished, I’ll be able to bypass the Inquisition’s blockade completely! Surprised? Don’t be. My reach is longer than you could know. The Inquisition thinks they have me contained, but in truth, the Haunt shall spread across the entire world while they’re focused on Starevos!” Ed chuckled. “When the time is right, my minions and I will bypass Galtia and spread out through all of Ivalis.”

      Mohnuran looked disappointed. He bent forward, as if desperate for Ed to continue. “Impressive, Lord Wraith. Truly, the Inquisition is right to fear you,” the minotaur said, although this time Ed was able to see the contempt barely hidden in his brown bull eyes.

      “Indeed,” Ed said. He relaxed as best he could and closed his eyes. “Now be quiet. All this talk tires me, and I could use some sleep.”

      With his eyes closed, the Dungeon Lord shifted his gaze upward, using his dungeon vision to follow the carts as they headed back home. Since the Gray Highway was actually several dozen different dungeons right next to each other, his gaze flickered as they crossed the invisible frontier between sections of the tunnel.

      Before arriving back home, the group made a stop to offload the new minions into a secondary tunnel that would deliver them to their new dungeon. A few Haga’Anashi went along to train them and make sure everything was in order. For a while, Ed did fall asleep, even with the effects of the Vigor potion still coursing through his veins.

      When he woke, the bandits and Mohnuran were gone, and Yumiya was handling the lever of his cart, whistling happily to herself.

      “We’re almost home, Lord Wraith,” she told him.

      “Good to know,” he said, stretching painfully. Sleeping with his armor on was as uncomfortable as it got.

      “I caught a bit of your speech back there, Lord Wraith. What was that about?”

      “Well, he’s probably a spy,” Ed said. “So I fed him as much bullshit as I could. If the Inquisition reacts to it, then we’ll know he works for them.”

      “Ah, so that explains why he was the only one of the bandits that wasn’t half-starved. Been wondering about that.”

      “He has been tallying our resources since we got him here as well.”

      Yumiya’s snout trembled, showing her yellowed fangs. “Would you like him executed, Lord?” she asked.

      “Leave him be,” Ed said. “The Inquisition already knows about the tunnels, so no loss if he tells them. As long as we control what he knows, a spy can be very useful… even if he thinks he’s working for our enemies.”

      

      More people joined the trip back to the Haunt near the end of the Highway, pouring through secondary tunnels that connected the Haunt with neighboring towns and villages, but mainly from the one that connected the dungeon with Undercity. Almost everyone walked, since there weren’t nearly enough carts for all of them. A few mounted donkeys or horses. The sight made Ed wince inwardly. He was aware that the carts weren’t the ideal way to transport people—originally he’d meant for them to move around resources. Devising a more efficient method of transportation was one of his main priorities. Had the days had fifty hours instead of twenty-four, he was sure he would’ve found a solution already.

      Starevosi men and women carried packs filled with goods to trade for the more exotic products the Haunt had to offer. Others were empty-handed—it was their own services they offered. Musicians, blacksmiths, soldiers, academics; the list was never-ending. Their reasons for risking the anger of the Inquisition by associating with a Dungeon Lord were as varied as themselves.

      A couple carts moved slowly through the on-foot travelers. Most of those carts carried dwarves and were helped along by mules like any surface caravan. The dwarves brought exotic resources into the Haunt. Silver ore, gemstones needed for powerful rituals, ivory, and broken magical items unearthed from deep within Undercity’s catacombs as well as ancient, mummified corpses and skeletons, some of which rattled menacingly under their iron shackles.

      Other carts were headed in the other direction, back toward Undercity. They hauled crates and barrels full of resources produced in the Haunt that were in high demand in the rest of the world. The Haunt’s main export was its alcohol: traditional Starevosi tzuika, spicy-sweet red hell wine made from Netherworldly grapes, and Andreena’s Vigor ale, which was finding much success among the city laborers. Along with the booze, the Haunt also sold spider-silk clothes to the rich merchants and decadent nobility of the city who could afford the high prices of the vaporous, stab-resistant, silvery-gray material that was currently in fashion. The Haunt also sold magical items as well as trinkets designed to help their owner with the tasks of daily life: hammers that never wore down, horseshoes that didn’t slip on mud, copper dowsers that could cast detect water once per day, and furniture that could repair itself after a brawl—which made it incredibly popular among tavern owners.

      Ed had told Mohnuran that the Highway was meant to support the dungeons, but the truth was the exact opposite. He had no intention of leaving Starevos. With roads like these, he’d bring this dead kingdom back to life. Roads allowed for trade and warfare. Back on Earth, he’d been a computer programmer, so he knew the importance of moving data around quickly better than anyone. Now, he was a Dungeon Lord commanding a city’s worth of manpower, so he applied the same principles of data to state government. And a state was exactly what the Haunt was becoming—there was no denying it now.

      That was the secret power of the Lordship. Most of the talents—magical or not—required to make a dungeon thrive could also be applied to a kingdom.

      After a while, Ed and the kaftars parked the carts and continued the journey on foot, ignoring the curious and excited gazes of the travelers as they realized the Dungeon Lord of the Haunt was among them. The Haga’Anashi formed a defensive circle around him. The security measures of the Haunt made it hard for an assassin to slip into the dungeon, though it wasn’t impossible, so the caution was needed.

      No one tried to kill him this time, so Ed strolled unimpeded out of the Gray Highway’s exit and into the pleasant, pale sunlight of Hoia Forest in the early hours of the morning. The fog was retreating back into the trees, leaving behind grass wet with dew and a sky of a comfortable pale blue with only a hint of purple undertone. Dozens of pillars of purple smoke rose from the treetops of Hoia up into the sky like the emanations from a primordial landscape, and in the distance six huge Scrambling Towers rose like lances challenging the gods, circling the Haunted valley and the mountainous slopes that surrounded it.

      A smile danced on Ed’s lips. He enjoyed feeling the grass under his boots, and breathing the slightly sulfurous air mixed with evergreen leaves, and hearing the laughter of children as they chased each other out of the wooden buildings of the Exterior Market.

      The area had been a small clearing surrounded by trees, engulfed by undergrowth, and besieged by hungry predators. Ed and his friends had fought for their lives here, fed the grass with their sweat and blood, and in doing so they had brought into Hoia something unexpected; civilization.

      The floor around the mouth of the Gray Highway was paved with white stone blocks and the area was lit and warmed by standing brass braziers. Two batblin guards had a wooden stand next to the Highway, and they were busy collecting a couple coins as toll from the merchants that used the tunnel to transport goods. A multitude of people went about their daily business on the circle of storefronts that had sprouted naturally in the space between the Highway and the entrance to the Haunt itself—the dungeon, that is. No one had planned the Market; it had appeared like magic because there had been a need for it, and coin to pay for its services. There was a tavern manned by a family of entrepreneurial batblins, a couple inns built by former villagers of Burrova, a small blacksmith that mostly fixed horseshoes, and a room-sized church of Hogbus whose function was mainly to provide access to an official-ish clerk that could oversee small transactions among non-minions. Spider riders—tough batblins mounted on horned spider warriors—kept the peace and made sure the Haga’Anashi didn’t start any drunken brawls. There was a fountain at the center square of the Market, carved out of a block of stone and lacquered with a sheet of brass and marble, courtesy of Ed’s drones. It depicted a man-sized batblin with its loincloth down as it unleashed a stream of crystalline water inside the fountain.

      The Haunt’s artisans were working on a more suitable statue, but in the meantime at least the kids liked that one.

      “Lord Edward, you’re back!” a couple spider riders called as the crowd parted to let Ed and his kaftar pass. “You gave some dung-heads a good thumping, didn’t you?”

      “We sure did,” Yumiya called back with a wave. “Next time you should come along! It was fun.”

      Men and women cheered, mostly sworn minions. The visitors smiled nervously, and a few clapped, as if the Dungeon Lord had come back from a glorious conquest in a distant land instead of just roughing up some down-on-their-luck bandits. People saluted as Ed went by, striking their chests above their hearts with their fists in the way of the Haga’Anashi. He recognized most of them, some by name.

      A rugged farmer with big buckteeth approached the group, dragging along a mule carrying a pair of baskets full of a sort of baseball-sized violet grapefruit.

      “Patrin, nice to see you up and sober,” Ed called, grinning at the man. “How’s the harvest coming along?” Technically, it wouldn’t be harvest season for another couple months, but Patrin worked one of the Haunt’s underground farms, which used Netherworld seed and thus were governed by different rules than Ivalian crops. Patrin and the other farmers liked to say that Netherworldly grapes, used to make the Haunted wine, were only harvested whenever the grapes fucking felt like it or not at all.

      “These grapes are a pain in the ass to grow, Lord, but they’re goddamn bigger than Miron’s mother—” Miron, a man near Patrin, gave him the stink eye as he went by “—and certainly sweeter, so I won’t complain, oh no! Here, Lord, catch!” Patrin tossed Ed one of the grapes.

      Ed caught it. The fruit was very big, almost ink-black, and had a pair of pointy leaves above the brown-green stem that looked like horns. He took a bite, filling his mouth with sweet jelly-like fruit that quenched his thirst. It was more sour than a normal grape, and spicy enough to make his mouth burn.

      He passed half the grape to Yumiya, who ate it in seconds. “Not bad, but hell chicken is more up my alley,” she said, then nodded toward the pillars of smoke in the distance. “To be honest, I can’t help but wonder if that damn fruit will turn out to be toxic somehow.”

      “Yeah, I know what you mean,” Ed said. The underground farms were the source of the smoke. Saint Claire and Tillman’s dossiers insisted the growing process was perfectly safe. Dungeon Lord magic used underground ley lines to simulate Netherworldly conditions in which the crop could thrive. Tillman’s assurances pretty much guaranteed to Ed that somehow, somewhere, that damned smoke would end up biting him in the ass. “A couple spellcasters are keeping an eye on it, though, and so far nothing has gone wrong.”

      The simplest solution would be not to use the Netherworld’s seeds as crops at all, but Ed had only entertained that idea until Governor Brett had shown him the earning log for the first batch of hell wine. As it turned out, it was quite easy to look the other way when that direction had a huge pile of gold waiting.

      The Dungeon Lord shrugged. Soon enough, he’d left the Exterior Market behind and reached the skirt of the small sloped outcrop that edged the mountainous region north of Undercity. Right there, hidden by powerful illusions and security runes, was the entrance to the heart of his Haunt: the dungeon itself.

      Before climbing the carved stairs surrounded by two lines of gargoyles, he turned and gave his territories one long look.

      If someone would’ve told him three years ago back on Earth—stuck in a dead-end job and slaving away to pay rent for an apartment he shared with three others—that he would come to love a bunch of soil and rock with all of his soul, Ed would’ve laughed his face off. What was land, after all, besides a bunch of dirt and the vague threat of property tax? He never had understood the reason people in distant places were willing to die—and kill—for such abstract concepts… mostly because he had been too busy fending off homelessness to give it much thought.

      He understood now.

      

      The main hall was busy with activity. Spider warriors skittered through the black-domed ceiling, throwing long angular shadows across the polished checkered black-and-white floor. Dozens of drones raced angrily through a small crowd of minions to disappear in and out of service tunnels. Two chandeliers, one of silver and the other of brass, swung lazily at the dome’s center, while engraved diamonds glinted through the candlelight and the eldritch light of the skeletal braziers hugged the walls. Gnomes, dwarves, and humans mixed together as they came and went to the different sections of the sprawling dungeon, whose tendrils extended deep into the heart of the mountain like the roots of a gargantuan tree reaching far down, always, as if yearning to hug Ivalis’ molten core.

      Through the wind and the magical light, the tapestries and banners that adorned the walls seemed to shift, and the beasts and monstrous creatures they depicted appeared ready to rise and lunge at the unwary passerby. The floor was warm, as well as the walls, and the aroma of Lotian incenses and spices permeated the air.

      The minions wore the purple and pink of the Haunt mixed with their normal clothing. Some men sported green capes fashioned in the style of the Thieves Guild, a few women carried silver jewelry in the shape of a shark, and a couple daring courtiers strolled around proudly displaying a metal gauntlet fashioned like a skeletal hand. Even without the clothes, a perceptive man could easily tell a minion of the Haunt apart from normal townsfolk. The Haunted folk were slightly sturdier and healthier, and a spark of magic hinted itself behind their eyes. Most carried weapons, and all had basic martial training. Their demeanor was different too; men and women were quick to smile and laugh, and also were prone to strong bursts of dramatic emotions and bouts of menacing proclamations, as if they were doing their best to act like minions of a Dungeon Lord were supposed to act—only no one had actually bothered to explain to them exactly what that entailed.

      Inside the dungeon, surrounded by his minions, there was no need for the Monster Hunter to protect him, so Yumiya and her men took their leave while Ed made his way into the inner dungeon. It took a while, though, since he couldn’t go a single step without stopping to hear recent rumors, or mediate through a dispute, or listen to some new update about the myriad different schemes the Haunted minions entertained.

      “—my cousin in Undercity says there’s a cave the pirates are using to stow contraband—”

      “Carl owes me fifteen Balts and not only did he refuse to pay, he also called me an idiot—”

      “—then the hell chicken broke into the baths, I swear I was only chasing after it—”

      “Any news from Dolny’s survivors, Lord? My mother is from there—”

      “The boys and I came up with a plan to take Raventa last night, Lord Wright. Let me tell you all about it! First, we sneak Jarlen’s blood into their water supply—”

      Ed dealt with it as best he could. He directed the people with disputes to ask for an audience later in the day, encouraged the mad schemes no matter how unfeasible, took a note of all rumors, and reassured the people with families on the ravaged countryside.

      Judging from the rumble in his stomach, the morning was well underway by the time he was done. Usually, he could’ve broken his fast in the Mess Hall or asked the drones to bring food to his private quarters, but he was already behind with his duties, so he simply summoned a couple drones and ordered them to bring him something to eat while he went about his day. A different set of drones relieved him of his armor and brought him a black surcoat inlaid with silver thread, which he wore over his spider-silk vest. His breakfast consisted of a snack of hard Starevosi bread soaked with spider jam, a side of salted ham, and a mug of sour goat milk.

      As he ate on the go, he used his dungeon vision to find his friends.

      Lavy was, as usual, inside her library and doing some research. Tendrils of black energy sizzled out of her fingertips as the Witch flicked through the pages of the leather-bound book on her lap. The tome was screaming.

      Alder and a couple of spin-maidens strolled around the gardens. The Bard seemed busy play-pretending to drive a sword through some invisible monster. The girls looked bored until Alder called out some spell and a monstrous illusion appeared for him to fight.

      Jarlen, who wasn’t really anyone’s friend except for herself, was sleeping in her coffin. She wouldn’t be around until sundown. Ed disliked the insane murdering monster, but she was useful. Her coffin was surrounded by bones covered in bite marks, all that remained of the vampire’s latest raid through slaver slums.

      In the training grounds, Klek and Tulip practiced military drills alongside a new squad of spider riders. The Haunt’s batblins were a good inch taller than malnourished forest batblins, and Klek dwarfed them all. Ed couldn’t pinpoint the exact point his furry friend had grown so much—to him, Klek would always be that scrawny little creature that had faced a mindbrood with him despite being terrified.

      Good thing that he’d grown, too, because Tulip was a horned spider princess. Although she was smaller than her sisters, all the experience points that she and Klek had racked up lately seemed to be doing their job. She was twice as big as a normal spider warrior and was about the size of a young pony, which was enough for Klek to almost disappear atop her. Ed made a mental note to talk with them about their infiltration missions, which had surely gotten harder now that they couldn’t use just any bush or shadowy corner to go unnoticed.

      A nearby screech called for his attention. He had reached a section of the Haunt off the limits for most minions, a long tunnel surrounded by traps and warnings in red letters. A pair of Monster Hunters flanked the sides of a round iron door which had a “Danger: hell chicken testing facility” stamped on the center.

      The kaftar saluted as Ed approached them. “Lord Wraith,” they called.

      “Hunters, how are our favorite murder chickens doing?”

      “Same as always, Lord. We’re making progress—slowly. These damn things are the greatest challenge for our breeders since a Dungeon Lord a couple decades ago asked the clan to domesticate a sphinx. Apparently he enjoyed riddles with his dinner.” He gave the iron door a small knock with his spear. “Today, we’re testing a diluted version of Master Andreena’s lovely perfume. The plan is to find out if we can recreate the loyalty they feel toward a potential mate without… well, the desire to mate.”

      Ed’s eyes flashed Evil Eye green as he used dungeon vision to take a peek at what was going on behind that door. A pair of non-minion Haga’Anashi wearing the tribal attire of their clan stood on a balcony as a hell chicken chased at a drone below. The drone looked terrified out of its mind and was frantically spraying itself with a tin bottle. The hell chicken looked like a lovechild between a feathered dinosaur and a bad fever dream. It had jet-black feathers, corrugated gray skin, curved claws like daggers, a beak that could punch through mail like it was wet paper, and a pair of cruel red eyes currently glinting with raw desire at the increasingly terrified drone, who was losing ground by the second.

      “Good luck with that,” Ed told the kaftars. “Call me if you need any more drones.”

      “You’ll be hearing from us soon, then,” they said as he left.

      

      By the time the Dungeon Lord caught up with Alder, the Bard was alone in the Inner Gardens, sipping hell wine from a brass goblet while relaxing against the green waist-high railing that separated the gravel path from the exotic Netherworldly plants. Alder looked away from the plants, his gaze set on the ceiling, lost in some daydream. A spotted man-eater plant was using this chance to quietly creep a tendril toward the Bard’s shoulders. Ed saw the thick bulb of the man-eater lick its lips with a long pink tongue.

      “Don’t even think about it,” he told it as he strolled toward the Bard. The man-eater let out a shrill whine and retreated its tendril.

      Alder snapped back to reality. “Ah, Ed. I didn’t realize you had returned.”

      He was a tall, young Heiligian man, with straw-blond hair, pink cheeks, and an easy smile. He liked to dress in shiny colors and bold cuts, and was currently sporting a puffy yellow doublet with a small white cape draped over his shoulder, along with checkered white and blue trousers made of some satin-like fabric. The belt around his waist was braided leather, dyed in the colors of the rainbow. His shoes were pointy and carved out of wood. Alder loved that outfit and insisted it was considered the highest of fashion in Elaitra, where the Bardic College was located, despite not having visited the island for as long as Ed had known him.

      “You shouldn’t hang out alone in this part of the garden,” Ed told his friend. “Half the things in here want to eat you.”

      “What, you mean the man-eater? No way, we’re buddies. She just has a very unfortunate name. Isn’t that right, gal?”

      The man-eater shrugged a tendril. A few other plants, like the blood roots, also attempted to look as innocent as they could.

      Ed narrowed his eyes. “Right.” He gave the plants a warning glance. “Well, let me remind your pals about the cannisters full of pesticide ready to douse them if they so much as lick anyone they aren’t supposed to.”

      “I’m sure there are a few minions that will be sad to hear that,” Alder said with a shrug. The blood roots looked contrite.

      The Dungeon Lord and the Bard strolled through the Garden’s hedges, which were a source of rare ingredients for potions and venoms. The Garden had been the idea of Andreena the Herbalist, but she was a Starevosi woman who had never set a foot into the Netherworld before, and as such had little idea about the care required for the strange—and often dangerous—plants. Thus, Ed had had to hire a couple of corrupted dryads from Xovia to serve as caretakers and gardeners. Thanks to the Garden, the Haunt’s selection of potions had increased, and the Monster Hunter recipe for envenomed darts was currently being improved.

      “Your chameleon runes worked perfectly last night,” Ed told Alder. “But we used up the entire lot. Any chance you could make the Haga’Anashi some more soon?”

      “Well, not soon soon, but I’ll try,” Alder said. “It will be faster once I buy the mass illusions talent, but I’m still grinding out the prerequisites.” He scratched the patchy beard he was trying to grow. The Bard looked nervous. Despite his high Charm, he’d always had trouble hiding his emotions, and it was clear something was bugging him. “Since we’re talking shop, I thought you might wanna know, Undercity’s nobility is mighty pissed at you. A few are conspiring about having you deposed.”

      “Again? Some people just don’t learn,” Ed said. “What’s their deal this time?”

      Alder crossed his hands behind his head and tried to appear calm. “Remember last month when we raided the slave pits? Killed every slaver inside, made an example of them, and then you made that threatening speech to the survivors while still drenched in blood and gore?”

      “Vaguely,” Ed said, raising an eyebrow and feeling his throat dry up.

      “Well, a few noble families owned a share of the pits. Turns out it was an important source of income for them, and with the naval blockade, it was the only source of income some had left. They’re going around telling the other nobles that you’re exterminating them on purpose,” Alder said. “Also, since almost all the Merchant Guilds either kept slaves around or had deals with people that used them, well, they suffered losses and are threatening to stop paying tribute—” the Bard coughed and corrected himself “—taxes, I mean.”

      The memory of what they’d seen when they raided the pits flared into Ed’s mind. The squalor. The open sores oozing pus. The cries for mercy, for freedom, for death. Kids’ foreheads branded red with the sigils of their owners. At first, he’d simply planned to rout the slavers and free the prisoners. Instead, when they had seen the reality of the situation, Ed had cursed himself for letting it go unchecked for as long as he had. He’d ordered the doors to the pit closed shut behind him and his minions, and they had set to their grim work. Later, after the slaves had been freed, Ed had burned the pits to the ground and scattered their ashes to the wind. The flames had risen so high that surely the Heiligian Navy had seen it from their positions in the blockade and wondered if Undercity would be razed before they had their chance to do it themselves.

      Ed wondered if he should just treat those noble families the same as the slavers and be done with it. His skeletal hand ached as if it were submerged in ice.

      “We’ll talk to them,” he said. “Perhaps we can find them something else to do other than trade in slaves.”

      “Really?” Alder said, raising an eyebrow. “I was almost expecting you’d just feed them to Jarlen.”

      “If we make bloody murder our first response against any offense, people will just straight-up revolt when they make a mistake because they won’t have anything to lose,” Ed said. “What happened in the pits was… I wasn’t thinking and could’ve handled it better. Maybe. But these nobles are our allies against the Inquisition. We need them and they need us. If we just kill them before trying to smooth things out, then we unravel the fabric of the society we’re building. Whether we like it or not, we must learn to live with them.”

      For years, Heiliges and the Militant Church had ruled Starevos with an iron fist, purging evildoers at the first offense. Necessary or not, their zeal had laid their groundwork for Ed’s rise to power, creating eager allies for him after the fight against the Heroes. Before that night, Ed had found common ground with the Netherworld and its Demon Regents, a decision which had been instrumental in the Haunt’s survival and eventual triumph. Because of these experiences, the Dungeon Lord firmly believed that the way to make the Haunt thrive was to learn to compromise.

      Alder nodded slowly, scratching at the scar on his neck. “Well, I for one am glad to hear that. The gods know there’s killing enough in our past and future. But these people are very angry, Ed. Sometimes the people willing to talk get their teeth broken by those who aren’t.”

      Without thinking, Ed’s hand came to rest on the handle of his sword. “Ah, well, if talk fails, then that’s when we Jarlen them,” he said. “Don’t worry, Alder. It’s one thing to be reasonable and another thing entirely to be lawful stupid.”

      

      The new Research Facility was one of the better-protected sections of the Haunt. It was located under the Library and out of the reach of all minions except for Lavy and her underlings. The traps around the entrance, which was hidden beneath a statue, were set to trigger if intruders attempted to enter. The circular walls of reinforced stone were covered with a sheet of blessed iron, and were inlaid with silver runes from top to bottom, glinting angrily under the weight of their magical consumption. A miniature Scrambling Tower stood against a wall, while different anti-scrying devices rested opposite it. The center was covered in magical circles of advanced designs, and a single crystal pod embedded into a heavily enchanted silver rim was encrusted to the floor.

      Ed found Lavy and her cadre of spellcasters hard at work, hunched over rolls of parchment, or drawing complex magical circuits with their fingertips and discussing possible enhancements. Animated skeletons wearing the Haunt’s tabards shambled diligently, assistants of sorts, carrying stacks of books or rune collections. Stress and lack of sleep permeated the air while Lavy glided around the Lab like one of her spirits, pointing out mistakes in the research of her underlings or praising others’ work before demanding even more effort. Lavy was human, but most of her researchers were abnatirs—a pufferfish type of Netherworldly fiend with an affinity for magic, which offset the vulnerability of their floating balloon bodies, leathery and covered in small spikes. The rest of the spellcasters were a couple of ill-tempered naga from Xovia citadel and a succubus from Braaga.

      A rhythmic clunking extended through the Lab as a skeleton walked onto a wall, over and over again. The researchers mostly ignored it.

      “Lavy,” Ed called. “You got a moment?” Instead of the usual fanfare and rows of salutations, his arrival barely received a few nods of acknowledgment from the researchers, who were too busy to waste time on boot-licking. Ed really liked spending time in the Research Lab.

      The Witch blinked at him, clearly noticing his presence for the first time. She gave the malfunctioning skeleton a dirty look and went to meet the Dungeon Lord. “For the guy who pays for my stuff? I may even have two,” she said.

      Ed studied her Galemoorian dress, silk frills with shining pearls from the Heiligian sea lining its breast and neck. It was uproariously expensive, as was the jewelry hanging from her pale hands and glinting out of her long black hair. He was absolutely certain the Haunt—or his own wallet—hadn’t paid for any of that.

      He turned to the skeleton smashing itself against the wall and smacked the back of its skull, pushing the body to the side. The skeleton stopped, slumped its shoulders, and after a quick pause, returned to its duties. “There we go,” Ed said. “That was getting annoying.”

      “It had been doing that for a while. How did you know hitting it would fix it?” one of the researchers asked.

      “Probably a bug within the pathfinding parameters,” Ed said, giving a small shrug. “I’ve got a bit of experience with those. A good shake usually resets them to the latest instruction, but you should take a look at it anyway, since the bug is still there.” Like many programmers back on Earth, Ed had a love-hate relationship with bug-finding. On one hand it could grind a project to a halt and waste far too much time. On the other, the satisfaction of finding that one troublesome bit of code and patching it was second to none.

      The cheeks of the succubus turned pink. “A bug? But I cleaned the bones myself before raising the body.”

      “Arieselle, are you suggesting our Dungeon Lord is mistaken?” Lavy said sternly, her hands on her hips. “You probably missed a marrow scarab somewhere in the pelvis, grab a scrub and check again, you klutz!”

      “Yes, Master Lavina!” the succubus said, scrambling to obey and knocking a set of expensive-looking vials over in her hurry, sending them crashing to the ground, where they started spreading green liquid everywhere. A couple of nearby pufferfish dove for cover when the liquid began to smoke.

      “I swear to Hogbus, one can’t find good henchmen anymore,” Lavy muttered under her breath.

      “You know that’s not what I meant,” Ed told her.

      “Still, she probably did miss a scarab,” Lavy said, smiling innocently.

      “Any progress on the power source?” Ed asked her. In front of them, a couple brave researchers doused the smoking floor with a neutralizing agent. A smell like rotten eggs filled the air.

      Lavy sighed. “Maybe if you’d been gone a month. After a week, though? Nothing much to report. This… Laptop Artifact from your world challenges even a genius such as mine. Eventually it shall lay its secrets at my feet, but for the moment it still resists me.”

      Ed nodded. He had spent many sleepless nights working over the differences between Ivalian spellcraft and Earth hardware and software. He had found that there were some similarities. Programming and spellcraft were both, at their core, a complex set of logical operations stored and executed sequentially in a circuit. In a computer, the circuit was a real, solid object, the crowning achievement of many lifetimes of technological development. In a spell, the circuit was a metaphysical construct, stored into Objectivity itself, and could alter reality when called upon by someone with the magical energy to empower it.

      Lavy and the others had understood that quickly enough, but the parts where the similarities ended gave them trouble. The most obvious difficulty was in simply charging up the battery so Ed could turn on the damn thing and show them how it worked instead of writing basic “Hello-world” programs on a chalkboard and comparing the process to the way spellcrafters created the simplest magical spells.

      At least Heorghe and the engineers are having an easier time working with the Summoned Hero’s gun, Ed thought. A gun was easy to understand, by comparison. A small explosion in a confined space that threw a hard piece of whatever really fast at someone. With the help of a couple gnome engineers and a splash of combat magic, the Haunt was making progress in a couple interesting directions. The main problem was doing enough in time to make a difference in the upcoming Endeavor.

      The Witch and the Dungeon Lord headed for the crystal vat in the middle of the room. Inside, a naked corpse floated among a viscous liquid. The body was that of a male, but without any distinguishing genitals and with a face whose features seemed as if carved out of wax, like a doll. Burns and unhealed wounds covered the body, and the slash of a sword had uncovered the inner workings of the creature’s magitech machinery that showed under the fake skin. Its chest had been carved open and a cavity lay in the spot where the heart should have been.

      “At least that’s one mystery solved,” Lavy said quietly. Next to the vat with the corpse of the Hero Ryan Silverblade was a smaller vat, this one filled with a muddy embalming liquid and a carved cube of black meat floating inside. The cube beat rhythmically, despite being dead. Ed had seen black meat such this once before. It had come out of Kharon the Boatman the night Ed had been summoned to Ivalis—and was now a part of Ed. It was his Mantle, the heart of a Dungeon Lord, source of all his powers.

      The Inquisition was using parts of Dungeon Lord hearts to power its Heroes.

      “It’s ironic, isn’t it?” the Witch went on. “How they keep yapping about being bulwarks against evil, and now it turns out these pristine protectors of the Light use Necromancy to build their glorified golems. Wetlands, give me a power source like that and I could turn my Rolim thrall into something just as fearsome as a Hero.”

      The Heroes could gain experience points like a living being because they held Dungeon Lord hearts in their core. A normal undead heart lacked the power to animate such a creature, an artificial being that enjoyed the growth that Objectivity granted to the living. Undead, after all, didn’t reap experience points. But the Mantle was different. It was sacred flesh, created by Murmur himself—some priests even believing it was a bit of the god’s own body. Be that as it may, divine magic was on an entirely different level of power than that of mortals.

      The Inquisition is doing something pretty fucked up trying to bend these hearts to their purposes, Ed thought.

      “Abominations,” one of the researchers muttered. “The Mantle is the Dark god Murmur’s unholy gift. To have it defiled in such a way by our enemies is disgusting.”

      Ed stared at the cube of heart-meat, painfully aware of the pounding of his own heart. Did those two share the same beat? “They think this is the only way to keep the Dark in check. Were you to ask them, they would say they are sacrificing their own integrity in order to ensure the survival of their people. The Heroes are their answer to Murmur’s Dungeon Lords. In a way, the Dark forced them to create creatures such as this.”

      Had the Light been tarnished by their fight against the Dark, or were both imperfect ideals to begin with? For that matter, had the Dark always been as almost cartoonishly evil as Ed’s forays into the Netherworld suggested? All he knew was, for time immemorial, two gods had been slugging it out in their realms beyond human comprehension, manipulating their followers into doing the fighting in the mortal realm, telling them whatever they needed to hear to do their godly bidding. Alita, goddess of the Light, loved order and hierarchy, justice and unflinching devotion to the rules. Murmur, the silence between heartbeats, was obsessed with power and the corruption it brought, and his dealings with mortals were little more than him proving a point while he used them like pawns against his mortal enemy.

      Perhaps his only real goal is to prove Alita is as corruptible as us mortals, Ed thought. He suppressed a shiver. For some reason, he found that idea more terrifying than any other possibility.

      “Lord, if you may pardon my boldness,” an abnatir said, huffing with concern. “Your words about the Inquisition may give those among your minions with ties to the Netherworld the wrong idea.”

      Ed shook his head, breaking his gaze away from the undead Mantle. “To defeat our enemy is to understand him,” he said, quoting the advice Kes had given him during his training. “The Heroes are the Inquisition’s answer to the Mantle, and the Mantle is the Dark’s answer to the Light. If we want the Haunt to grow beyond our enemies, we must understand the Hero and the Mantle alike and develop an answer to both.” He tapped the glass with one charred finger, like a kid at a zoo trying to get a caged lion’s attention. “Then we can beat them over the head with it until they finally leave us the hell alone.”
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      The dancing purple light from the braziers lining the walls of the Seat Hall made the thick whiskers of the merchants’ representative itch like a living being stuck to his long, bony face.

      “Lord Wraith, you’re asking us for gold we do not have,” the man said, spreading his arms and opening his hands as if to show they were empty. “With the blockade stopping most sea-trade and the Inquisition holding control over Raventa and the rest of Starevos, we of the Merchant Guilds have no way of moving our stock.”

      The Seat Hall was empty today, except for the representative, Ed, and the Monster Hunter guards by the doors and between Ed and the merchant. The guards were mostly for show. Everyone who set foot inside the Hall was carefully checked for arms, their character sheet was thoroughly inspected, and they had to accept a temporary pact with the Dungeon Lord. This audience, then, was nothing out of the ordinary, and that was the problem.

      Ed did his best not to fiddle on the Seat, despite how uncomfortable the damn carved stone was, with all those bones and skulls everywhere and screaming busts as armrests. It seemed to change into even more annoying shapes with every passing day as well, although he rarely caught the drones working on it.

      “Trust me, Master Tawni, I don’t want to bleed the Guilds dry,” he told the man. “But the Scrambling Towers that keep everyone safe from the Inquisition require gold to function, and the Haunt cannot handle the expense on its own.”

      Master Tawni looked nervous. Jarlen had protested vehemently against making a new, more comfortable hall to receive visitors, and to Ed’s surprise, Lavy had taken her side as well. Dungeon Lords held audience in the Seat Hall, the two had told him. That was why the core of the Dungeon, the anchor that connected it to the ley line that gave it life, had that shape; so he could place his Lordly ass over it. It was symbolic, one of the ancient traditions that went way back.

      Ed wished that whoever had been the first damn Dungeon Lord to create a Seat to imitate a Heiligian throne, had also thought to add some cushions before the bare rock tradition stuck.

      Master Tawni fiddled with his hands and kept looking at the ceiling where the occasional spider warrior and its rider passed by as they went about their business deeper in the Haunt. “Whatever the Haunt doesn’t buy rots or languishes in the port warehouses, gathering dust until the promised relief arrives. My Lord, it’s been half a year now since the promise you made the Starevosi to free our kingdom, yet we’re still living life as little more than common outlaws.”

      The issue with audiences was, Ed wasn’t any good at them. He solved his problems either as a programmer, step by step as a logical problem, or as a Dungeon Lord, by hitting them with something sharp. Politics required an entirely different kind of thinking. People said one thing, but thought another, and hoped to get something entirely different. There were lies and half-truths enough to give him a headache. But even worse than that were the kind of situations that had only two choices—both of them suboptimal.

      The merchants claimed they couldn’t pay this month’s taxes. Without their gold, Ed would have to shut down a couple Scrambling Towers or empty the Haunt’s coffers, which would shut down the dungeon’s production.

      It was the kind of problem that Governor Brett excelled at, not Ed. But it wasn’t Brett that the people like Tawni wanted to see. They wanted to speak to the Dungeon Lord of the Haunt himself, which was basically the Ivalian equivalent of an angry lady demanding to see the manager.

      Thankfully, Ed never liked playing by the rules much anyway.

      The Dungeon Message appeared in front of his eyes in eldritch green letters dancing through the air. Only those that Ed approved could tell it was there, and Master Tawni was not one of them. The message said:

      Your Villainousness would do well to recall the basic three steps of bureaucracy. First, ask him to solve the problem for you, then make vague promises, then stall for time.

      Ed dismissed the message with a thought. “Tell me, Master Tawni, how can the Haunt help the Guilds? The answer better not be to waive the payment. You already know we cannot.”

      “Well, Lord…” Tawni licked his dry lips. “I was hoping you’d tell me.” His gaze flicked up at the carved Seat and Ed thought he saw a glint of greed in his expression. “But if I must make an educated guess… well, you could allow us to trade with the Netherworld ourselves.” Despite acting as if the idea had just come to him right then, Tawni spoke fast and smoothly, as if the lines had been rehearsed. “A Portal in Undercity, under Guild control, may just buy us enough time to survive until you undoubtedly free Starevos. We’ll handle the cost per trip to that unholy place, of course.”

      This was clearly what Tawni—and thus the merchants—had wanted all along. Brett’s stratagems had once again proved their worth. Ed’s first impulse was to deny the petition. The Netherworld was dangerous and filled with treacherous beings that might take the chance to use their merchants for their own schemes, which could go against the Haunt’s best interests.

      Ed rubbed his forehead. If this had been a strategy videogame presenting him with two choices, the trouble would’ve ended after he found a third option. Sadly, life was hardly that simple, and often a new path down a road came with its own set of bandits hiding inside a bush.

      “Interesting idea, Master Tawni. Promising, but I’ll have to think it over carefully. A Portal inside a city has its own set of risks, and risk is often a synonym for more expenses. You shall have my final answer at the next Tower meeting. Until then, you are free to return to your masters and tell them their petition has been heard.”

      At a gesture of Ed’s fingers, the doors behind Tawni opened. “As you command, Lord Wright.”

      That went well, Ed thought tiredly. He gave the tapestry behind the Seat a thumbs up. In a small room behind a wall, Governor Brett kept a close eye on the audiences through a spyhole, and whenever Ed needed some help, the governor sent his advice through a dungeon message rune.

      Through his dungeon vision, he could see that Kaga had managed to sneak away from his own responsibilities as the Haga’Anashi clan leader to train a bit under the tutelage of Monk Fastolf. Ed still wasn’t sure when the halfling had become one of his minions, but at this point it’d be awkward to ask. Fastolf had turned out to be an excellent teacher, although his martial arts were certainly unconventional.

      Ed itched to join Kaga and attempt one of the monk’s acrobatic maneuvers. Then again—

      “Next, Priest Mortimer of the Temple of Xethron the Many-Tentacled,” said one of the Haga’Anashi guards, “bringing forth an appeal of Lord Edward Wright’s decision regarding the hot springs incident.”

      —he was probably going to be here a while.

      

      The glyphs carved on the huge stone disk glowed an urgent red. At the other end of the room, a nervous naga wearing a vest with the Haunt technician colors, manipulated the floating runes of the control panel and turned to Ed.

      “Portal activation is imminent, Lord Wraith!” the technician exclaimed. An alarm spell triggered and its shrill sound and flashing light echoed against the walls.

      Portal Hall security poured into the room from several entrances and surrounded the stone disk, which had begun to spin—slowly at first, and then faster as the glyphs shifted with mechanical precision. Spider warriors were at the front, with spider riders armed with blowpipes at the flanks and out of direct line-of-sight of the Portal. Kaftar spellcasters  took position at the rear, already readying flame arrow runes at the disk’s center.

      “Delay it. Have they identified themselves?” Ed asked. Through dungeon vision, he confirmed that Jarlen, Alder, and Lavy were about to arrive; Jarlen would be the first, using her mist form to travel through the pipes in the walls, and Alder would arrive the last—his hair still slick from the shower he had been taking moments ago. He was wearing only a tunic.

      Portals connected two points between the Netherworld and Ivalis. The Ivalian point was fixed, but the Netherworld one could change if one knew the right coordinates. And just as Ed and his minions could travel into the Netherworld from the Portal, the Netherworld could travel into the Haunt as well. If the visitor’s intentions were hostile, the only option was to shut down the Portal before they arrived. An emergency shutdown damaged the Portal, which required time and resources to reactivate, so Dungeon Lords preferred to use one only if absolutely necessary.

      Lavy and the rest of the spellcasters had added a layer of safety to the Portal to delay the arrival of any non-minion arriving from the other side. The delay was short—a few minutes—but Ed knew that even a single second could mark the difference between life or death.

      “Yes, they sent a message along,” said the technician as his hands rushed through the runes of the control panel. “A single visitor, identifying himself as minion Dorrez of Vandran, here for a diplomatic mission. He brings gifts and requests safe passage.” As the technician finished speaking, Jarlen manifested into the room from the vents in the ceiling, with Lavy arriving seconds later through the door, and Alder trailing after her and dripping water all over.

      “What’s going on?” the Bard asked.

      “Another Dungeon Lord is trying their luck,” Ed said. “Sanguine Vandran, supposedly. Lavy, scrying check. Is he who he says he is? Jarlen, any info on who the hell Vandran is?”

      “Already got Pholk running checks,” Lavy said calmly. She waved her hand and focused her eyes in the way all Ivalians did when reading stats or character sheets through Objectivity. “His report just came through. There’s a single creature on the other side of the Portal. His character sheet says Dorrez, a miragefiend with about three hundred and fifty experience points. His talents and skills are focused mostly on diplomacy but he seems to have a splash of stealth in there. He is unarmed and has a cart filled with objects, most of them non-magical. Pholk does not think there are any hostile spells in there.”

      “What’s a miragefiend?” Alder asked.

      “Four-armed illusionists,” Jarlen said. “Low in the demonic hierarchy and aligned with Regent Vorgothas, Lord of Flesh. I do not know Sanguine, but House Vandran is influential nobility with several Dungeon Lords in the family. Vorgothas grants them Mantles in exchange for decadent tributes and vulgar sacrifices. They are whore-masters and slave-mongers.”

      Ed nodded, taking it all in. The message seemed to be telling the truth. Other Dungeon Lords had already attempted “diplomacy” with the Haunt in the recent past, and going from those experiences Ed preferred that this one would just leave them alone. Still, Dorrez was an emissary of what was technically another independent faction. In the tiny chance that Sanguine wasn’t an asshole like the rest of his House and truly wanted to help, Ed couldn’t just refuse him. But mostly it was the cost of fixing the Portal after a forced shutdown that made the decision for him:

      “Let him through.”

      “On it, Lord Wraith,” said the technician, inputting the appropriate commands. The glyphs stopped spinning. Energy flowed into the disk from the ley lines of the Haunt, and the smell of sulfur and static filled the air. The empty space between the disk ebbed and flowed, and a red flash like a rippling pool spawned into existence. Everyone tensed and readied themselves for a fight, in the small chance Pholk’s scrying had been tampered with somehow.

      The Portal shone bright scarlet, and a figure stepped through into the raised dais.

      “I have to admit,” said Dorrez, followed by a cart full of expensive-looking gifts, “I expected a somewhat warmer welcome.” He was a short, bulky humanoid with four arms, longer than any human’s. His skin was smooth and gray, black veins pulsing underneath. Ed had no idea how the creature Dorrez could tell his arrival wasn’t well received—he had no eyes, or nose, or ears. His face resembled an egg with a long, veiny stalk about a forearm’s length protruding out of its skull, snaking through the air as if tasting it.

      “We are not concerned with your expectations, miragefiend,” hissed Jarlen, her face hidden by a white silk Lotian mortuary mask.

      Alder inched closer to Ed. “How in the Wetlands is he speaking? He has no mouth.”

      He was certainly dressed as richly as his gifts, though, with enough gold and jade hanging around his wrists and neck to nearly draw Ed’s attention away from the stalk atop his head.

      The miragefiend made a curt bow at Ed’s direction. “The gifts are for you, Dungeon Lord Edward Wright of the Haunt. They come from my master as a show of his good will to you and yours. He is Dungeon Lord Sanguine of the House of Vandran, master of all the dungeons west of the Adrial Depths, renowned in all of Lotia for the rich and exotic pleasures a friend of House Vandran may find there.” Dorrez waved at the cart. It inched ahead seemingly of its own volition, until stopped by the threatening spears of a group of spider riders. Ed saw smoky jewels inside the cart, heavy golden collars, and a painting of a regal-looking Lotian woman wearing a crown. “I hope they are to your liking, Lord Wright.”

      “Look,” Ed said. “Dorrez, we are not trying to be rude here, but we are very busy. And we’ve already seen this play out… a couple times in the last few months, actually. It would save everyone here a lot of time if you simply went back with your cart to your master and explained to him that we are not interested in his offer.”

      It was impossible to tell what the miragefiend was feeling without any features or facial expressions. His voice, though, seemed to come from the spot where his mouth would’ve been. It was calm and confident, and human-sounding. “Friendship between the House of Wright and House Vandran greatly interests my Lord. If the gifts are not to your liking, Lord Wright, Lord Vandran would be happy to arrange a visit from the Priestesses of Vorgothas themselves. They are succubi unlike any you may find in the Netherworld, or anywhere else, for that matter. A gift such as that, I assure your Lordship, is worth more than a king’s ransom.”

      “And the design for the Scrambling Towers is worth more than a hundred ransoms,” said Lavy proudly. She and Diviner Pholk had created the tower design almost from scratch, so she had a right to be proud. “Isn’t that what your master is after?”

      “You must be the famed Witch Lavina,” Dorrez said. “Lord Vandran is very interested in your expertise as well. Some of these gifts are meant for you.”

      Alder sighed theatrically. “No one ever thinks to bribe the Bard,” he said. “People these days just don’t care for the artists.”

      “I’m not looking for any new employment,” Lavy told the miragefiend, “but at least you and Vandran can recognize true talent when you see it.”

      “Not even an hour in your visit and you’ve already tried to steal my Head Researcher away and offended my Chronicler,” Ed said, amused. “If that’s the kind of friendship Lord Vandran offers, I’m sure you can see why I’m not jumping with excitement at the prospect.”

      He tried to use the carrot and went nowhere, Ed thought, any time now he’s going to drop the stick.

      The hands of Dorrez’ second set of arms curled in what Ed interpreted to be anger. “Lord Wright, you do not have a reputation for being unreasonable, yet your refusal to take allies among your noble kind is starting to make our people wonder,” he said, using his upper set of arms in the way a master orator would in making wide, smooth gestures. “How do you plan to survive the incoming Endeavor with no friends to watch your back? The Standard Factory has dangers that have claimed the lives of famed Dungeon Lords with experience points in the tens of thousands. Furthermore, without the favor of Lord Vandran, some other Dungeon Lords of lesser nobility may simply decide to knife you in the back during the confusion and claim your dungeons—and your designs—after the Endeavor is over.”

      For a faceless, onion-headed thing, he makes good points. However, it was nothing Ed and his friends hadn’t considered before. He noted that the miragefiend packed 16 ranks in Charm, and a couple of diplomacy-related talents. That was probably the reason Lord Vandran had picked him as his spokesman. Judging from the rest of Dorrez’ character build, he was an illusionist of some kind. Ed’s veil-piercing Evil Eye gave him an advantage over illusions, but just to be safe, he switched to dungeon vision, a third-person view of the room.

      “Well, your master better keep an eye on my back in that case,” Ed said nonchalantly. “Because the Towers’ designs are connected to me and Witch Lavina. If any of us were to die, the designs would be destroyed.”

      All the other Dungeon Lords’ envoys got to hear that part as well. It wasn’t a bluff. The magical dead-man switch set over the Scrambling Tower design was more or less the same they used for the prisoner collars. Not a perfect deterrence by any means, since a clever Dungeon Lord could simply capture Lavy right before killing him, but it was better than nothing, and it made things harder for his enemies. Like with the Portal delays, a minute or two of leeway could make all the difference when his life was on the line.

      “Dungeon Lord, that helps no one but the Inquisition,” Dorrez said. “The Heiligian army is coming to pacify Starevos and there is no way you can stand against it alone. It doesn’t take 20 ranks in Perception to see you’re overextended as it is. Take the hand that is offered before another closes around your neck. Eventually, a different Dungeon Lord is going to discover how to build your Scrambler Towers, or the Militant Church will find a way to bypass them, and then your technology will be worthless and you’ll be alone in this broken country. You will end up in the Netherworld then, if you’re lucky, as a puppet to Regent Korghiran, and you shall suffer an ignominious fate worse than death for a proud Dungeon Lord: becoming party entertainment. You’ll stay there until she bores of you and tosses you away, a forgotten, broken doll, remembered only by Bards as a cautionary tale of wasted potential.”

      A vein pulsed in Ed’s forehead. He took a deep breath to steady his temper. It wouldn’t do him any good to start executing messengers—people would just stop sending them, then, and isolation was a death sentence. Dorrez wasn’t mistaken—which was the reason he pissed Ed off. The Haunt needed more Dungeon Lords.

      But not like Vandran.

      “Let’s suppose I say yes,” Ed said. “Vandran gets the Towers. Then what? He has all he wants from me. I’m sure the friendship he so highly values would be worth far less after the first months. A favor he may happily do now would seem bothersome to him then, even if he truly intends to keep his word. No, Dorrez, I’ll tell you the only terms under which Vandran gets to see one of the Haunt’s Scrambling Towers: him defending them here in Constantina. Have your master pact with me, and then we can see how well he defends a couple of them. If he proves his worth, he can watch over more. The Haunt has a very rewarding improvement system.”

      Now Dorrez dropped both sets of arms, his hands tense like claws. “How dare you! A Dungeon Lord to become another’s minion?” Ed’s spider riders reached for their weapons, and the spellcasters behind him began coughing discreetly—clearing their throats in case they had to start casting quickly. “Wright, you may be a foreigner in this world, and you may claim to be unaware of our ways, but no one in their right mind would dare utter such humiliating idea! If my Lord Vandran were here, he could rightfully consider this offense as cause to invade your dungeons!”

      “So that’s a no,” Ed said, crossing his arms. “I think I’ll wait here sitting in my Seat until a Dungeon Lord comes along who isn’t as dead set on the ancient customs as your master is.”

      “You dare—!”

      “I haven’t drunk miragefiend in a while,” Jarlen whispered with that dry rasp of hers. “The experience wasn’t pleasurable, if I recall correctly. But maybe that cousin of yours wasn’t as well fed as you clearly are. Shall we find out?”

      Dorrez tensed, and a part of Ed he tried to keep confined to a dark corner of his being stirred. That part wished the creature would just try its luck. The fight with the minotaur had been the first fight where Ed had risked his life in a long while. The jolt of adrenaline surging through his veins like wildfire, the taste of sweat and blood in his mouth, his lungs burning with each mouthful of cold air knowing each breath could be his last. The pain of being wounded, of feeling life draining from his lungs. The joy of drawing victory from the claws of defeat. During battle, a second was an eternity. The core of life and death was struggle.

      Violence could be addictive, and more so with a heart that lent itself to it.

      Reason enough to refrain from it unless I really have to, Ed thought.

      “You are tiring me,” he said. “Tell your master that if he wants to have a go, he knows where to find me. But he better get me on the first try, because otherwise I’m going to find out which Lotians he claims to love really don’t like him, and then I’ll talk to them instead. Now get the fuck out of my dungeon before I have you flayed, fiend.”

      The creature Dorrez shook his head as if counting the number of spears aimed his way. “Then we shall meet in the Endeavor, Lord Wright, if not before. Until then.” He bowed, his veiny stalk bending mockingly as he disappeared back into the Portal, the cart following right next to him.

      With Dorrez gone, tension leaving the room was almost palpable, with more than a dozen people who had been holding their breaths now remembering to empty their lungs and take a mouthful of air.

      “Oh, dunghill,” Alder said, breaking the silence. “This one remembered to take his gifts with him.”

      

      The night was cold and clear, with the twin moons rising proud like queens of the firmament. Pearl Camcanna towering over topaz Ullira among uncountable stars, shining down on the open observatory with otherworldly intensity in a way no modern city back on Earth had seen since the times before the invention of the lightbulb. Tonight the western wind rushing toward the ocean had cleared the Netherworldly smoke away. As if the Haunt and its master had never appeared in this world.

      The mirage in front of Ed was displayed by white threads of magic coming from the metallic half-sphere embedded into the floor. Silver glyphs adorned its surface, and complex magical circuitry lined its insides, connecting it to the ley line of the dungeon below so the information gleamed daily by the Haunt’s Diviners could be displayed in an efficient way. Building the device hadn’t been cheap—a feat mostly accomplished by Diviner Pholk—but it was the kind of expense that was easy to shrug off when dealing with a city-level treasury, and without displays like it Ed would’ve been drowned by the amount of data he had to process on a daily basis. As far as Alder knew, the Heiligian generals of distant history used displays that dwarfed this one in size, if not in complexity. Magical research had advanced since those times, after all. Some of them had spent fortunes on Diviners just to keep an edge on their enemies, the Lotian Dungeon Lords, who favored occlusion, deception, and non-detection magic.

      The white lines showed a rough map of Constantina divided into dozens of circular sections, with Undercity to its southern edge, flanked by the sea and the mountain range above it, which extended northward and out of reach from the map in the shape of a half-moon, deep into the heart of Starevos. The Haunt was close to the city, about a day’s march away, surrounded by the Hoia Forest, and then farmland and many small villages for miles on end. The circular sections of the map started just past the Haunt, overlapping in most cases like the rings of mail armor. A Scrambling Tower was in the center of each ring, and each was protected by a dungeon. The rings were connected by many small underground jagged lines like veins flowing down toward a main artery; the unfinished Gray Highway, broken in many spots, yet slowly extending the Haunt’s reach toward the rest of Starevos.

      Responding to Ed’s command, the display updated. Two rings by the northwestern frontier, the one shared with the Raventian holdings, blinked out of existence, and a third one nearby flickered and dimmed. Another gesture of the Dungeon Lord prompted arrays of information to appear.

      He had lost two Scrambling Towers during the week and half he had been absent securing the roads, although a third dungeon had managed to repel the attackers. Three raids in ten days, when at first weeks would go by without any combat whatsoever. Perhaps the Inquisition had better spies than Ed gave them credit for, since they had seemed to know exactly when his attention would be set elsewhere.

      Or, more likely, the reinforcements brought by summoning circle were slowly making their presence felt. Although the Haunt’s strength grew by the day as well, a grim part of Ed’s mind was well aware that, at this rate, it wouldn’t be enough.

      But acknowledging that won’t help us in any way, he thought, gritting his teeth, forcing himself to think of now. His hands hovered over the display. Three attacks. Frontier Dungeon B1 and D3, lost. Most of the minions within D3 had managed to retreat in time into the escape tunnels.

      The report showed that D3 had been attacked by a team of powerful griffin riders. The riders were recruited from Heiligian nobility, as it was a highly glamorous occupation. All noble houses maintained at least one griffin ready for battle at all times, although for many years as of late the mounts had been used for friendly tournaments and to crush peasant rebellions—almost like a sport to them. The fact that their new enjoyment came from hunting his minions down was a sore spot for Ed, made even worse since he currently lacked a consistent answer against a coordinated, magically assisted aerial attack. He could only hope that would change when Kes returned from her diplomatic talks with her distant cousins.

      She should be back soon enough, he thought, trying to give himself hope.

      The minions had mounted a brief defense and effected an orderly retreat when it was clear they were no match for the expertly equipped and trained Heiligian riders. The Tower had been lost, but at least the minions were still around, and they had earned experience points because of the ordeal.

      Perhaps Mohnuran’s very-likely relationship with the Militant Church had had something to do with the attack. Ed decided to figure out how to react to that possibility after handling the most pressing matter: how to reallocate his resources.

      Frontier Dungeon F2 not only had sustained few losses, they had also won their battle and taken a couple prisoners. It was their second victory, and their Boss’ reputation as a brave warrior was spreading through the neighboring towns. The invading force had been led by an Inquisitor, though its bulk had come from local mercenaries, probably a few of them recruited from bandits and outlaws just like Ed did. Ed allowed his minions to choose their own experience point distribution, so he made a note to ask the Boss for an update on his forces’ capabilities. Jarlen had told him that some Dungeon Lords forced their minions into builds, but others let them decide. Ed’s stance was that Ivalians lived their entire life under the rules of Objectivity. It was as natural to them as breathing, and so they knew what they were doing. Leaving the choice up to them kept morale high and allowed his minions to adapt to dangers that he may never see in time. Some Guilds in his gaming days micromanaged their members too much, and they usually were at a disadvantage against a flexible Guild full of disciplined players working together.

      At least there’s some good news along with the bad, Ed thought.

      Reading about Dungeon B1, though, threw a shadow over Ed’s mood that the stars could do nothing to pierce. Dungeon B1 had been an absolute massacre, its forces butchered. The Boss, a boisterous half-werewolf whom Ed had hired of the man’s own free will, hadn’t been among the survivors.

      From the accounts of the spiderlings and the minions who weren’t too wounded to speak, Ed pieced together what had happened, a weight like lead setting on his stomach as he did. Apparently, a high-level Inquisitorial strike force had sailed downriver under the veil of night, with the help of a Bardic Illusionist, and a Church-sanctioned Rogue to bypass most of the dungeon’s warning spells and defenses. Dungeon Lord magic was weakened by running water, since reliable connection to the ley lines that powered a dungeon was impossible with a large enough current between the lines and the magical systems. In divine magical theory, apparently, water favored Light, while the underground was the Dark’s element. This made rivers and seas natural weaknesses for a Dungeon Lord, a fact that the Inquisition had seemingly learned to exploit after generations of warring with the Lotians.

      The strike team had infiltrated the dungeon right above the living quarters through a spot where the distance between the dungeon and the ground was the smallest. It had taken them five hours to dig through using magic, and the assistance of a dwarven power leveler. The power leveler was a new addition to the Inquisition’s roster—the Militant Church must have been pulling strings with the Heiligian dwarves. After infiltration had been achieved, the strike team had moved expertly through the trapped tunnels, avoiding most traps and dealing with the local contingent of spider warriors before the human minions had had time to figure out they were under attack. By then, with the strike team cutting off the route to the escape tunnels, it had been too late.

      The only reason there had been any survivors at all was because of the heroic last-stand of the Boss, who charged against the strike team along with his two trusted companions. They’d managed to hold back the Inquisitors long enough for the survivors to get away thanks to the half-werewolf’s regeneration and his resistance against non-magical weapons. The account of how the Boss had finally been cut down was muddy, with spiderlings of one cluster saying he had fallen when the Inquisitors brought forth silver weapons, and a different cluster claiming it had been because someone had cast a devastating sunwave. Either way, Dungeon B1 was lost, its Tower self-destructed before the Inquisitors could claim it, and now Heroes could march freely across its territory. They could now kill those loyal to Ed indiscriminately, and push Ed’s reach back, closer to the upcoming doom that threatened to consume him and everyone he cared about.

      His jaw was clenched shut so tight that sharp pain traveled down his face. Those men had died because of him. The truth was plain for him to see under the cold light of the Ivalian stars. I knew the river was a danger, he thought. I knew, but I chose to risk it anyway because B1’s location was too good for the Inquisition to hold. Men died because I thought those nice flat valleys could make for an excellent staging point for those fucking griffins, so we needed to claim it instead! Worse yet, because frontier B1 had repelled attacks twice before, Ed had grown confident—the absolute worst sin during wartime. Have I learned nothing after all I’ve gone through? He should have changed the dungeon’s layout, he should have predicted they’d use the river, he should have known, he should have been there, he should have—

      I should have done better!

      The illusionary display turned into spray like fireflies as his fist swept sideways through it.

      “Oh, is this a bad moment, Lord Wraith?”

      Silver mist flowed from the darkness of the door behind Ed onto the observatory and pooled into itself into the shape of a blond woman in her mid-twenties. Her gray flesh was taut over her frame, and her long, black fingernails sharp like daggers protruded from her boney fingers like the branches of a winter tree. She wore a Lotian mortuary dress that had belonged to a noble Dungeon Lady’s daughter a century ago, and a silken white mask hid her corpse face.

      “Jarlen,” Ed said. He straightened his back and masked his feelings from the vampire. “What do you want?”

      As always, the smell of dust and decay reached his nostrils, and the night’s temperature dropped a few degrees. Jarlen had quickly grown in size after their first meeting, and now she was almost as tall as an average adult Lotian woman.

      Ignoring his question, the vampire glanced around at the open dome of the observatory and at the carved balcony still in progress. “It is dangerous to have an open observatory in a dungeon. I don’t think the Marshal would approve,” she said amusedly.

      “Everything worthwhile has a risk. Life happens on the edge between safety and beauty.”

      “Ah, how delightful you are, my Lord. You’re growing to be of an age where mortals can mistake wisdom for eloquence.”

      The Dungeon Lord made a gesture, and the night sky disappeared as if someone had ripped a curtain away to reveal a domed ceiling behind it, carved with small holes to let some outside air inside.

      “An illusion,” Jarlen said amusedly. “How quaint.”

      “What do you want?” Ed repeated.

      “Well, judging by—” she nodded girlishly toward the metal half-sphere in a way that would’ve been charming had it come from anyone else “—your mood, what I want is to bring you some good news. I have a way to sunder those pesky winged lions out of the sky.”

      Ed raised an eyebrow.

      The vampire strolled around the sphere, the frills and lace of her white dress brushing against the lacquered floor. “That botched regeneration attempt took more than my height when we first met, Lord Wraith. My powers were also greatly diminished. Thanks to the plentiful sustenance you’ve provided me, though, most of my magic is back. Including the capacity to create progeny.”

      She stood in front of him, then, hands behind her back, the muscles of her neck taut and at an angle just a tad too unnatural for a living person to hold for long. “Give me the word, my Lord, and I shall create for you four loyal Nightshade servants. Not as powerful as me, of course, but useful.”

      To Ed’s horror, he found himself considering Jarlen’s words, and the vampire seemed to realize it, for she pushed further, like a shark smelling blood.

      “You seem unsure, my Lord. Head Researcher Lavina and her men already create zombies and skeletons at will, and you are fine with it. This is no different.”

      “An animated skeleton is little more than an automaton. A vampire is a thinking being.”

      “Exactly. Our immortal minds make us the kings of the undead. There will be four Nightshades at first, Lord Wraith, combat ready before the end of Winter. With the amount of blood available, we can have them create progeny soon enough. Hundreds of weak Nightshades could be ready to fight for us by the time the Heiligian army arrives. It will be enough to make a difference. You have seen what one Nightshade alone can do. Imagine hundreds of them.”

      He did. Hundreds of intelligent corpses descending upon silver-clad Inquisitors, sinking their fangs into the griffins, drowning them under a sea of mist. Jarlen herself kept his enemies in Undercity in check. With four more like her, he could take Raventa almost immediately.

      About a month ago, rumors had reached him that Jarlen had managed to twist the terms of her pact to feed on prisoners of the Xovia Citadel on death row. Apparently, a prisoner that was to be executed anyway didn’t trigger the limits Ed had shackled her with—she genuinely thought she was doing him a favor by handling the role of executioner for Ed’s supposed allies.

      How useful his pet vampire had been lately! How many lives Ed had saved by using Jarlen against the Akathunian assassins instead of the kaftars or the batblins?

      But she killed for the fun of it. Because she was thirsty. Because she could.

      A chill traveled down his spine. Just a year ago, the mere sight of the vampire had been enough to terrify him. And now he was contemplating unleashing hundreds like her against other people?

      “Do you know about the trouble with the Spider Empire?” Ed asked quietly.

      “What does that have to do with anything—?”

      “Before we unified the spider clusters, they spent most of their time at war with themselves. This warfare kept their numbers down. But now, with Laurel ruling all of them, even their natural predators cannot handle their combined strength.”

      “My Lord, it sounds as if you’re confusing the meaning of the word ‘trouble.’ You rule over the Spider Empress. Her forces are yours to command.”

      “There’s not enough food in the forest to feed the horned spiders,” Ed said. “Laurel keeps throwing them at the Inquisition just to keep their numbers down, and it still is not enough.” He reeled at the prospect of doing something akin to that to a human population. Although horned spiders were cluster predators with little to no individual attachment to anyone but their Queen, they were still sentient. It was yet another unforeseen consequence of Ed’s actions, something that threatened to run out of his control and have catastrophic results for everyone.

      A long time ago, Kharon had told him that Murmur didn’t care at all what Ed did with the power invested in him by the Mantle, because, eventually, all roads Ed could choose would deliver him to the Dark.

      Not much later, Gallio had told him the same thing.

      “Suppose I say yes and you make those vampires,” Ed said. “They fight and win in my name. What do they eat once the Inquisitors are gone?” A starving vampire, just like a starving horned spider, would care not one iota for pacts, magical or not. They would end their agreement with the Haunt as soon as the hunger was too much to bear, and then they would prey upon innocent men and woman the same way they had the Inquisitors. They would be like a plague, their numbers growing with every kill as they slowly turned Starevos into a nightmare kingdom that would eventually succumb to hunger and darkness… or burst and spill its disease across the entire world.

      Ed had read about Dungeon Lords who had tried to build an army of vampires. The Inquisition hunted them with almost as much zeal as they did those who messed with Sephar’s Bane—the mindbroods. He could understand why. In their shoes, he would do the same.

      “If the prospect bothers you so much,” Jarlen said, “just make sure few of them survive the war. Cull the weakest so the strong may rule. That’s how the Haunt shall rise.”

      “I won’t unleash that into the world,” Ed said.

      The vampire hissed in anger. “Would you smother your kingdom in its cradle because you’re scared of growing too powerful? A Dungeon Lord, scared of his power like an old crone scared of the night! Rise to the place destined for you, and then worry about the consequences!”

      “The risk is not worth it.”

      “People are going to die because of that decision.” In her anger, the vampire’s feet seemed to float inches above the ground through tendrils of mist. “Maybe it will be cute little Lavy. Or gentle Alder. Or brave Klek. You are the one that claims to care about them, aren’t you, Lord Wraith? Do you realize you carry their lives on your back?”

      “Yes!”

      Jarlen’s words hung in the silence that surrounded them, with only the light of his Evil Eye separating the Dungeon Lord from the vampire.

      “My apologies, my Lord,” Jarlen said after a while. “In my eagerness to serve your interests, I have pushed too far.”

      Ed shook his head, which was pounding so hard that at any other point would have made him think a visit from Kharon was imminent. “Four Nightshades. I’ll consider allowing five, but that’s it.”

      Gods help me, am I really thinking about this? he asked himself.

      Jarlen bowed and crossed her arm across her chest. “Thank you, my Lord. I shall use that chance to prove the usefulness my progeny can have.”

      “Leave now,” he said. “I have a war to plan.”

      He didn’t notice when the vampire left. He had already willed his attention back to his duties, the sweat marring his forehead the only evidence of the encounter with the undead. If he allowed himself to fall into despair, then all would be lost. He simply could not afford it. If only doom was in his future, it would have to drag him kicking and screaming into its clutches.

      With a gesture, he restored the display. He took a deep breath. The minions of D3 would man a new dungeon, built over the ruins of frontier A2, which the Inquisitors had destroyed twice already but had failed to find the connecting tunnels. If the new A3 held, it would hopefully draw a bit of pressure away from areas B1 and C.

      Frontier Dungeon C1 had survived again, by the skin of their teeth, and its minions had the experience points to show for it.

      If they can manage it a third time… Ed thought. But leaving them as they were was the same mistake he had made with B. Instead, the survivors of B would reinforce C1, and he would head there tomorrow morning to personally enhance the dungeon’s defenses. After a few battles, he could transfer the minions of B to a new dungeon along with a batch of rookies that the veterans could train.

      All in all, after he finished shuffling his forces around, he found that he hadn’t lost as much as he’d first thought. Still a defeat, though—he had just managed to lose more slowly. Everyone was counting on him to pull out a victory. He rested his back against the cold wall and considered Jarlen’s offer.
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Chapter Five

          

          A Champion's Welcome

        

      

    

    
      A roar rose up from the travertine walls of the Great Amphitheater of the Free City of Yhin as the two creatures smashed against each other. A dusky cloud emerged from the impact, thick splotches of blood and gore falling onto the thirsting sands.

      Somewhere under the stands, a spellcaster summoned a gale of wind to disperse the dust and give the screaming crowd a better view. The lampagos, a giant lion with a shaggy humanoid head, sank its rows of teeth into the forearm of the eight-foot-tall ogre Warmaster, tearing through his brass armor as if it were nothing and ripping out a chunk of muscle as thick as a man’s head. A jet of blood sprayed out of the wounded ogre’s arm, and his mace fell to the ground as he bellowed out and tried to retreat.

      The crowd screamed its excitement when the lampagos pounded down at the bloodied Warmaster, sending both of them down into the hot sand with the beast sitting atop the ogre’s chest; its claws ripped out chunks of hairy, thick skin in flashes too fast to follow.

      Thousands of Lotians, men and women of all ages and walks of life, held their breath in unison, for the result of the fight seemed decided. The ogre, though, attempted to stand and push the lampagos away. He slipped in his own blood. The lampagos, never letting go of his arm, pulled and shook as if attempting to rip it out. The sharp crack of bone as a joint broke echoed through the expectant silence, and claws raked hot red streaks across the ogre’s face—

      Then his other arm struck against the side of the lampagos’ snout with a fist thick like a boulder. Teeth, saliva, and blood flew out of the crushed snout. The lampagos recoiled, its bloodied tongue hanging limp from the ruin, and in that moment the Warmaster grabbed it from the lower jaw and pulled hard to the side as he rolled to lie atop of the lampagos. He then tore the lampagos’ jaw off. The lampagos yelped in agony as its bestial brain sent a warning through the mist of pain, and its talons dug deep into the ogre’s abdomen, drawing a long gash from which smoking red guts poured into view like the heads of a dozen snakes.

      The ogre’s green eyes flared and his fist struck against the lampagos’ head with the fury of a hammer, using the ground of the Amphitheater as its anvil. He struck again and split the lion’s ocular cavity in half. A blazing green eye bounced wetly on the sand, optic nerve still connecting it to the ruins of the lampagos’ skull. Frantic claws dug deeper into the ogre, then went slack. A third punch, another, and then more still until the dull clunk of the strikes became wet chunks. The lion’s head, which at this point was little more than an unrecognizable red mass, cracked open and spilled its contents out across the sand. Finally, the light faded from the creature’s only remaining eye.

      Slowly, with the claws of his enemy still inside him, the Warmaster stumbled up, the lion’s torn jaw slipping out of his grasp. The Warmaster had 18 ranks of Endurance, lower than his Brawn, so his fist had turned into a purple, bloated mess of broken bones that barely resembled a hand. He weakly used it to keep his intestines inside him. The forearm on his other arm was hanging on by a thread, but he nevertheless managed to raise his shoulder up as if saluting the bystanders. A slash had opened his cheek to reveal the teeth behind and made it look as if he were smiling. His body was covered in other wounds just as terrible, and steaming blood streaked down his torso and legs like a river as his regeneration attempted to keep his body from going into shock. It failed miserably.

      The stands of the Great Amphitheater erupted into cheers as a magically enhanced voice announced the winner of the bout: “Good people of Lotia, you have your champion!”

      The green light abandoned the monster’s eyes, leaving behind animal pupils, pained and confused. A squad of Unholy Clerics and Fleshmancers marched down the aisles and into the arena, flanked by a row of spearmen with gleaming black armor. Shackle spells went off, with spiked magical chains grabbing the ogre’s neck and forcing him to kneel. Several spellcasters held him down while the others set to work at keeping him alive and mending his wounds with grim efficiency. Since Lotia lacked access to the restoration domain, working their so-called healing was a spectacle as traumatic as the battle. The ogre bellowed in agony as tendons snapped back together. Cubes of troll flesh were set against his wounds, and Dark magic was used to convince the cubes that they belonged to the ogre—so they would become as patches to stem the hemorrhaging and eventually replace the missing muscle. Ugly, misshapen white lumps covering the ogre’s body were the long-healed results of similar field surgeries. A couple of slaves stabbed a hollow spear into the ogre’s chest and another two emptied jars of charcoal-black troll blood straight into his heart. The spellcasters then lifted their charge using magic and dragged him out of the arena to finish the surgery, leaving behind a bloody trail as the announcer finished his spiel:

      “—The terror of the Vros Shores, the doom of the Order of the Silver Knights, death-bringer, master of the Great Amphitheater for the eight time, feared by the Light and savior of her people! Raise your arms up for Lady Aramis Vaines, citizens of Yhin!”

      The Dungeon Lady, now back in her own body, walked to the parapet of her private pavilion and came into view of the people below, her fist raised grandly above her head as the crowd screamed their hearts out at their champion and the scorching sun shone across her black hair like a halo.

      

      Dungeon Lord Molmeda aimed a finger like a spear at Vaines’ chest. “It is not fair. Your ogre was fresh for the finals; my beast was already winded!”

      Molmeda was a middle-aged man with a shaved head and a long, curly beard that covered his neck. He wore ceremonial armor that had never seen battle, and a white-furred cape enchanted for heat and comfort. Years ago, the armor would’ve complemented a powerful build, but now Vaines knew it hid a big, round belly and flabby arms.

      “Only in victory is strength redeemed,” Vaines said, quoting a passage from the ancient ‘Maxims of Warfare’ by Lord Commander Helens. She did not bother hiding the annoyance in her voice. “Dungeon Lords play for keeps, Lord Molmeda. I took a gamble by bringing a weaker creature to the semifinals instead of the Warlord; you chose to play it safe and use your lampagos in both matches. In the end, my triumph proves the merit of my plan. I am strong because I won. I won because I am strong.”

      “Don’t you babble old foolishness at me, Vaines. The Amphitheater is a noble spectacle, meant to showcase honor and elegance through ceremonial combat. It is not a place for a rabid war-bitch!”

      Vaines smiled, and the scars all over her face tensed like snakes about to leap. “We shall see how much elegance there is in combat when we find each other in the Endeavor, Lord Molmeda,” she said. “It will do you well to experience the pain our minions feel on the Amphitheater in your own flesh—for once.”

      The Dungeon Lord stiffened. He turned sharply, flourishing his cape, and strolled out of the hall. “You should keep a tight leash on that crazy dog,” he told the Marquis before disappearing past a silken curtain in a hurry. The Marquis flashed Vaines a fake apologetic smile and raised his shoulders as if to say, “You know how she gets.” Around him, whines and moans arose from his entourage and an alabaster hand pulled him back into the celebratory orgy.

      “With Dungeon Lords like him I wonder how the Dark has managed to survive this long,” Vaines muttered, taking a sip from her cup of warm wine, the only affectation she indulged in as acknowledgment of her victory.

      Am I really supposed to fight this war on my own? she wondered. Some days it seemed that not even the few competent Dungeon Lords left cared about their sacred duty to push back the hordes of the Light. They preferred to fight among themselves for power and glory, doing only the bare minimum to keep the Heroes from reaching the Free Cities.

      Some nights, despite the elder magic flowing through her veins, Vaines could feel how old she truly was. Outwardly, her body was that of a noble warrior in her mid-forties, with black hair cut short, proud purple Lotian eyes whenever the Evil Eye wasn’t blazing, and tanned arms marred by battle scars and troll-flesh injections. She wore no jewelry, covering herself mostly in fur and a tight dress underneath, styled in the revealing fashion preferred by the noblewomen of Yhin, though she always felt naked and clumsy without the steadying weight of her full battle-armor.

      In her soul, she had lived through almost eighty years of constant warfare. Whenever she closed her eyes, she could feel the weight of the hopes and dreams of the people she had lost along the way. Vaines was the only one left.

      “Don’t pay him any mind, dear Lady,” Marquis Adolvar said. “He’s just a sore loser.” A leg wrapped around his waist and he disappeared briefly under a devout succubus Priest. He came back up gasping for air. “Although Molmeda is right in one regard. People have complained that most of your matches end the same way; on the floor after only a few seconds, with one mostly dead victor having turned its competitor into a gory mess. No fanfare, no glorious display of technical prowess or ancient martial arts. Perhaps give the public what they like once in a while? They enjoy longer matches, perhaps with a few cartwheels.” Having said that, he fell under a coordinated attack from two slime girl dancers, one bright green and the second mustard yellow. Giggles and playful curses echoed on the walls.

      Vaines glanced outside, past the crimson mezzanines of the towering noble district and at the slums of the Free City of Yhin, where people sold themselves into arrow-fodder minionships to avoid starvation.

      “Nine tenths of all fights to the death end like that,” Vaines explained. “That is the true meaning of the Great Amphitheater. It was built by the ancients so people could experience the terrible realities of life without having to die to learn the lesson.”

      “Surely the life of the peasants is hard enough without those grim reminders?” Adolvar’s muffled voice suggested from somewhere in the pile. “Sometimes people just need a good show. The other Dungeon Lords don’t mind bending the ancient traditions a bit.”

      “Most of the other Dungeon Lords have never been in a fight to the death with their real bodies on the line.”

      Adolvar visibly gave up. He lacked the patience for long discussions. “Well, as you wish. You know your business better than anyone, I guess. Let’s focus on your victory instead. Why don’t you join us? Have a good time, Aramis, enjoy life for a little while.”

      Cozy orange tongues of flame crackled from the chimney embedded into a wall close to where the Marquis languished, surrounded in a tangle of sweating flesh and aromatic incense by the best courtesans from House Vandran. He was in his early thirties, of noble features marred by a hollowness in his cheeks that came from a lifetime of untampered pleasures and excesses. A neatly trimmed beard and black curls gave him an air of wisdom he hadn’t yet earned, and that reminded Vaines of the Marquis’ father, Count Bastavar, who despite all he had done had undeniably been a great man.

      “No, thanks,” she said. “The Grand Priest of Tal Zamor has sent a message calling for my presence in the Netherworld. Better if I leave at once.” Sharing the Marquis’ bed would’ve been like lying with a child, such was the age difference between them. In truth, despite who his father had been, and despite his 18 ranks in Charm, she disliked Adolvar. How could she respect a leader that always stood at attention for his whores, yet never on the battlefield?

      Technically, the Counts, rulers of the Free Cities, were “separate but equal” from Dungeon Lords. While Murmur’s chosen led Lotia’s sword, the Counts kept its people fed and warm. Or, at least, that had been Bastavar’s plan after the rebellion. He had chosen to title himself “Count” to signal to the people he was not above the Lordship. Nowadays, his own son had named himself Marquis.

      Vaines wondered how many generations it would take for the first descendant to drop the facade and title themselves King or Queen.

      “A shame,” gasped Adolvar, nearing climax. “We were looking forward to celebrating with you.”

      The Dungeon Lady had spent enough time among the Yhin nobility to know he was merely being polite—those people made a point to invest their lives accelerating the moral decay that eroded the Lotian culture. Sex was a pastime, a feast an expectation, the poisoning of a political rival a pleasant afternoon topic. They built their bodies for the erotic pursuit in all its forms, using and abusing magic to mask the toll of their excesses. Vaines lacked any kind of softness that could entice them.

      The enjoyment of life’s pleasures was one of the Dark’s tenets that separated it from the strict, duty-obsessed demands the Light made of its followers. Many had pointed out that, some days, the Dungeon Lady of the Vros Shores had more in common with a Militant Inquisitor than with her own people. A proud Lotian, they claimed, knew to cultivate at least one good vice.

      She had reacted by challenging them to duels, maiming or killing the lot, which in itself disproved their point:

      The worst of vices is that of bloodlust unchecked. Another of Helens’ Maxims.

      Vaines was Lotian to the marrow.

      

      The Netherworld beckoned, its fiery sky like a membrane that covered the distant white world underneath Lady Vaines as she rode astride her favorite ice harpy while flying toward the temple at the heart of Müntar, the frozen region ruled by Demon Regent Tal Zamor, Lord of Embers.

      Only the auras of elemental resistance enhancing Vaines’ body kept her alive as the impossibly cold winds roared against the feathered beast and tried to bring it down onto the frozen expanse below. Shards of ice flying as fast as siege projectiles turned to diamond dust as they smashed against the barrier spell glimmering around Vaines. Every breath the Dungeon Lady took was magically warmed and carried the sting of static. The ice harpy, a native of the region who couldn’t even survive in warmer climates, treated the sleetstorm as a pleasant breeze.

      Vaines had always found it strange how Tal Zamor could rule such a frozen wasteland when his domain was that of Embers. His Priests claimed the demigod taught that only in such a place did fire burn brightest. The Dungeon Lady’s opinion was that “such a place” had obvious value as a base, because without access to mass elemental resistance magic, Müntar was unassailable. This ensured Tal Zamor only had to care about attack from other Regents and their hosts.

      If only there was a way to encase the entirety of Lotia in a bed of ice… Vaines thought.

      Halfway to Tal Zamor temple, a tribe of giants caught sight of her and tried to smite her out of the sky by throwing boulders at her. Her ice harpy screeched in anger and took evasive maneuvers, despite most shots going awfully wide—the giants weren’t famous for their aim.

      But even a bad shot could get lucky, so Vaines grabbed onto her reins with one hand and aimed at the center of the giants with the other. At this distance, they looked like ants to her. Magic arced through her as the biological ley lines of her body awoke. “Rain of coal,” she uttered. Somewhere in a metaphysical plane beyond the reach of even the gods, Objectivity processed the series of instructions stored under the name rain of coal, a design of the Tal Zamor’ Priesthood, who specialized in combat magic.

      Using one of Vaines’ advanced-ranked spell slots for power, a surge of heat spread out her hand and flew downward in the direction of the ice giants. It exploded well before reaching the ground, creating a fiery rift from which dozens of fist-sized flaming coals flew with the speed of arrows at the giants. The coals exploded all around the creatures as they scrambled for cover, grunting mutely through the scream of the wind whenever a projectile struck against them. A normal human would’ve suffered broken bones from the impact, but the giants were powerful enough to shrug it off—not the fire that clung to their pelts like tar, though, and Vaines could see them panic as the orange flames resisted the frozen wind and spread through the hirsute white-and-gray fiends.

      Rain of coals kept firing nonstop for about a half a minute, forcing the giants to scramble out of its area of effect. “That was a warning,” she told them, although even if they could’ve heard her through the sleet they wouldn’t have understood her language. She wondered, not for the first time, if she could recruit a tribe of them as minions. Their stats were high enough to be worth the trouble, and their immunity against ice magic made them a perfect answer for low-to-mid-level Heroic Wizards, whose spellcasting kit often centered on ice.

      They would need enchanted armor so they could survive outside Müntar, Vaines thought, calculating the extra expense in her head against the possible value they could offer. And a way to bypass the front-line Heroes so they can reach the Wizards.

      She decided that housing them in an entirely ice-themed dungeon would work best. It would force the Heroes to overcompensate against ice magic, and then she could toss in a few emberfiends enchanted with elemental resistance to throw them for a loop.

      A smile spread across her lips. Dungeon design was one of her small pleasures. It was a shame that most ideas weren’t feasible enough to put into practice, and thus would never see the light of day.

      The temple of Tal Zamor had been carved into the side of a glacier, and was supported by a myriad of black steel cables like the stitches of a skin-graft. Unlike the muddy ice around the temple, its walls were shiny sheets of angular crystals, polished by magic until they were like mirrors reflecting the unnatural light of the Netherworld, which had no sun, into cold, eerie rainbows that seemed to turn the snow into fields of diamonds.

      Vaines landed her harpy onto a flat rooftop with a polished ice floorboard marred by deep scratches. As the Dungeon Lady jumped off her seat, a Priest of Embers approached, their armored body clanking with each clumsy step.

      “You arrive sooner than expected,” the Priest said after exchanging formal greetings.

      “The city of Yhin grows grating the more time I spend there,” Vaines said. “Let’s skip the pleasantries, Phyelras. Why am I here?”

      “We have found the third companion that will follow your lead during the Endeavor,” Priest Phyelras said.

      The Priest would’ve been the front-line warrior of any other Regent. Members of his race were distant cousins of the feared devil knights, but had evolved to handle even more extreme temperatures. Phyelras’ body was like stone enveloped by sapphire scales, with elaborate spiral horns crowning his wedge-shaped head. He had four silver eyes, and a bifurcated tongue that could sense body heat. His ceremonial robe was bright red, old age had bent his back, and he used his golden trident as a walking stick more often than the weapon of war it was.

      “I was told that Lady Xorander would be my third party member,” Vaines said as they walked through the ascetic corridors of the Temple. She could hear war-chants in the distance, and a warm light reflected on the floors—the light of Tal Zamor himself, lying in his century-long coma, recovering from a terrible wound sustained during the titanic struggle with his brother and sisters in a time before Dungeon Lords and Inquisitors.

      “Our spies informed us that the Regent of Secrets bought Xorander’s loyalty recently,” said Phyelras, his black tongue twitching in anger at the mention of Tal Zamor’ enemy. “We do not know what Korghiran offered her, but the young Xorander is as naïve as she is ambitious. We are better off without her.”

      Vaines shrugged. She cared little for the games of the Regents. There was nothing to say things wouldn’t go as bad as last time Dungeon Lords had tried to collaborate during the Endeavor, so Vaines had assumed it would be the same this time around: half would shank their “allies” right after they turned the first shadowy corner away from the others’ minions, and the other half would blow each other up straight away with advanced spells the very second they stepped into the Factory. “So who is our replacement?”

      As far as she was aware, every Dungeon Lord brave or foolish enough to step into the Factory had already declared allegiance to one Regent or another. Molmeda, Redwood, and the smoldering piece of dung Sanguine, sided with Flesh as always. Crane, the creep Tenebris, and Zendrel had pledged themselves to Dolmanak, Regent of Bones. Lord Virion, her disciple, was with Tal Zamor, of course. Korghiran seemingly now had Xorander, Steros, and the Starevosi insurgent—Edward Wright.

      “It is a peculiar story,” said Phyelras, raising his voice to be heard over the inhuman screaming as they went past a sacrificial chamber where a group of fiends tortured a different group of fiends. Their experience points would be burned to accelerate Tal Zamor’ recovery by a few minutes, which probably was not a tall comfort for those who got to see their heart ceremonially carved out of their chests. “We’ve been keeping the secret even from you, to avoid any leaks until the time was right.”

      The Priest led her down into the heart of the temple, low enough that she began to wonder if he was guiding her to the heart of the glacier where the Regent of Embers rested. Instead they took a turn and then several others, bringing her to the living quarters, where she had never been before.

      Priests, acolytes, and servant fiends trained and drank and argued with each other all around her. It reminded her of her own dungeons when the minions thought she wasn’t looking. Gone was the grim and severe attitude they displayed for visitors, although most tried to quickly get back in character when they saw her.

      “A few months ago, the High Priest was contacted by a Dark emissary who offered us a deal.”

      Vaines raised an eyebrow. “Another Regent?” If so, the newcomer was obviously a trap. A sacrificial pawn at most.

      “If we go by the strictest theological doctrine, he is not a Regent. Yet he is a son of Murmur, nonetheless. The oldest.”

      “You cannot mean…” Vaines said, perplexed. “The Boatman does not meddle in the affairs of mortals.” Never in all her years, since Tal Zamor had given Vaines her Mantle when she was a child had she ever heard of such a thing.

      “Kharon does whatever he wants,” Phyelras said, although he shuddered at the mention of Murmur’s undead son. For some reason, he had seemed nervous around Vaines since her arrival. “He operates through agents and long ploys to advance the cause of the Dark and has brought men and women from distant lands into the Netherworld before. Even from other worlds, if the rumors of the Starevosi Dungeon Lord are to be believed. This newcomer is the same. Another ploy, surely, but one that benefits us.”

      There is no us, thought Vaines. She worked with Embers because a Dungeon Lord without a Dark Sponsor was at a disadvantage. Her father before her had served Tal Zamor, and she saw no reason to change allegiances, even if everyone knew that any Regent would have her if she switched. The reason behind her loyalty was simple: Tal Zamor was weaker at the moment than his brothers. That meant he needed her, and thus was willing to offer far more.

      “And you’ve kept this ‘chosen one’ here, hidden from everyone else?”

      “Indeed. We had a lot of training to go through. It… wasn’t easy. He is an adult by Ivalian standards, but apparently the world he comes from has sheltered him most of his life. In this way, he is immature.”

      “A prince, then,” said Vaines, thinking of the Marquis.

      “Yes, but a merchant prince. The heir of the fearsome Randall Conglomerate. Reading between the lines of what he told us, the Conglomerate is his world’s equivalent of Saint Claire & Tillman—focusing instead on repairing Artifacts of Power.”

      That caught Vaines’ attention. “A company that repairs Artifacts? Their arcane knowledge must rival that of the old ages,” she said. “How are they a business instead of an Empire?”

      “We believe they earn their fortune by having the world’s kingdoms pay them tribute so the Conglomerate won’t use their Artifacts on them.”

      “Makes sense. That way they get to rule from the shadows, away from the attention of rebels and Heroes.”

      Phyelras nodded. “The Conglomerate could be a world-level threat if they find out about our plane of existence. Luckily for us, Kharon’s Chosen lacks the power at the moment to return to his home-world.”

      Vaines was interested, despite herself. At the moment, the Priest had said. The Towers of the Starevosi already threatened to change the balance of power within Ivalis. Soon enough, she’d have the designs in her possession, as well as the unfathomable resources of the Factory of Nightmares to improve upon them and spread them all over Lotia. She had foreseen everything… except Kharon’s intervention. Part of the reason the Boatman was the most feared of Murmur’s servants was not because of his power, but his unpredictability. In many ways, he was more human than his brothers. And it was his humanity that made him terrifying.

      This newcomer was a wildcard.

      One of the favorite sayings of the famous Kruvoc Nezlozur, Lord Sephar’s trusted Marshal, was:

      “Whenever your plan seems about to work perfectly, it’s time to look for cover.”

      “Hm? Did you say something, Lady Vaines?”

      “Never mind, I was merely thinking aloud.”

      Phyelras brought her to the far end of the quarters, a section that—by the looks of it—didn’t have much activity. A pair of fiends armed with tridents kept guard to the sides of a door. Vaines could sense powerful Dark wards protecting this area. “Lady Vaines, it is my pleasure to introduce you to the Boatman’s Champion, Argent Planeshifter. He is the first of his kind, separate from the Lordship but of equal standing.” His voice trembled a little at the end.

      The door opened to reveal an old acolyte teaching defensive swordsmanship forms to a bored-looking blond man in his mid-twenties. Kharon’s Champion had a petulant air to him, as if nothing that had happened in the last few months had been out of the ordinary. He wore black, and he was tall and trim, but his attributes were abysmal, even with training, as his highest was a boosted Charm of 15. He had less than 300 experience points, no doubt acquired with the help of the Priests. The only talent that got her attention was Mantle of the Traveler.

      Interesting, she thought, as she read the talent’s description.

      At first glance, Argent could be a fearsome asset. But that dismal character sheet left her no doubt her worst fears had been confirmed. Kharon was playing a joke on someone—possibly Tal Zamor—and thus she could be caught in the crossfire.

      The man glanced at her with a bored expression. “Are you my new party member?” he asked, lowering his practice sword. “I asked for someone hot.”

      The old acolyte and Priest Phyelras gave Vaines a nervous look. She wondered if maybe it would be best for everyone if she simply killed Argent right then and there and tried to fight her way out of the temple.

      “And I expected a man instead of a child,” she returned. She strolled casually to the space the old acolyte had been occupying—the fiend hurried to get out of her way. “Kharon’s Champion, eh? Of equal standing to a Dungeon Lord. Interesting choice of words, Phyelras. Where I’m from, people earn the right to call themselves that.”

      “Please, Lady Vaines, he is not from around here, he doesn’t know—”

      “But I’m sure you told him to be careful around me, didn’t you?” The look of panic the Priest gave her confirmed he had. “If after whatever you told him he still has an attitude, he’s clearly hiding a trick up his sleeve. I want to see it. So how about a friendly match, Chosen One? The first one to land a hit wins.”

      Phyelras made a move as if to get between them, then stopped. There was something monumental in this simple offer of a duel. The best of the Lordship against Kharon’s Chosen. It was the kind of thing ballads were made of, had a Bard been present. Vaines didn’t need a high Charm to know what Phyelras was thinking: There’s no way he can do it… but what if…

      The man called Argent raised an eyebrow and read Vaines’ character sheet. She allowed him to take a good look at her attributes and skills, hiding only her most powerful talents. Argent swallowed, but stood his ground and entered a basic combat stance. He discreetly moved his hand behind his back. From the micro-movements in his arm, Vaines judged that he was about to cast a spell. He opened his mouth to say something sarcastic.

      And then Argent lay sprawled and bloodied on the floor, with Vaines towering above him.

      Phyelras and the old acolyte rushed to the fallen Champion. “You killed him!” Blood flowed from Argent’s face and stained the carpet.

      “Relax, it was merely a non-empowered love tap. Not even I would challenge a demigod by one-shotting his plaything,” Vaines said with a shrug. She glanced behind the spot where Argent had been standing. Apparently, he had managed to cast his spell after all. A small ripple in reality, about big enough for a fist, floated immobile in the air. Like a stable Portal, without the need for the constant, massive influx of ley line magical energy. Vaines looked at where it led, and then looked at her own back to find another ripple, twin to the first.

      So that’s what Mantle of the Traveler does. Interesting, she thought. Stable, at-will Portals was a power only the Boatman could’ve bestowed, so Argent’s origin had to be true. Her mind on automatic, like it had done with the giants, began thinking of ways to use the man to advance her cause. He’ll need far more experience points to be of any use.

      The acolyte crumbled up some dry herbs in front of Argent’s face. The man opened his eyes, coughed, moaned in pain, and covered his bloody nose with his hands. “You bish, you brokeh mah noseh! Agahn!” He looked at the blood on his hands, then gave Vaines an incredulous, indignant look. “You cheateah, ah washt readyh!”

      Vaines smiled broadly. “Welcome to Ivalis,” she said.
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Chapter Six

          

          Knucklebones

        

      

    

    
      Karmich the Thief flashed Alder a confident smile. He had a phalanges bone in his hand, bleached white and carved with a small, non-magical glyph. More bones, all from the same hell chicken’s knuckle, were spread on an outside table between them. “Pay close attention, friend Alder,” Karmich said. “I’ll do it slowly so you get a chance to figure it out.”

      Alder bent forward over the table, careful not to blink. “Give it your best shot,” he said. He didn’t need to use his empathy talent to know Karmich was about to cheat—the Thief had admitted as much.

      They sat on a small open pavilion in a public park. Local flowery fields perfumed the air, and tall Starevosi trees provided shade from the sun. The noise of children playing mixed with music of flutes and harps. Men and women strolled around the pavilion, taking a couple hours of rest from their busy schedules—made busier still by Undercity’s ever-constant demands to improve the city defenses. A half-finished stone wall slowly grew in the distance, one of Ed’s several initiatives to make the city harder to invade. Since the Dungeon Lord’s drones weren’t as effective on land as they were underground, humans handled the walls, while Ed focused on turning the infamous catacombs under the city into a deadly dungeon that could also host most of the citizens during an emergency.

      “Here I go,” Karmich said, and threw the knuckle upward.

      The white bone rose in the space between Alder and Karmich, and right as it began its descent, the Thief swiped half the knuckles in the table using the same hand he had used to throw the first bone. Then, before it hit the table, he caught it with the same movement.

      Alder studied the Thief’s open hand, then the table where the remaining bones lay. The rules were very simple: you won by having more knucklebones than your opponent, could only use one hand, and you could only keep those if you caught the first one before it hit the table. Winning the game fairly, though, was not why the Thieves Guild played it.

      “Well?” Karmich asked, smiling ear to ear. “Did I cheat?”

      “I know you did,” Alder said. “I just can’t figure out how.” There was an extra knuckle missing from the table. “Where is it?”

      Karmich laughed. “Check your breast pocket.”

      “No way,” Alder said. He rummaged through his velvet shirt and found the missing bone. “Man, we said no magic allowed!”

      “A good Thief doesn’t need magic,” Karmich said. “Provided he is skilled at misdirection.”

      Alder frowned. “Let me try.” He grabbed the phalanges bone and threw it. He grabbed three of the remaining bones with the same hand, then managed to barely catch the falling one. “So when am I supposed to make the steal?”

      The game, knucklebones, was a favorite pastime among the Thieves, but they played it with a small variant: each knuckle snatched while playing fair was worth one point, and one stolen without being caught was worth three. Later, the loser had to buy the winner as many rounds of booze as the difference in the scores had been. Karmich claimed it was a fun, simple way to build up their sleight-of-hand skills, and had been trying to teach Alder the Thieving basics whenever the Bard had some free time.

      The Bard and the Thief had kindred character builds, they had realized, with Alder’s high Charm making him a natural face for a con, and his illusions a powerhouse at creating distractions or tricking a target. Alder wasn’t really interested in being a conman or anything of the sort, but he was curious about the lifestyle of a member of the Thieves Guild. A Bard’s job was to deliver knowledge of interesting and distant experiences to his audience, so Bards traveled the world and bore witness to as many dramatic happenings as possible, filling in the blanks with embellishment and their own interpretation of the events.

      Alder, though, hoped to be a different kind of Bard, one that strove to have as little blanks in his retellings as possible. To present the truth as it was, with no embellishment. So he had spent time here and there with Karmich and Pris to improve his knowledge of the Thieves Guild, and in doing that they had become fast friends.

      Sadly, though, it seemed that Alder had a long, long road ahead of him before Karmich judged him skilled enough for the Thieves Guild to make him an honorary member.

      “You’re supposed to steal it when I’m not looking,” Karmich explained. “Before you throw the bone. For example, when you looked down to your pocket I stole another two.” He showed Alder the pair of white knuckles, rolling them through his own open fingers. “Like with women, it’s all about timing.”

      “As if you would know,” Pris said. She was standing with her back against a pavilion’s beam nearby, her gaze focused on a park bench a stone’s throw away, where a young black-haired acolyte of Oynnes chatted amiably with a balding man dressed like a moderately affluent merchant. “Pay attention, you two. We are supposed to be keeping watch, not playing games.”

      “Ah, don’t be so tense, sweet,” Karmich chirped happily. “You’ll give us away like that. We are supposed to remain incognito, are we not? Come. Sit with us. I brought a book if you don’t want to play. Who would dare make a move against our brave leaders in the middle of the day, surrounded by their best men, in a public park of a city they control?”

      Alder raised an eyebrow. The Scrambling Tower growing at the center of the city had been upgraded to protect against scrying, so Karmich technically wasn’t being overconfident by speaking so freely of their plans. Still, it made Alder nervous, because if Kes were there she would’ve punched the Thief for such a reckless disregard of basic security protocol, and maybe even Alder too for being around.

      Pris shook her head. “How about the Akathunians? They have kept a low profile since Lord Edward began hunting them down. They certainly have a motive to make a move against us.”

      “And I’m glad that he did,” Karmich said. “Who the hell kind of asshole openly calls themselves the Assassins Guild? If you ask me, we’re better off without them. They’ve probably stepped into a summoning circle back to their land by now.”

      Even with Undercity being mostly protected from outside incursions there was a risk someone inside the city would try to murder Ed or his associates. The obvious example was the Akathunians, who despite having gone dark for months still posed a threat. After all, they were Assassins. Killing the unaware when least expected was what they did for a living.

      It was safer for Ed if few people knew he was in town. Most of his visits to Undercity were split between the Charcoal Tower, where he held court, and the sprawling catacomb dungeon. Once in a while he went out in disguise, mostly to contact the Thieves Guild leader, who for obvious reasons didn’t want to appear often enough in the Charcoal Tower next to the “upstanding” noble families that people would begin to associate with them—notoriety was lethal in his job, after all.

      More often than not, Ed used that vision talent of his to keep an eye on the rest of the city. Gone were the days when Alder, Ed, and the others roamed the streets in search of adventure, getting into trouble and raking in the experience points. Alder was sure he had seen more of Undercity than its new ruler in the last few months.

      The Bard sighed sadly, lost in reminiscence, looking his friend’s way as he sat in his disguise next to Alfred the Sly. Alder felt he, Ed, and the others would probably not go tavern-hunting again in a long while. His reminiscing was the reason he didn’t see the camouflaged figure jump down from a nearby tree and sneak their way toward Ed’s bench until they were already lining up a shot with a blowpipe.

      Alder’s eyes widened. The only reason he had seen it at all was because he was familiar with the spell and had been looking in the right direction by sheer chance. “Ed, look out!” he exclaimed, jumping to his feet, and knowing there was no way Ed could react in time even with improved reflexes.

      The figure fired.

      

      Alarm spells blared in Ed’s consciousness, making the Dungeon Lord jump to his feet, suddenly aware that something was going on in a small room deep in the catacombs.

      “What—” began Alfred the Sly, Thief Guildmaster, but he was cut off by Alder screaming a warning. A sensation like a punch struck him between the shoulder blades an instant afterward, driving his attention away from the catacombs.

      His heartbeat skyrocketed as he turned around in the direction of the attack, seeing nothing out of the ordinary. At the same time, he activated his improved reflexes to buy an extra second to figure out what the hell was going on. Waves of heat surged from his body, in a manageable amount thanks to his increased Endurance and his improved metabolism talent.

      There was a small steel dart at his feet, a black needle slick with an oily substance and silver glyphs engraved on its body. It was an expensive projectile designed to bypass magical defenses.

      “Fog cloud,” he exclaimed, jumping out of the way. Right as the spell launched a sphere of gray smoke around him, another dart struck his back—this time coming from the opposite direction. Shit, we are surrounded.

      He ducked under the bench using improved reflexes in short bursts to save energy, while darts buzzed around him like mosquitoes. A second after, Alfred jumped down next to Ed.

      The Thief covered his head and got so low he almost kissed the grass. “Lord Wright, what is going on?” A steel dart struck the man’s shoulder, and almost immediately his eyes rolled back and he collapsed, unmoving.

      There was screaming in the distance—the Thieves rushing to their aid or entering combat with the unseen attackers. “Ambush,” Ed answered, barely paying the Thief any attention. He felt naked and vulnerable without his armor, and the weight of the short sword at his side was little comfort. What he truly needed was a longsword and a minute to set up his buffs.

      Ed’s mind wrestled with the strain of too much information in far too little time. Something had struck him twice, and darts were often envenomed. The catacombs were under attack. He was under attack. But by whom? With how many men? How should he react? His first instinct was to get Alfred the hell out of there, then dash away to buy a few extra seconds to think and figure the situation out, formulate a plan, and get in contact with his forces.

      He was almost up and dragging Alfred to safety when Kes’ training came rushing to the front of his mind.

      Under an ambush, almost every reasonable, untrained person reacts the same way, Kes’ voice told him as if from a great distance. They will try to go on the defensive and figure out what the fuck is going on. This is a mistake, Ed. An enemy who knows what he’s doing expects this. He will fall upon you while you’re defenseless. Most of the time, you won’t have a chance to react. If luck favors you, though, you’ll still be standing after the first few seconds.

      Your only hope, then, is to do the unexpected. Don’t run away, and don’t drag the wounded to safety. What you do is rush down the fuckers that are attacking you and kill them. Be brutal beyond what they anticipated. Fall on them with great violence and hope to your favorite god that some of your friends are still standing and had the same idea. The wrong side of an ambush is not the time for subtlety, Ed. You will get wounded. If you hesitate you die. So pull no punches.

      Humanoid shapes closed in through the fog. Not Thieves, and not his minions. Hostiles, then. Ed’s gaze remained on Alfred’s body for a fraction of a second, and then the Evil Eye blazed to life as fear and rage and adrenaline flooded through his veins like a river bursting through a dam—instinct suddenly switching from flight into fight. Those humanoids weren’t hostiles. They were his kills.

      Ed jumped over the bench, drawing his short sword as he went, eyes blazing, arm swinging, forgetting everything but the most basic instincts as he rushed the nearest of the two shapes he could see.

      “It’s him—” the shape exclaimed as he took aim.

      The creature had four arms, each of them holding a short blade, but Ed barely noticed. Over the next frantic couple of seconds, years of swordsmanship training fell by the wayside. Ed reverted to his basic instincts and dropped drones all around him while swinging his sword like a madman.

      Both Dungeon Lord and his would-be-assassin collapsed in a heap onto the cobblestone road. Sharp cold lashes of pain spread across Ed’s upper arms as the creature flailed his weapons in a panic. Gritting his teeth, Ed pushed with his knees to get on top while using the steel pommel of his sword like a mace to bludgeon the creature’s head over and over. Blades struck his chest and abdomen, looking to gut him open like a pig, and the wind rushed out of his lungs as his ribs exploded in constant bursts of pain. The creature’s skull cracked, and he wailed in pain, frantically attempting to push Ed off him and crawl away. Drones crawled over both of them, getting in the creature’s way and jumping onto his blades to keep him from landing a solid blow.

      At the same time, the second assailant rushed into view, still dealing with the never-ending stream of drones.

      Ed waved a hand his way and yelled out, “Smudge!” the first spell that came to mind. A surge of heat transformed the energy of his body into a wave of brown oil that flowed out of his hand and covered the area around the fight. The incoming creature slid and fell face-first into the substance, while drones crawled around its head and tried to find its eyes.

      The creature under the Dungeon Lord tried to stab his neck. A drone ran up Ed’s back, jumped and got in the way, driving the blade to the side, then disappeared in a puff of smoke. Ed punched the creature hard one more time, and then rose, grabbed his sword with both hands, and began hacking. Skin parted as blood gushed down and mixed with oil, and the steel carved down bone and muscle. The creature’s head felt surprisingly hollow, like a hardened balloon. He screamed in agony and tried to stab Ed again, but he pushed the blades to the side with his skeletal hand and continued his job one-handed. The creature’s legs kicked and his body convulsed, and his weapons fell into a pool of oily blood.

      Ed rolled away, gasping for breath and with sweat marring his forehead, just as his second target managed to rise to its knees, tearing drones off him all the while with two hands and pulling them from its face with the rest. The Dungeon Lord tackled the creature and both skidded on the oil and went down in a heap. The creature roared and cursed and rolled away. Ed caught its foot and pulled it toward him and cut into the leg with his sword with a shallow slice, like a butcher’s.

      “Get off me!” the creature yelled, and kicked Ed in the side of the head, hard. Stars spread across his field of vision and the creature wriggled free, then tried to stand, crawl away, and slash blindly at Ed with a knife all at the same time.

      Stunned, the Dungeon Lord managed to just barely raise the tip of his sword, and the knife slid across its edge. His body begged him to stop and gather his bearings, but he willed himself forward, sliding across the oil again. He hugged both the creature’s legs with one hand, clenching his slippery sword handle with the other, and rose up with all his strength, lifting the creature and then dropping him on his ass. Ed fell with him, his sword aimed down.

      The tip of the blade started to slide down the assassin’s belly and Ed’s weight did the rest. The creature screeched in agony and rained blows onto Ed’s back with its only remaining knife, blunt, hard, solid strikes.

      Ed twisted the blade and wiggled it while inside the creature’s body, then tore it out. Agony turned his enemy blind and weak. Two hands grabbed Ed’s head as the assassin tried to gouge his eyes out, but Ed jerked his head away and dove his skeletal hand into the open wound. He siphoned Endurance away from the fiend into his own body, like drawing the last breath out of a dying man.

      Time seemed to return to its normal speed. The smudge spell ran off and the oil disappeared, leaving only the blood and the sweat and the numb, distant pain of many wounds. Panting and gasping for breath, the Dungeon Lord stood over the two corpses. His arms were bleeding with many shallow cuts and one deep slash down his right forearm. Blood trickled down his scalp into his right eye, stinging and blinding him. His black velvet shirt had been torn to ribbons, revealing the gray spidersilk vest underneath. The vest, made in the Haunt, was sturdy enough on its own to deflect a blade or an arrow in some circumstances, and when mixed with Ed’s pledge of muted armor talent, turned into a magical protection he could wear incognito. It had saved his life just then, turning deadly stabbings into mere bruises.

      Around him, the fog was dispersing as well, blasted off by some spellcaster’s magic. He could see shapes running around, some calling his name or just screaming incoherently while the clash of steel against steel rang from all directions.

      Ed focused on the other part of the ambush—the one happening underground, in the dungeons of the city. He used dungeon vision and his consciousness traveled down dusty catacombs and rooms full of shambling, mindless undead until he found the contested room. Only half a minute at most had passed since the ambush started.

      A man dressed in a luxurious tunic and silver armor stepped out of a summoning circle set between four pillars. Two men in leather armor and armed with knives guarded the rotting wooden door against the undead pounding on it from the other side.

      The man’s eyes glowed Evil Eye green and a dozen drones appeared around him. The imp-like creatures were different from Ed’s. These had sharp fangs, cruel expressions, scaly black skin, and wore red and black tunics. They set to work, dancing all across the room, some of them contesting Ed’s possession of that part of the dungeon and the others building a Seat. The Dungeon Lord then turned to the summoning circle and began to summon his minions one-by-one. A scarred succubus Diviner first, then a four-armed miragefiend like the ones Ed had just killed. Ed recognized that particular one—it was Dorrez. He looked pleased with himself.

      Oh, no you don’t, Ed thought. Just as the succubus enchanted the room against scrying and shut Ed off, he commanded the drones of the catacombs to lure a group of wild zombies through a secondary passage into the room, then ordered every Haunt-aligned skeleton to hack the main door to pieces. Finally, he ordered a drone to trigger a manual trap that would douse the room with a substance based on the fairy dust drug.

      Ed knew he needed to slow Lord Vandran down before the man had time to set up a defensive position. If Vandran managed to create a dungeon-within-a-dungeon where he could stage attacks and fend off counter-attacks, it would be terribly difficult and costly to get him out of Undercity. So until Ed and his minions had time to get there, the undead would have to do the job. Wracking his memory for any nearby creature that could be of use, he recalled an acid ooze near the sewers that served as a way for the dungeon to get rid of the trash.

      That’ll have to do, he thought, and sent a drone to lure it as well.

      Then, he flicked his dungeon vision to the city and flashed through key areas. It seemed only the park had been attacked—people were rushing out in a hurry, and he saw Thieves and spider riders fighting against a small bunch of miragefiends with character builds geared toward sneak and assassination. They had been buffed with camouflage spells, which was the reason he hadn’t seen them at first—camouflage was weaker than invisibility, but much harder to detect by magical means. His veil-piercing Evil Eye, though, had advantage against illusions, so he had been able to see them once he was shot and activated it.

      The Thieves and his minions were doing just fine against the fiends. Alder, not far from the fog, was working in tandem with Karmich and Pris to keep a pair of fiends from running into the smoke. Two illusions that looked just like a fully armored Ed mocked the assassins and made grand proclamations and boasts while darts pierced through him, and did nothing. A group of three spider riders, on the other side of the fog, had tried to come to Ed’s aid but had run into more miragefiends. The spiders were slowly webbing the creatures’ arms and legs, and the batblins’ spears kept them at range, but between the two creatures there were eight arms, and they were slowly gaining on the riders—who were unwilling to retreat, Ed realized, because it would mean turning their backs on him.

      “Eldritch edge!”

      Just as the fog cleared, the Dungeon Lord jumped right at the back of the two fiends. Without so much as a warning, he brought the blade down like a mace right at the nearest miragefiend’s head. The short sword lacked enough weight to crush the skull, but it still bit into bone with a clean chop and embedded an inch of blade into the back of the bulb-like head. Green fire spread onto the wound and set skin aflame as a jet of black smoke burst out as if from a boiling kettle.

      The miragefiend convulsed and stumbled forward, and Ed let go of his weapon to turn toward the other creature, which turned half-way toward him, strings of webbing slowing the fiend’s movement. Ed stepped into the miragefiend’s turn to end up right behind him. He blocked a pair of right-side elbows with one arm and he closed his skeletal hand around the miragefiend’s meaty stalk. At once, the assassin tensed as if jolted by an electric shock, and Ed pulled the stalk down hard, putting his back and all his weight into it. The miragefiend’s head bent in a sharp angle and he lost balance as Ed stepped back, bringing the creature down to the floor, where he then stole rank after rank of Endurance.

      Before the assassin could react, Ed let go of the stalk and stomped on his head, keeping his arms up to avoid the creature’s frantic blind slashes. Ed then jumped back to avoid the blades and kicked at the stalk and the head with his steel-tipped shoe. He only managed to land one hit before his spider riders charged down the creature as it tried to roll away from the Dungeon Lord and speared it down through the torso, pinning it to the grass like a butterfly nailed into a collector’s parchment.

      A wet gurgle came from the miragefiend and black blood poured out of the mangled stalk. Ed turned right as the horned spiders began to eat the dying creature, and retrieved his sword from the skull of the first miragefiend, whose head had been turned into a charred, melted mess.

      The Dungeon Lord put it out of its misery, then used dungeon vision to give himself a view of the field from above. The Thieves and the minions had routed or killed the assassins; Alder and Karmich had brought down one; and Pris and a group of Thieves jumped from rooftop to rooftop in pursuit of a wounded survivor. A few other spider riders pursued another through the sewers—that fiend was missing an arm and was looking behind him in panic as the shadows of the spider riders came at him fast, skittering across the roofs.

      “Lord Wraith, are you hurt?” asked one of the batblins whose spiders were feasting on the corpses. He and the riders hurried to make sure Ed was alright.

      “Yes, I’m just scratched,” Ed said, discreetly pressing his arm against his leg to stem the bleeding. The gash on his forearm was deep, but he didn’t have time to worry about treating it. “Thank you for your help, riders, but please focus on the citizens now. Make sure no one is hurt and survey the area for any hiding infiltrators. They are likely to be under camouflage so use your echolocation talent.”

      “You can count on us, Lord Wraith,” the batblin said. He and his mates then turned to the spiders. “Feast later, girls, we have more work to do!”

      Ed headed for Alder and Karmich. He tried to sprint, but could only manage a jog. Looking back, the entire fight couldn’t have lasted more than two or three minutes at most, yet he was winded. A fight with blades involved was nothing like the movies back on Earth had promised. They were short and brutal affairs, and the winner was left out of breath and bleeding no matter how skilled he was or how high his stats were. Adrenaline left a metallic taste in his mouth, and the feeling of his blood pouring out his body was nothing he could ever just shrug off, despite having been wounded before and in worse ways.

      No matter what the rumors in Undercity said, he was still only human.

      “Ed!” Alder hurried to meet the Dungeon Lord. “Are you okay?”

      “Alfred is down, envenomed. Don’t know with what,” Ed said, putting a bloodied hand on the Bard’s shoulders. “A Dungeon Lord is invading the catacombs; I need to go rout him out. You’re in charge here. Get the wounded to safety, secure the area, chase those fuckers away. Oh, and guard my body, try to make sure I don’t bleed out.” He showed the Bard the wounds. “I’m going in.”

      “Ed—” Alder said, eyes widening.

      “Murmur’s reach!”

      

      Ed’s soul exited his body, and the vibrant colors of reality were displaced by the misty world of spirits. The Dungeon Lord’s face was covered in blood, dirt, and sweat. The last sight Ed had of his body was of Alder catching it as it fell, and Ed hoped he’d still have a body to return to when it was all over.

      Ed traversed ancient masonry and forgotten lead piping, through solid ground and open unlit halls full of darkness and decay. He shot in a straight line toward his target, drawn like a piece of metal to a magnet by the force of the spell.

      The acid ooze was nearly in position, slowly chasing after a nervous drone with the steadfastness of a river eroding a mountain—slow and unstoppable. It was a dirty, green, rectangular creature, a head taller than a normal man and wide enough to swallow him whole. Ed’s soul entered it, and there was a peculiar sensation—as if he were a liquid being poured into an almost empty container.

      His vision of the world of spirits was replaced by the scant sensations of the ooze. Being an ooze was a zen-like experience. With a Mind of 1 and a Spirit of 3, the ooze had a sort of rudimentary heat sense, hunger, and that was pretty much it. Ed had seen smarter plants.

      It was as if he were floating in an empty black pool, but whatever feeling the acid ooze lacked he could provide himself—and right now he was pissed off beyond belief. The complex emotion poured into the ooze’s brain—or whatever it had that most resembled a brain—and utterly saturated it, leaving space for nothing else. Ed took control and headed for the nearest vent—the one the drone had been luring the creature onto.

      Open it, the Dungeon Lord ordered his drone, and the imp hurried to obey.

      Moving without arms and legs was just as peculiar as having a body consisting entirely of what amounted to extra-strong stomach acid. He crept forward, and then poured himself down the sewer pipe, thankful that the ooze lacked any olfactory organs. The rectangular body altered itself to fit the shape of the pipe without any trouble at all and slowly slid down as Ed crept and wiggled as fast as he could.

      The pipe bent once before going straight down and Ed gained speed, turning his slide into a straight fall. He plopped with a wet sound unceremoniously into an undead-infested corridor. The zombies and skeletons, which were little more than necromantic automatons, ignored the ooze. It was too simple a being to count as a living creature that could trigger their aggression.

      Get out of my way! Ed thought as he urged the ooze forward, trying to increase its speed by sheer anger alone. It wiggled forth, leaving a snail-like trail on the stone floor, and the undead parted around it to avoid their obstacle. A skeleton’s pathfinding failed and didn’t move away in time, so Ed ran it over like the world’s slowest steamroller. The bones weren’t affected by the acid, and the skeleton got up once Ed had gone past, looking cleaner than it had been in a hundred years.

      Ed reached the door that kept the undead away. A couple skeletons had been hacking away at it with rusty axes but hadn’t had much success, and it was barred from the other side. A normal acid ooze would’ve ignored the dead wood, thinking of it as a dead-end, and gone another way. Instead, Ed pushed his rectangular body against the wood.

      A tiny amount of ooze went into the small slits and cracks in the door. He pushed harder, and more of his acidic body got into the iron hinges. Slowly, the rusty iron began to weaken and dissolve inside Ed—a property of the acid oozes that made them hated by adventurers all across Ivalis and by the players of Ivalis Online.

      Another push, another shove. The door cracked, bent under Ed’s weight, and then exploded into splinters and a shower of acid droplets as he burst into Vandran’s staging grounds.

      OH, YEAH!

      Satisfaction mixed with killing instinct as dungeon vision, which didn’t work in a contested zone, shut down right after showing the surprised expressions of the minions and their Dungeon Lord. Then Ed’s acid ooze ran over a miragefiend lying stunned on the floor, and the undead fanned out behind him.

      The ooze’s heat sense showed a chaotic world of reds, blues, and black. With the anti-scrying protection of the room blocking his dungeon vision, it was all Ed had. He toyed with the idea of angling dungeon vision an inch outside the entrance, but his arcane knowledge skill was high enough to realize that would probably just piss Objectivity off.

      The red shape inside him—the miragefiend he had just eaten—wrestled frantically, trying to drag himself out. The ooze morphed its body a fraction, an instinctual movement not unlike the way jellyfish swam. The miragefiend was sucked farther inside, and its skin began to blister and dissolve. There was no physical pleasure to eating. An ooze ate to grow bigger until eventually it accumulated enough mass to split into two oozes, which would then repeat the process—forever, or until food ran out, in which case it would go into hibernation.

      Projectiles smashed into Ed as he slowly advanced toward the summoning circle and the red shape he judged to be Lord Vandran. The arrowheads and the feathered backs dissolved inside the acid, and the wooden shafts remained untouched along with door splinters. They would stay there until the natural movement of the ooze pushed them out, months or years later.

      Vandran and his minions had been focusing on clearing out the zombies Ed had snuck into the room from hidden passages, and thus the attack through the main entrance had taken them by surprise. Vandran’s shape stepped back and started casting non-stop, which Ed saw as a technicolor display of heat and cold mixed together and surging in all directions. Vandran’s spellcasters lined along him and followed his lead.

      Illusions, Ed realized. Vandran specialized in illusions, and judging by the way he saturated the room in color, he was quite powerful with them.

      Sadly for him, neither the ooze nor the undead had any eyes to see the illusions, nor much of a brain to comprehend them.

      Ed simply pushed forward, ignoring everything and everyone but the enemy Dungeon Lord, in what had to be the world’s slowest bullrush ever recorded. His undead stumbled toward the confused miragefiends and overwhelmed them. The unaligned zombies attacked every living creature in sight, so they pretty much worked with Ed. Every once in a while, Vandran nailed a skeleton with a minor order variant, because the blue and black shape would turn on the others briefly, get ignored, and then return to normal a second after the spell ran out.

      The distance between Dungeon Lords was now about a quarter of the room. Only a few more steps and Ed would run into the runes of the summoning circle and shut down Vandran’s only means of escape. A volley of ice spear spells struck Ed’s ooze, and this finally did real damage for the first time, taking out chunks of frozen acid with each strike.

      Not enough, Ed thought grimly. Almost there…

      Vandran seemed to come to the same realization, however, because he stopped casting and stepped backward, waving in Ed’s direction.

      What the hell is he doing? Ed thought. Wait, is he trying to monologue at me? Vandran was wasting his words—Ed couldn’t hear a damn word he was saying. He could make a few guesses at the content of the speech, though: “This is not the last you’ve seen of me, Lord Wraith!” or something similar.

      When Lord Vandran finished his threats, he disappeared in a flash of heat, only a second before Ed reached the summoning circle and shut it down.

      The remaining minions stopped fighting for an instant, as they came to the realization that their Dungeon Lord had just left them to die. Most tried to escape into the catacombs. The few that made it out soon realized that the depths of Undercity held far worse dangers than skeletons and zombies.

      

      
        	You have gained 45 experience points for defending against a raid.

        	Your skills have increased: Leadership +1. Your aura’s energy expenditure has been reduced.

        	There are new talent advancement options for you.
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Chapter Seven

          

          Primordial Memories

        

      

    

    
      Andreena removed the ill-smelling poultice from Ed’s forearm and studied the half-healed gash. “Not gonna lie, Ed, it’ll leave a mark,” she said. “But you should regain full range of motion before the Endeavor, as long as you take care of yourself.” The Herbalist’s voice held a note of accusation, as if Ed had gotten himself cut on purpose.

      “At least my other hand can handle a little stabbing here and there,” Ed said, grinning weakly. Fighting off Vandran’s invasion had proved to him the usefulness the undead could have. No wonder there were so many Necromancers and cultists running around.

      “Your other hand—” Andreena scowled at Ed, worry in her eyes “—is proof that you should be more careful with your body. The Haunt lacks the Light’s healing magic. There is only so much damage herbs and Dark remedies can cure before you are maimed permanently.”

      Ed shrugged. “Tell that to the people who keep stabbing me.” Unlike his videogame characters, he couldn’t go around wearing full plate all the time, so there was little more he could do than what he already was.

      Andreena replaced the poultice, then gave him a disgusting potion to keep away infection.

      “Luck doesn’t last forever, is all I’m saying,” the Herbalist finished. “And the older we get, the faster it seems to run out.” She stood up, grimacing as she did, her weary knees suffering under the weight of her aging body.

      “Thanks for your help,” Ed said as she left the room.

      “Any time, Ed. It’s not like if you die everyone else suffers horrible deaths. Please, go ahead, keep running face first into sharp objects.”

      The Dungeon Lord chuckled, then almost gagged when he took a swig out of the potion. Did she have to make it as foul-tasting as possible? he wondered. Did the minionship pact even protect against that?

      He lay down in his bed slowly, trying to get around the pain flowering in his torso. The spidersilk vest had kept the blades of the miragefiends from running him through, but the weapons had still left nasty black bruises that were only now, a couple of days after the attack, turning purple.

      “I don’t have time for bed rest,” he said aloud to the empty room. Although he could micromanage the Haunt using dungeon vision and his drones, there was more that required his presence. The first day, he had used a spider warrior’s body while his real one recovered, but Andreena had vetoed that, furious, claiming he needed sleep. Overworking a comatose, wounded body, she argued, would eventually leave nothing for his soul to return to.

      Ed disagreed with her on that. He was toying with the idea of using Murmur’s reach at night to keep going while his body slept—the increase in efficiency was too much to just ignore. But since the Herbalist was the Haunt’s leading medic, the Dungeon Lord had decided to follow her advice.

      Alder and Jarlen had increased security in Undercity after the attack, with the Bard running several Ed illusions everywhere he went, both to goad any potential leftover minions of Vandran and to give the impression that Ed was invulnerable and feared no ambush.

      That was a lie. Vandran had needed help from inside Undercity to set up the summoning circle in the first place, which worried Ed. Alfred had recovered from the venom—a sleep draught variant—and the Thieves Guild was scouring the city for Vandran’s sympathizers, so far with little success.

      Sleep seemed far off with so much left to do. He needed to prepare for the Endeavor. He needed to find more weapons and armor. He needed to find out what he was up against so he could tailor the talents he had been saving his experience points for. He needed to shift around the defenses of the Scrambling Towers to keep the Inquisition from growing complacent. And Spriveska was almost upon them, so there was a festival to prepare. His Quest-log was growing faster than he could clear it. How could he waste time in bed when people’s lives were on the line? Right now, Klek and Alder risked their lives by walking through Undercity’s streets.

      He decided the need justified the risk to his body.

      As he opened his mouth to Murmur’s reach out, Andreena’s potion worked its own peculiar brand of magic and a wave of drowsiness carried his consciousness away.

      

      The pyramid rose like a black obsidian tooth in the heart of a primordial jungle, wide stone steps ascending for hundreds of feet until they reached a temple at the top, which was supported by powerful columns carved with all manners of snakes and old beasts whose names had long been forgotten since the time they walked the earth.

      Ed stood at the center of the temple, dressed like a ceremonial priest, his hair pulled back by an intricate jeweled crest made of threaded snakeskin. He wore a long tunic made of vegetable fiber that ran down to his knees, had on wooden sandals, and carried an obsidian knife at his waist.

      “Great,” he said, studying his hands, which were covered in jeweled gold bracelets. His skin had the unreal quality of dream. “Not even when I’m asleep do I get to rest. Who is it this time? Kharon? Korghiran? The tooth fairy?”

      The temple was sparsely decorated, with a cracked stone altar at its center and canals carved to its sides running down through the floor to the steps of the pyramid and below. The canals were permanently black from years of blood flowing through it.

      The air was thick with humidity, mosquitoes, the scream of primates, and the singing of colorful birds. In the distant edge of the jungle, past the tip of a smoking volcano, he saw a gigantic winged shape dive through the clouds at dizzying speed, a column of fire blasting from its open maw like a furnace. Although only visible through the smoke for a moment, the shape had been colossal, as if a mountain had sprouted wings and challenged the rage of the volcano underneath it. A faraway roar resonated through the jungle, sending flocks of birds flying away. The sound awoke an old fear in Ed’s heart, an instinctual remnant left over in the blood of all Ivalians of a time before time, when beings far beyond the power of a Dungeon Lord or an Inquisitor had ruled the world.

      The Dungeon Lord placed a hand over the hilt of his knife and walked backward until he bumped into the edge of the altar, suddenly aware that some ancient things still could devour a mortal if he was unlucky enough to chance upon them, even in a dream. Even as mere recollections.

      “Good,” said a woman’s musical voice coming from somewhere near, followed by a raspy, dry sort of noise, like long, heavy scales chafing against obsidian. “You’ve grown cautious since the last time we met. That’s your Spirit attribute increasing. Trust your instincts, Dungeon Lord. They’ll make you live longer than power or gold ever will.”

      “The Lady of Secrets it is,” Ed said, hiding his uneasy fear under a facade of insolence. “You know, I’m starting to see the family resemblance to your brother. Always a dramatic entrance with you demigods—we never appear in a tavern to have a quick chat. Haven’t you people ever heard of sending a letter?”

      Korghiran, Regent of Xovia, sister to Kharon the Boatman, daughter of the Dark god Murmur, slithered into view through the columns of her temple. From her waist up, she was an impossibly beautiful naked woman with lustrous raven hair that shamed the glimmer of a jewel and eyes that dwarfed the ocean in both depth and the danger swimming underneath. “Then again, some mortals never change,” she chided him. “Edward of the Haunt, for me this is the equivalent of popping up, as you say, for a quick chat in a tavern.”

      Ed willed himself to show no fear and stepped toward the demigoddess. He caught sight of the impossibly large serpent body growing seamlessly from her waist down, emerald scales glinting darkly as the body hugged the entire upper part of the pyramid almost lovingly, like a constrictor comforting her prey before smothering it.

      Korghiran, like the creature flying through volcanic smoke, were some of the beings that surely were just as dangerous in dreams as they were in reality.

      “Where are we?” the Dungeon Lord asked her. “This doesn’t look like the Netherworld.” The sky was blue, although with a slight emerald shade that fit Korghiran perfectly.

      “Primordial Ivalis,” she said, a forked tongue flicking in amusement through her painfully attractive crimson lips. “In the time when it held its first name, now forgotten, impossible for mortal tongues to utter it. In an age that mortals call Mythical, this place of worship was one of my many houses. My father, my brothers, and I had different shapes and names then, and so did our enemies. Before we were forced away into exile in the Netherworld. Before Objectivity.”

      Ed blinked. “There was a time before Objectivity?”

      “There was a time before even us gods,” Korghiran said, lust for ages gone forever shining in her eyes.

      “Then tell me about it.”

      “The Lady of Secrets would be a lousy title if I went around revealing forgotten truths not meant for mortals to know,” Korghiran said, amused. She snaked farther inside the temple, making Ed’s heart race in alarm, until she was only a few paces away. “The sight of this bygone age is a gift that few living men have known in your time, Edward. The Bards of Elaitra would murder for this chance. Consider it a show of my love for you, sweet mortal. A reward for your brave triumph against the Heroes. It is one of the many advantages of having Korghiran as a Dark Patron.”

      There was that distant roar from the volcano again to punctuate her words. Another memory of the Age of Myths. Ed tensed, and—only for an instant—he saw Korghiran do something that dried his mouth and stilled the breath in his lungs.

      She flinched at the noise.

      “How about we keep this visit short?” Ed suggested quietly.

      “Perhaps some memories are best left forgotten,” Korghiran agreed.

      Both Regent and Dungeon Lord recovered quickly from the brief moment when both of their masks had been down.

      “The Endeavor is only a few months away. If you are to create an army and free your beloved Starevos before the Inquisition crushes it, the Standard Factory is your only chance.” The golden rings and chains hanging from her body tinkled as she enveloped Ed with her snake body. “All those dangerous, deadly tricks that your dungeon is designing for you to use against your enemies won’t be enough if you don’t know what you’re up against. Not without allies to watch your back.”

      Ed narrowed his eyes. Those “tricks” she was talking about were top-secret research, shielded from magical or mundane spying by every means available. Had she just guessed he was planning something, or had she found out somehow? The implications worried him.

      “I hope you didn’t bring me here for just a pep talk,” Ed said. “I know how important the Endeavor is. You don’t need to remind me. When it comes, you’ll have your spell patents and I’ll have my army, as we agreed.” Then we can go our own merry damn ways, he added to himself.

      “Soon enough, a messenger shall arrive to your dungeon, carrying an invitation from Lady Aramis Vaines calling all participants of the Endeavor to one of the deadliest Lotian traditions ever devised: a dinner party between Dungeon Lords.” Her golden fingers ran through his hair, sending warm, unwelcome jolts of pleasure through his spine. “Accept the invitation, Edward. It shall be your best chance to know your enemy and meet the allies I’ve lovingly gathered for you. Find their secrets. Uncover their weaknesses.”

      “A dinner party,” Ed said, trying to ignore Korghiran’s attempts at clouding his mind. “That’s not really my style.”

      “Lady Vaines shall grant you safety for the duration and mean it, but a trap can be sprung in many ways. Every person in that party, including her, attends with the same intention as you. Knowledge is power, Edward. Keep your secrets close to heart.” She raised one playful finger and caressed Ed’s cheek, leaving a path of warmth in its wake. “And beware my brother’s meddling. My spies tell me Kharon has made a move to disrupt the sanctity of the Endeavor. You may be the mortal that best knows my brother, so you surely agree that this is dangerous for all of us. Find out what he plans, then let me handle him, as Murmur’s eldest is beyond your reach, Dungeon Lord.”

      Kharon meddling? He had no idea what she was talking about, but it couldn’t be anything good. Korghiran was essentially telling him that the Endeavor had become even more dangerous. Like saying the water had gotten wetter. “Whenever you see Kharon, let him know he hasn’t stopped to visit in a while,” Ed told her. “He’s making me think he no longer likes me. Tell him to keep it that way.”

      “I can see why my brother likes you, you poor little plaything. Defiance makes us feel young. Reminds us of our childhood,” she said as the dream unraveled around them and Ed’s consciousness floated upward toward the light of the waking world. “But in the end, Dungeon Lord, remember that mortals are meant to break.”

      

      Someone stood beside Ed’s bed. The Dungeon Lord jumped up in a tangle of sheets and brandished a knife an inch from the neck of the old drone that served as his butler. The wrinkled imp gazed at him with an insolent expression, as only one who knew it could respawn could.

      “Shit, sorry,” Ed said, and hid the knife back under his pillow. “What is it?”

      A polite knock at the door answered his question. Ed stood, threw on a cotton tunic, and stumbled his way to the door in the dark. A nervous she-batblin waited on the other side. She took a glance at the disheveled Dungeon Lord and blushed.

      “A messenger has just arrived, Lord Wraith,” she told him.

      “That was quick,” Ed said. “Vaines certainly doesn’t waste her time.”

      “Vaines, my Lord? The messenger is from Marshal Kessih. She has returned from her quest.”

      That’s unexpected, Ed thought. Last time they’d messaged, Kes had told him she expected it to be another month before she came back home. Either the talks had gone better than expected, or much worse. Well, only one way to find out.
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Chapter Eight

          

          The Aviary

        

      

    

    
      A couple hours later, Ed and his friends stepped through the Haunt’s Portal and into the charred landscape of the Netherworld, flanked by a team of Haga’Anashi led by Yumiya for extra safety.

      They appeared inside an outpost, a stone building surrounded by a palisade and other defensive constructions. Six bulky ogre minions manned the place, as well as their kaftar trainers, a contingent of spider warriors, a few human archers, and rows of man-eater plants that served as extra defense. Both humans and batblins had to be rotated out of Netherworldly duty constantly, as defending the outpost was a nerve-wracking exercise. Most of the time, nothing happened, and things got quite boring—until they didn’t. The Netherworld was huge, and most of it was wild and untamed with a few pockets of Regent-controlled civilization. So it was not uncommon for the outpost to be attacked by marauding bands of low-to-mid-level fiends.

      It was a great way for the Haunt’s rookies to grind experience points, and having the Portal so close meant that reinforcements were always near if things got out of control.

      There were no attacks today, though. Any scouting fiend looking at them from afar would’ve seen the extra activity, and then the cinderpede coming their way, and would’ve gone to search for easier targets.

      Ilma, the cinderpede, was a giant armored centipede that had more in common with a mobile fortress than an insect. Courtesy of Regent Korghiran, it was a way for Ed and his minions to go safely back and forth between the outpost and the Xovia citadel.

      As the cinderpede stopped a couple hundred meters away from the palisade, Ed and the others hurried outside to meet Kes and the other adventurers returning from their trip.

      Kes stepped down the ladder, looking weary and travel-fatigued. She had Portaled through Xovia into the island-continent where the avians lived, then back again once her recruitment mission was done. She was followed by the Haga’Anashi team that had accompanied her during the adventure. All looked stronger than when they had left, and had earned about a hundred experience points each, Kes beating them with a solid two hundred. Two of the ten Monster Hunters were missing, though.

      He walked up to his old friend. “Good to see you again, Kes,” he called as the two groups met. Yumiya and the other kaftars embraced their returning clan-mates, and the Dungeon Lord and the Marshal grasped forearms and exchanged warm greetings. Ed grabbed her travel pack, judging that she’d carried it long enough, and together they went inside the outpost gates.

      Kes then faced Yumiya. “My apologies,” she said, handling the kaftar two necklaces stringed with fangs. “We got jumped by minotaur slavers on our way to the island. Moreh and Yakkin didn’t make it.”

      Yumiya accepted the necklaces. “I’ll make sure these are returned to the clan-cradle,” she said. “Did they have good deaths?”

      “They went swinging and screaming,” Kes said grimly.

      “Good. A good kaftar death,” Yumiya said. “Our ancestors shall greet them with pride.”

      Kes nodded, and all was said between them.

      “You look well, Ed,” she said, once Yumiya had returned to the front of the expedition. “Congratulations on the extra rank in Brawn. Alder, Lavy, Klek, it’s good to see you. I’m glad to see everyone managed to survive without me covering your rear-ends.” The Marshal wore leather armor and travel clothes meant for warm climates. Her outfit looked ragged, dirty, and crusted with various shades of color, a bunch of which was certainly dried blood. “I’m afraid I have both good news and bad news,” she added.

      “Later,” Ed told her. “You can tell us all about it once you’re home.”

      Lavy, who normally wouldn’t have gotten her expensive clothes a mile near that mess, stepped up to the avian and hugged her. “Good to have you back.” Ed felt a surge of pride at seeing how much had Lavy matured since he’d first met her. Then the Witch wrinkled her nose and gagged. “Alita’s sweet tits, you smell terrible!”

      Then again, some things never change.

      “That’s the smell of adventure, Lavy! If you think that’s bad wait til you see what my legs look like. You seem like you haven’t trained at all since I left,” Kes said, grinning, probably reaching the same conclusion as Ed. “Hadn’t you vowed to the gods to become a fearsome warrior?”

      Lavy shrugged. “Yeah. Turns out exercise is hard. I’ll let my fearsome servants do the fighting for me.”

      “We’ll see about that.” Kes turned to Klek. “By Hogbus, you’re getting huge, Klek. What have you been you eating?”

      The batblin beamed in pride. “I’ve been training hard,” he said.

      “I’m not sure training can manage such a change,” Kes muttered. “Are you sure performance-enhancing magic is not involved? Careful with that. It can do a number on your body.”

      Klek shook his head energetically. “The only magic I need is hard work!”

      “Well… keep going. Whatever you’re doing is working.” She turned to Alder, who beamed at her. “I haven’t had a drink in ages,” she told him simply.

      “Shall we go tavernhopping as soon as possible?”

      “Yup.”

      “I’ll tell Karmich and Pris. Those Thieves probably know some good underground places we haven’t gotten kicked out of yet.”

      “We could use the reinforcements… if they can keep up, that is.”

      Soon enough, it was as if Kes hadn’t gone at all. Ed smiled. It felt good to have his family back together.

      They were in the middle of the outpost when Kes stopped him. “Sorry about bringing up work so soon, but my news won’t wait until we’re back. The bad news is, my cousins are as distrustful of strangers as ever. No matter how hard I tried, I could not convince the clan to join us. Wetlands, I bugged them so much they almost killed me so I would shut up.”

      Ed nodded. That much he had already suspected. He tried to hide his disappointment. Without air support to bolster the Haunt, the only way to stop the Heiligian griffins would be Jarlen’s vampires, and allowing Jarlen to become even more indispensable was very, very dangerous.

      “The good news,” Kes went on, smiling mischievously, “is that I managed to rouse the curiosity of a couple youths. My cousins have never been minions of a Dungeon Lord before. They have never heard of Heiliges or Lotia and don’t care one bit about either. But they sure love a good feast after a war, and I promised they’ll have more than their fill.” She pointed up at the fiery Netherwordly sky. Ed and the others followed her gaze and saw five black-feathered figures quickly flying toward them. One let out an excited, shrill screech as they slowed down to land. “Guys, meet the carrion avians, the black sheep of the Volantis Enclave.”

      

      Ed began work on the aviary as soon as they returned from the Netherworld. Seeing how far they had traveled just to meet him, it seemed impolite not to get them appropriate housing as soon as possible.

      The aviary served as living quarters and at the same time provided comfortable landing and take-off spaces. Ed built it midway atop the small mountain whose foothills hid the bulk of the Haunt, in an area protected from the harsh winds by the angle of the mountain slope. Since it was open roofed, pelts and thick tapestries would be hung from column to column during winter to form a sort of tent to protect from the cold, as well as a huge bonfire that would run day and night in the middle of the place. Ed added a bunch of magical enchantments and invisible protections and had his drones connect it to the ley line of the main dungeon. It would take them a while to dig so far down, and the energy input to the aviary would be faint, yet enough for the aviary to count as a dungeon room, keep the enchantments running, and provide some protection from the elements.

      As the drones’ rhythmical dance added some hammocks and the small pelt huts that served as roosting nests, Ed and Kes met with the leader of the five carrion avians, a young male named Shrukew.

      “Thank you again for coming to Starevos,” Ed said. “I know this is a huge risk you’re taking.”

      Shrukew made a quick, nervous movement with his head that for a second made Ed think the avian had just tried to break his own neck. “Your emissary promised plenty of food, open fields, and experience points for my clan. The elders are overly cautious and slow to change, so it’s the duty of the young to explore and find new skies.”

      “I see,” Ed said. The encounter vaguely reminded him of the first time he had met with Kaga and the Haga’Anashi.

      Kes had called the carrion avians cousins, but other than being descended from elves and having wings, avians and carrion avians had some glaring distinctions. Avians resembled winged angels, with long powerful wings that could be pearl white, auburn, or spotted brown. They were agile, militaristic, and their Cardinal Command was a fearsome military force in the island-continent where they lived. From Kes’ description, Ed imagined something resembling Earth’s ancient Greeks or Romans—long, flowing tunics, brass spears and big round shields, and soldiers hovering in formation among the clouds.

      Carrion avians, on the other hand, had anatomies closer to that of ravens or crows than elves. Their skin was dark gray, coarse, and scaly. Long black wings hung from their arms all the way to their backs and torsos. Their hands and feet ended in black pointy claws, like a raven’s. They had lips instead of a beak, but their mouths were filled with rows of small pointy teeth. Their sharp features and long noses were framed by small, soft, black feathers, like those of a fowl chick, and they styled the feathers in a way that vaguely resembled facial hair. Their eyes were black and shiny and full of greed.

      Unlike the Haga’Anashi—which was a warrior tribe that saw combat as a way to test and improve themselves—and unlike the law-abiding Volantis Enclave, the carrion avians were opportunistic nomads that loved to increase their riches by arriving right at the end of a conflict and either looting the corpses or joining the clear winner. As Kes had explained beforehand, this meant they wouldn’t stay if things started going awry for the Haunt. But it also meant their motivation was simple to understand. As long as Ed showed them a strong Haunt, kept them out of suicidal missions, and covered them in shiny bling, the five scouts would return to their clan and convince them to join the wartime effort.

      “So this is a dungeon,” Shrukew said, studying the columns while a couple drones added some carvings and magical torches to them. “Not bad, Lord Wraith. This shall provide sufficient accommodation for us.” He glanced at Kes. “You’ve paid attention, Stranded. The design almost reminds me of home.”

      “Stranded?” Ed asked dryly.

      “It means one who has lost her wings and, like a coward, has refused to take her own life afterward,” Shrukew explained, speaking slowly, like someone explaining an obvious regional tradition to a clueless tourist. “A Stranded has condemned herself to a grounded existence, banished from the glory of hunting under true sunlight.”

      “Is that so?” Ed narrowed his eyes and started saying something cutting.

      Kes placed a hand on his shoulder. “Ed. It’s okay,” she said. “I knew what to expect when I volunteered for the job.”

      Ed slowly lowered his finger. He wasn’t sure that was entirely the truth, since Kes was the type to wall her feelings far inside her mind and focus on her duty. She was reliable, and more efficient than almost anyone he knew. But everyone had feelings.

      “In any case, Shrukew here is a sweetheart compared to the elders,” Kes went on. “I mean, we might have started out on the wrong foot, but we understand each other now, don’t we, Shruks?”

      The carrion avian winced at the nickname, but nodded. “It’s true that at first my clan was… difficult with Kessih. But she then proved her bravery after the Hotspring Incident. For a Stranded… she’s a force to be reckoned. If the Haunt has more like her, then we can make our clan very rich, and very fat.”

      “Hotspring Incident?” Ed asked Kes.

      “Ah, I don’t want to bore you with details,” Kes said, in such a way that Ed wondered if she had spent a bit too much time with Alder learning about dramatic anticipation. “It involved a lot of oil, a ritual celebration going awry, and some wrestling against this local monster, a sort of swamp relative to a drake. Scarier than a Spider Queen, easily. It had powerful jaws, an armored back, faster than it looked. I believe the clan called it a ‘krokodile.’ Seeing it made me want to take a vacation on your home world for a while, Ed. A world without magic surely lacks all the murderous man-eating creatures we keep running into.”

      Ed wanted to say a lot of things. He settled for, “You’d be surprised,” under his breath.

      It was clear Kes had learned much about herself during her trip. That was the point of travel, after all. It was a small reminder that the Haunt was not the center of the world. He also felt a wistful sort of longing, like nostalgia for a time he had never known. There was so much he hadn’t seen of Ivalis. Even of Starevos. He had never seen Lotia, or the Heiligian archipelago with Elaitra and the fabled city of Galemoor. And these were only three kingdoms of a single untamed continent. There was also far-away Plekth, where Katalyn was fighting the mummies of bygone civilizations and having the time of her life, and the dangerous Akathun, where Assassins reigned and Alder claimed the last kingdom of the elves was hidden. There was Kes’ home, Volantis, and of course there was the Netherworld. And beyond that, there were the innumerable worlds that Kharon could travel through at will.

      So many adventures were waiting for Ed, but it seemed that if he stepped away from the Haunt for even a month, he’d return to a smoking crater and a pile of corpses… and that would likely be just from Lavy’s research, long before any Inquisitor arrived.

      All those Big Bad Evil Guys sitting in their lairs at the end of a videogame, Ed remembered. Just idling until the Heroes leveled up enough so they could challenge them. I kinda get them now. It’s not that they had nothing to do but wait for the Player Characters—those Bad Guys probably did have other things to do. Handling the Netherworld, surviving assassinations, researching technology, defending against incursions, hiring more minions, training their troops, and so on. Perhaps the Heroes were an afterthought to the villains. Hell, I bet some of them were happy when we arrived to fuck them up. After all, once they died they were finally able to catch up on sleep.

      “There are only five hammocks,” said Shrukew. “Shall the Stranded not live with us? I could sustain another mate. My parents would not approve, you being Stranded and all, but I’m more open minded than they.” Shrukew smiled gallantly, revealing rows of brown teeth with strands of rotten meat still hanging there.

      Kes made a sound like a hell chicken choking on a bone. “Uh, thanks for the offer, Shrukew. But you said so yourself. My place is among the grounded now. Living among the carrion avians would only make me… ah, terribly sad.”

      Shrukew shook his head knowingly. “Of course, you’re right. You poor Kessih. Bravely facing a life among the boring grounded instead of with your people where you belong. I just want you to know that I admire you, really, I do. As I fly the currents of this new sky, I shall hunt a songbird in your honor.” He extended his arms, spread his wings, then ran off to the end of the aviary and jumped off, letting the wind carry him away into the skies where the rest of his people already waited.

      The Dungeon Lord and the Marshal watched him go in silence for a while.

      “What an asshole,” Ed said after a minute.

      “And you don’t know even the half of it.” Kes ran a hand over her face, a motion like washing away some dirt. “He could’ve traveled on the cinderpede with us, but insisted on flying instead, then landing at the last moment because he wanted to impress you.” Alone with her friend, her mask of discipline fell away a bit, letting the real Kes shine through. She was cynical, drank too much, sometimes talked to herself, and had a thing for slime girls that she did her best to hide from Ed, while he did his best to pretend not to know anything about it.

      “Well, how about we head back,” Ed said. “The casket of tzuika we left buried last winter should be real nice by now. It’s not a songbird, but we could hunt it just the same.”

      “Oh, shut up,” Kes said as they left. “But yes, let’s.”

      

      The invitation rested at the center of the War Room marble table. It was an elegant parchment with letters of scarlet ink so shiny they reflected the dampened light of the magical torches.

      “I don’t know why I keep doing this to myself,” Lavy whined, massaging her forehead. She looked even more disheveled than usual, and her hair stank of smoke and alcohol. She wasn’t the only one.

      Of the five people in the room, only two looked any kind of presentable. Kes sat at one end of the table, taking deep breaths, speaking to no one and gaze focusing on nothing. Ed sat opposite her, quietly holding his head in his hands. Klek and Jarlen studied the others, the batblin’s expression showing worry, while the vampire’s masked contempt.

      “If you don’t like it,” Klek told the Witch quietly, “why keep doing it?”

      “I like it while I’m doing it. It’s what comes afterward that I don’t like.”

      The batblin cocked his head to the side. “You humans are so strange sometimes.”

      “Where is the Bard?” Jarlen asked. “He’s the only Inner Five minion missing.”

      Lavy gave the vampire a stern look. “Don’t call us Inner Five. And definitely don’t include yourself in it.”

      “What’s the harm? We are Lord Ed’s favorites. We are the ones who are in most of the emergency meetings. There should be a way for us to differentiate ourselves from common minions.”

      “Jarlen, Lavy, let’s argue later,” Ed said. “Whenever sound stops being painful.” He took a deep breath and steadied himself. “Alder ran away as soon as he heard about the invitation.” Through dungeon vision, Ed could see the Bard talking excitedly with Viorica and the other seamstresses, although Ed could not hear what was being said. “Knowing him, he’ll be back whenever he judges the moment most dramatically appropriate. In the meantime, I want to hear your opinions on this dinner deal and Korghiran’s warning.”

      Kes crossed her arms. “Don’t do it. It’s too risky. Even with Vaines’ protection in place, if every Dungeon Lord is as abusive to Objectivity as you are, someone is bound to find a way to have a go at you.” She raised an eyebrow. “Now that I think about it, you’ll probably manage to get in trouble yourself, no outside help needed.”

      “I respectfully disagree with Marshal Kessih,” said Jarlen from behind her veil. “The party is a golden opportunity to find out about your enemies, make allies, and learn what you can about the dangers of the Standard Factory. Besides, Korghiran ordered you to attend, and it’s a mistake to go against the wishes of your Dark Patron.”

      Ed’s temper stirred. “If I go it is because it’s helpful to our cause, not Korghiran’s. You should get your loyalties straight.” The vampire had been a servant of Korghiran for a time. The Regent had granted Jarlen to Old Jiraz as a reward. Now she was Ed’s minion. Jarlen, though, still served the Regent of Secrets as best she could. “Remember which side of the Netherworld your coffin is in.”

      The vampire gave what passed for a courteous bow for her and said nothing.

      “Look,” Lavy said quietly. “It pains me to say it, but I kinda agree with Jarlen. This is our best shot at finding out if our preparations for the Endeavor are enough, or if we’ll need siege weaponry. A friendly chat among Dungeon Lords is not that dangerous. I heard some of them even end without anyone dying.”

      Ed scratched the bandages on his forearm. “Klek, what do you think?”

      “Both of you are right,” the batblin said, glancing nervously at Kes and Lavy.

      “Yeah,” Ed said. “So it’s decided. I go, see what’s up, stay out of trouble, then leave after dessert.”

      Kes relaxed her back against her chair. “I’ll tell Andreena to get the infirmary ready. And the carrion avians will be waiting nearby to fly you out when the chaos starts.”

      “I’m sure that won’t be necessary, but thanks,” Ed told her. “Now, the invitation is for a Dungeon Lord and a plus one. Anyone fancy some free food?”

      Klek raised his hand.

      “No offense, buddy, but Ed needs someone who will help him stay out of trouble,” Lavy said, “not someone who will grab the nearest fork and stand next to him as soon as he starts a fight.”

      Klek lowered his hand, disappointed.

      “That leaves you or Jarlen,” Kes said. “I’m a fighter, not a talker, but you two are Lotian. You know the customs, some Dungeon Lords and their minions, and can advise Ed on what cutlery to grab when they serve the salad.”

      “Vaines likely won’t appreciate me bringing an undead to her party,” Ed said. He turned to Lavy expectantly. “What do you say? A perfect excuse to show off a fancy dress, isn’t it?”

      “Sounds like a bad idea,” Lavy said, crossing her arms. “I’m not going.”

      “Why?” Kes asked.

      “Vaines is my aunt,” the Witch said. “Technically. Remember? Heines was my father. Family ties can get… complicated when minionship pacts are involved. Vaines may demand that Ed ‘returns’ me to the family.” She bit her lip. “Better if I stay away from her.”

      “Well, shit,” Ed said. “Sorry, Lavy, I should have remembered that. Well, I guess that leaves Jarlen—”

      The vampire, though, turned to Lavy with clenched fists. “You are royalty?” she asked the Witch, incredulous.

      Lavy raised one eyebrow. “That’s why I said ‘technically.’ Heines only thought he was my father. My mother revealed the truth shortly before she died. My real father was a talented Warlock. See, Jarlen, I don’t need royal blood to be special.” She tapped the side of her head. “This here is all that counts.”

      “Blood is everything,” Jarlen said savagely.

      The Witch and the vampire stared at each other. Tension filled the room in a way so palpable that Klek grabbed a fork and inched his way toward Ed.

      The door opened violently, making everyone jump in surprise. Kes reached for her sword, and Klek brandished his utensil, but then Alder burst in, arms spread out to his sides, eyes glinting with excitement.

      “What’s this?” the Bard exclaimed, exactly like an actor monologuing in a packed theater. “At the height of dramatic tension, when everything seems lost, a hero appears bringing a solution?” He strolled his way over to Ed.

      “How long have you been eavesdropping outsi—?” Lavy began.

      Alder set his arm across Ed’s shoulders. “The brave Dungeon Lord has run into a problem he cannot bash into splinters. This adventure shall require someone with Charm, wit, sophistication, and a silver tongue! If only there was a man such as that here, in this very room!” He strolled dramatically to the center of the room. “Someone who can seduce his way to the heart of a tortured Dungeon Lady, or navigate the treacherous waters of backstage politics, or entertain all guests with enticing tales! Ah, if only… there was a Bard!” He gave a very exaggerated bow.

      Klek began to clap, then stopped, and looked confused.

      “Alder, you’re a Heiligian,” Lavy pointed out. “I… I genuinely don’t know if you’ve realized it yet, but our countries have been at war since before you were born. The people in that party will not be happy to see your blond ass.”

      Alder waved her concerns away. “Trivialities.” He took from his pocket a black ball of hair that resembled a cleaning duster. “With this Official Infiltration Disguise from the Thieves Guild, a dash of my incredible illusion magic, and my encyclopedic knowledge, I shall be indistinguishable from a cultured Lotian noble.” To punctuate his words, he turned his eyes the same shade of violet as Lavy’s, put on the black ball to cover his blond locks, and mimicked a nobleman’s petulant expression. “Indeed, indeed.”

      “Alder, that is a wig,” Lavy said, a note of hysteria in her voice.

      “Indeed. Yet, that is not all. Now, Viorica, show them,” Alder called outside the room, and soon Viorica and another Starevosi seamstress entered, both smiling ear to ear. They were pushing a tailoring wooden frame with two elaborate suits hanging from it.

      The seamstresses set the frame next to Alder. “The black suit is spidersilk and velvet,” Viorica announced. “It is made to measure, and shall fit Lord Wright’s body perfectly. Each suit has spidersilk padding to protect against stabbing, a small hidden pocket enchanted against magical detection that can fit a couple of runes, and there is also a dart with sleeping draught beneath the brass button of the sleeve. The cut is from the latest fashion among the Lotian elite, according to our research.” She beamed at the stunned Dungeon Lord and his friends. “I wish to thank Master Alder for the opportunity to showcase our skills. Please use these suits to bring terror to the enemies of the Haunt,” she added fiercely, then saluted, and left looking proud.

      Ed got up and studied the clothes. Viorica hadn’t exaggerated—each was a complete set with trousers, leather belt, and shoes. “Alder, these take months to make. No way you set all of this up in only a couple minutes…” he trailed off. “You had them made months ago, didn’t you? In case we got invited anywhere.”

      Alder smiled apologetically, confirming Ed’s suspicions. Kes barked a laugh that came close to a kaftar’s and said, “This is on you, Ed. You encouraged everyone in the Haunt to scheme to their heart’s content. Well, now you know what happens when a Bard schemes.”

      “Trust me, Ed, this will work,” Alder said excitedly. “I’ve been waiting so long for this. It will go without a hitch, I just know it!”

      Well, Ed thought. He is the most prepared among us for a bit of palatial intrigue, even if he gets a bit carried away sometimes. He acted perfectly when we first met Oscor and the smugglers—probably saved our asses there. And Pris and Karmich can make that wig look convincing. I hope. “Ah, what the hell,” he said aloud, placing a hand on the Bard’s shoulder. “Let’s do this.”
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      They made the trip to the Xovia Citadel and took a Portal from there into Lotia, with Korghiran handling the expense. Kes, Shrukew and two other carrion avians remained near that second Portal in case things got hairy. The Marshal also rented a room in a nearby Xovian inn for Andreena and had the Herbalist set up with all the tools she’d need for emergency treatment.

      Ed and Alder got to the Lotian summer palace in an elegant black carriage dragged by two skeletal horses. The carriage and the horses belonged to Lavy. She had refused to explain how—or why—she had it, making Ed wonder if all the scheming going on in the Haunt may be truly getting out of hand.

      The road out of the Portal was carefully guarded by minions in shiny armor and long steel spears, paved with white stone slabs, and lit by orange magical torches at each side. Lotia was cold, although less so than Starevos in winter. It was also dry, which made it easier to withstand the cold. The road took them into a forest that was more like a huge garden, domesticated and trimmed to resemble a maze. There were bushes and shrubbery hedged into animal shapes, and marble human statues were posed as if hunting them. This place, Jarlen had explained, belonged to one of Vaines’ distant family members, and she had “borrowed” it as a neutral ground for the party, because not even a pact of safety would make any sane Dungeon Lord set a foot inside the dungeon of another—nor would any sane rival invite a dozen of them in.

      They weren’t alone on the road, and were often passed by other carriages, painted in all colors and with the blazons of their noble houses engraved on the side. Ed saw beautiful black stallions pulling on the cars, as well as other exotic creatures—most of which he didn’t recognize. He saw a smaller variant of the Haunt’s hell chickens, though they were fatter, didn’t have claws, and had rainbow feathers instead of obsidian black.

      Inside the carriage, Ed rubbed his hands together through the smooth fabric of his white gloves. He had to admit he was nervous. This would be his first time to meet with another Dungeon Lord in the flesh. Despite his efforts to remain distant from the brutal Lotian nobility, this part felt like attending Thanksgiving with a loud-mouthed estranged family.

      “Alright,” he said aloud, mostly to distract himself. “Remember what Lavy and Jarlen told us, Alder. We can learn much about a Dungeon Lord by their association with a Regent. Vorgothas is the Lord of Flesh. His magic excels at illusions and transmutation, and his devout followers hold pleasure above anything else. Some of them are suave gentlemen, and others are sadistic assholes that bring pain for the hell of it.” Ed narrowed his eyes. Lord Sanguine Vandran, the man who had infiltrated Undercity, was aligned with Vorgothas. “Regent Dolmanak of Bones is the patron of Necromancers and Witches. He is the enemy of Vorgothas, and his followers see life as a weakness to leave behind.”

      “Lavy would love that one, right?” Alder asked. With the help of Pris of the Thieves Guild, the Bard’s disguise certainly looked foolproof. He could’ve been Lavy’s brother. His face was powdered to give him just the right shade of haunted pale, his black wig was long and oily, and his lips had been painted black, the way some rich Lotians did.

      “Not really,” Ed said. “I don’t think even Jarlen likes him. Dolmanak has few followers because he thinks of ambition, happiness, and even friendship, as terrible habits that weaken the mind. Only in undeath is the soul truly free to achieve its full potential.” Half of the intelligent undead worshiped him like a god, and his liches were the most powerful undead spellcasters in all of Ivalis.

      “Then there’s Tal Zamor,” Ed went on. “Regent of Embers. Vaines is aligned with him, probably because she’s as violent as he is—according to Lavy, at least.” Jarlen had described Vaines as more like a national hero. “Tal Zamor was a war-loving asshole who got his ass handed to him by the other three because his followers kept killing theirs for the experience points.”

      “You’re being too rough on him. He’s also a patron of the arts, a passionate soul that enjoys beauty and the little pleasures in life, like a cup of wine or standing over the bodies of his enemies. You would make for a nice fit for Tal Zamor, and perhaps even I would as well,” Alder said. He was biased, though, because Tal Zamor had a famously soft spot for Bards, given that they tended to hang around battlefields—at a distance—and give glorified retellings of the carnage afterward.

      Ed let it go. “Finally, there’s Korghiran. We know her best. Since she’s the master of intrigue and spies, this party is kind of what she does. Our allies are aligned with her, but it would be foolish to trust them. Everyone has the same goal; to reach the office of Evangeline Tillman before anyone else and claim the property deed for themselves.” He tightened his skeletal hand—hidden by his glove—into a fist. The only hope Starevos and the Haunt had of surviving Heiliges’ invasion was for him to find that deed first.

      In this, he was exactly like all the other Dungeon Lords.

      Outside, Vaines’ summer palace appeared past a bend in the green maze. It was ostentatious and gaudy, painted in a vibrant crimson, with pearl-colored columns, alabaster statues, intricate brass balconies, and huge glass windows. It was surrounded by an open garden set with tables, a pool, several fireplaces, and open lofts full of pillows and bedsheets.

      The palace was a statement in itself against the austere Heiligian castles that served as fortresses as well as centers of government and refuges in times of war. The statement was, “You may think us evil, but you cannot deny we have better taste than you.”

      A pair of exuberant valets—a succubus and an incubus—dressed in skimpy silk tunics received the Dungeon Lords as they exited their carriages. The valets were flanked by a pair of gigantic ogre bodyguards dressed in larger versions of the same tunics. They dwarfed the Haunt’s own ogres in size and meanness and had no weapons other than a band of thick iron knuckles on each fist.

      Music flowed out of the palace like a cascade, faint at first and then gaining in strength. From the windows, Ed saw dancing figures flashing through in complicated, flowery steps. When the invitation said it would be a dinner party, Ed had expected a small event. This was another thing entirely, and he could feel his nerves increase. He was as out of his element, as if he were stranded in the middle of the ocean while wearing heavy armor.

      Alder clicked his tongue, unimpressed. “Galemoor’s ballrooms do it better,” he said. “At least that’s what I’ve heard. I’ve never been to one.”

      Ed took a deep breath as his carriage passed a silver fountain of a Lotian war hero and stopped at the end of the small line of other carriages. “Alright, let’s get this over with. We go in, behave, make no trouble, and are out after dessert.”

      

      HOURS LATER

      

      Alder dragged the body covered by his cape through the green maze, and the boots of the unconscious man brushing against the grass made a sound like a snake in pursuit.

      A ways off, the clash of the blades between Ed and Vaines was so violent it reached Alder loud and clear above the jeers and savage encouragement from the other Dungeon Lords. Last Alder had seen of Ed, he was barely holding on against the brutal onslaught of Vaines’ sword.

      “Come on, come on, come on,” Alder gasped, trying to go as fast as possible. Sweat dampened his back and his heart raced in his chest. “Where are you, Shrukew?” He glanced at the starry sky, which had no sign of the carrion avian.

      He could hear other sounds, or maybe it was his imagination running wild with fear. The footsteps of Vaines’ guards in hot pursuit, maybe someone raising the alarm back in the palace. He tried not to imagine what the Lotian Dungeon Lords would do to Ed and him—if Vaines didn’t get them first.

      “Ed, you need to get out of there!” he whispered, desperate, as he glanced between the sky and the garden where the fight was taking place. Maybe if he sent another message—

      The sound of clashing steel stopped all of a sudden, and Alder’s heart froze in his chest as he tried to drag meaning out of the silence.

      A flaming ball of fire surged straight up from the garden and exploded in the air, breaking the nearest windows. Its light was for an instant like a second sun. Alder stood in terrified awe as the light died away. “Oh, shit,” he mumbled.

      

      HOURS EARLIER

      

      “Honorable Lordship, please stand for the arrival of fearsome Lord Godfrey Crane, ruler of the hidden dungeons of the Granton Abyss, and the honorable Madam Patricia Crane,” the valet announced as Lord Crane and his wife strolled confidently down the stairs of the Main Hall. Just outside the door, Ed watched as the pale men and women in the hall stood for the old Lord Crane as he pompously walked down the stairs, his walking stick tapping rhythmically against the pearl floorboards.

      The other valet, the incubus, turned to Ed and smiled with a row of shiny teeth. “Please, my Lord, if you will,” he said, gesturing inside.

      Ed felt naked and vulnerable without his armor, and his hand kept reaching for the handle of the missing sword at his waist. He straightened his back and forced himself to relax. Don’t let them think you’re afraid of them, he told himself as he stepped into the entrance hall.

      The Main Hall had a huge mahogany table at its center, made out of several smaller tables set against one other. About two dozen purple eyes of different shades glanced his way with varying degrees of interest. Some of them had the same constant faint green glow that overuse of the Evil Eye had given Ed. The fire in a stone chimney crackled at one end of the hall and the other led to a wide glass panel, then to an inner garden.

      “Honorable Lordships, please stand for the arrival of Lord Edward Wright, the Starevosi Phantom, as well as his honorable adviser Redal of Devonshire,” intoned the valet.

      At the mention of Starevos, curiosity turned into greed or raw hostility. Ed returned scowl for scowl and kept his gaze forward, refusing to show a hint of weakness. The Dungeon Lords could pounce upon fear like sharks smelling blood in the water. Sanguine Vandran’s boney face scowled at Ed near a corner of the table. Ed barely recognized the Dungeon Lord from the brief glance he had gotten in the catacombs with dungeon vision. As he walked toward the two empty seats the valet had pointed him toward, Ed made sure to take a good look at everyone at the table, both to start his information gathering and to distract himself.

      First, he noted the display of luxury that surrounded the hall. The chandelier was gold and silver with aromatic candles. The servants lined the walls, immobile as if they were statues, wearing small red caps and holding silver trays with damp towels. Iron cages showed exotic animals as dinner entertainment—the stench of manure masked by a dizzying amount of incense. Ed saw a huge albino tiger, a creature that looked like a sleepy land octopus, and an angry mixture of a porcupine with a giant warthog. A pair of dancers performed a complicated routine, naked except by strategically placed ever-shifting illusions. One dwarven singer with a deep voice led a group of a dozen musician slaves, golden chains holding their ankles to both their seats and their instruments.

      Ed made a note of all the exits. If shit hit the fan, the closest escape route was the entrance, but it was guarded by armed ogres and he only had the silver knife he had smuggled inside his shoe, as well as the two fireball runes in his jacket’s secret pocket. Perhaps his best bet would be to run into the maze, and then stall for time so Shrukew could come to save his butt, but if he had been in Vaines’ place, he would’ve added unseen security inside the maze—leaving an obvious escape route open, but using it as a deathtrap.

      Focus, he chided himself. You’re here to socialize—there should be no reason to need an escape route. Vaines had offered all Dungeon Lords a truce with pact magic. If anyone wanted a piece of Ed, they would have to go through Vaines first, and all the security gathered in the palace.

      Somehow it felt like a hollow assurance. Ed turned his attention to the Dungeon Lords.

      Sanguine Vandran had a long, prominent forehead, sharp cheekbones powdered with bronze dust, thin black hair slicked back with shiny grease, and small, tight lips painted black. His clothes were expensive and showy in a distasteful way—tight in all the wrong places and puffed-up in others. He was also wearing black leather trousers, a huge cotton neck frill, and a pink silken half-cape hanging from a padded shoulder. The man and woman sitting next to him were dressed similarly, down to the bronze dust and the black lipstick. The woman could’ve been Lavy’s distant cousin, but her face lacked warmth, and her expression was as if she was perpetually smelling something sour. Perhaps Sanguine’s perfume. The man on the other side was tall and burly, with a trimmed beard, thick arms, and a beer gut barely contained by a tight crimson band. Their companions were beautiful men and women with undeniable succubi or elvish heritage, dressed in vaporous tunics that left little to the imagination.

      Ed filed away those three Dungeon Lords as Vorgothas’ champions. Lords of Flesh, he called them. On the opposite end of the table sat Dolmanak’s three. There was no mistaking the Bone Lords. They all huddled next to each other as if for warmth, but didn’t talk among themselves. Their clothes were bare black tunics with no decor, they wore no make-up, and they had their emaciated heads shaved clean—even the eyebrows. Their companions were all Nightshade vampires, dead faces hidden by a veil, their backs perfectly still in a way only the dead could remain.

      So Jarlen would’ve been welcome here after all, Ed thought idly.

      If the two seats at the end of the table were Vaines’, that meant the nearest Dungeon Lord was a champion of Tal Zamor’ as well. This man was tall and strong, with long black hair collected in a ponytail. He had a scar running sideways all along his face and ending at the left side of his neck. Intricate geometric tattoos ran from his forearms and disappeared up his sleeve. He wore a simple black shirt with a wide-open neck.

      That meant the two Dungeon Lords next to Ed and Alder’s seats were Korghiran’s. They seemed young and were busy gossiping, and they barely glanced his way. Ed’s first impression was that he would’ve rather had the Tal Zamor’ Dungeon Lords on his side for the Endeavor, or at least the burly one next to Sanguine. Those two seemed like the ones that had seen the most combat.

      Then again, impressions can be deceiving, he thought.

      Most Dungeon Lords kept to the clique formed by their Dark Patrons, but the companions were free to talk among themselves. Given that letting their minions roam free was the best way to garner information without having to socialize, the Dungeon Lords allowed it.

      “Well, what now?” Alder asked, glancing around the table. “All this backtalk going on makes me feel like they’re chatting about us. Hopefully good things, right? Maybe about how well I chose our costumes.”

      “Actually,” the Dungeon Lady next to Ed interjected, breaking away from her whispering with the other Dungeon Lord, “those suits are nice, but last time I saw one my grandfather wore it. I wouldn’t call them costumes aloud, though. It comes across as if you don’t belong here.”

      “Perhaps we don’t,” Ed said. So far, despite the show of luxury and power the Lotians had displayed, the gathering reminded him more of a high school reunion than a meeting between the Dark’s finest.

      Despite the legends and the Inquisition’s fearmongering, everyone here is only human, Ed thought. It makes them beatable. But also very dangerous.

      The Dungeon Lady offered her hand his way. Ed caught it clumsily a second before it would’ve been rude to leave her hanging, pressed like Lavy had taught him, then let go. “I am Lady Cassara Xorander,” the Dungeon Lady said proudly. She wore lots of make-up, had her auburn hair in a complicated style, and her fitted dress made it clear she intended to compete with the Flesh Lords’ companions in the looks department. “The handsome man next to me is my companion, Maser of Devonshire. His Lordship to your right is Lord Luras of House Steros, who took the Mantle a year ago.”

      “Edward Wright,” Ed told them. “My friend is A… ah, Redal of Devonshire. Pleased to meet you,” he forced himself to add.

      “I am a Lotian,” Alder added helpfully, darkening his voice for absolutely no reason.

      Lord Steros was a kid. If he were eighteen Ed would’ve barely believed it. As it was, fifteen was a safer bet. He looked confident, though, and his character sheet revealed a swordsmanship skill of Improved ranking. He had clearly been training from a young age and at this rate in a couple of years he’d be able to wipe the floor with Ed in a duel. However, he had barely more than 200 experience points, which he had used to buy spellcasting, power attack, spring attack, and a couple of minor life-improvement choices.

      “I know who you are,” Steros told Ed, barely going through the motions of the handshake Ed offered. Ed could’ve sworn a shadow of jealousy had crossed the young man’s face when Xorander’s attention turned away from their chat.

      Fantastic. Exactly what we need, Ed thought. Korghiran, what the hell were you thinking?

      Xorander’s character sheet was better. She was a palatial courtier trying to disguise herself as a vapid gossip—her Mind ranked 15, but her Spirit was 10. Such a difference between mental stats usually meant a lack of common sense. Her talents were advanced spellcasting, to Ed’s delight, along with a few from the sneak talent tree, with some from the persuasion branch finishing the build. She had 500 points in total, which could mean combat experience under controlled conditions… or that she had sacrificed others on her way to power.

      The older Dungeon Lords around the table had more points, on average. The Ember Dungeon Lord had a bit under 2000—so he had done his share of fighting. He was a force to be reckoned with. The next Dungeon Lord was the man of Bones next to Sanguine, with 1500. After that, the character sheets ranged from Steros’ 200 at the lowest up to about 1000.

      Still… Ed had amassed around 800 points in only three years—or had it been four already? If he survived another decade, without a doubt he’d easily pass 2000 experience points. These people had been born in Ivalis, following Objectivity’s rules, farming experience and skills ever since they could walk. They should have points in the thousands at least. Jarlen had once told him that some legendary Dungeon Lords had reached tens of thousands, which was thought to be a mortal’s limit.

      Where are those Dungeon Lords now? Ed thought. We sure could use their help against the Inquisition… He blinked. We? No. He was not a Lotian. Perhaps an adopted Starevosi, although he still barely knew their customs and traditions. Hell, had Gallio and the Inquisition shown him just a sliver of understanding, just a tiny bit of willingness to look past his Mantle, without a doubt the Haunt would have been allied with Heiliges against the men and women in this table.

      His life path was so full of twists and turns he couldn’t even fathom his current course. Once, the Shadow Tarot had pointed at three possible futures. Would they still be the same, or had his choices set him along a different road entirely?

      A good part of the reason he hadn’t shared the Scrambling Towers designs with the Lotians was because, most of the time, they were unapologetic villains. Even though they had years of warfare warping their views, sacrificing the innocent to gain power had no justification.

      Ed was here because of the Standard Factory. For now, he would play their little game, maybe find out if there were some decent people among them… and then the Endeavor would start, and so would the killing.

      “Are you done reading character sheets?” Lady Xorander asked politely. Ed blinked and realized his Evil Eye had activated in a very obvious way. “I hope you’re satisfied with what you saw. For one, I’m glad to have those 800 points working with us and not against us,” There was an undeniable hint of flirtation in her tone.

      Steros fumed. “Experience points are not all that matters,” he said dryly. “Courage and wit are more important. A brave man with little experience points can defeat another with many, provided the Dark favors him. And the Dark favors the bold.”

      “In my experience,” Ed said, speaking before he could contain himself, “the Dark favors no one until the fight is over, and then it claims the victor’s win was its plan all along.” He was thinking of Kharon, but the scandalized look Xorander gave him said she and Steros had gotten a different meaning entirely.

      An uncomfortable silence extended between the three.

      Xorander’s companion, Maser, turned to Alder. “So, you are from Devonshire as well?” he asked, clearly trying to distract the conversation away from Ed’s lack of tact.

      “Uh. Yes,” Alder said. Devonshire was the nearest village to the dungeon where Lavy had been born. “Beautiful place, isn’t it? Very pretty… trees.” His smile wavered a bit.

      “Indeed,” said Maser, looking glum. “A shame what happened to it.”

      Alder hurried to mirror his expression. “Yeah. Terrible, just terrible.”

      Maser turned to Xorander. “My Lady, would you mind if my friend and I make the rounds after the feast? Since Lord Wright is our ally, I figure we minions can work together as well.”

      “Splendid idea, Maser,” Xorander said. She whispered in Ed’s ear, “Maser is my Spymaster. He has never been to Devonshire, but is probably hoping your minion Redal can cover for his gaps in knowledge.”

      “Good call,” Ed whispered back.

      “So it is true,” Steros said loudly. “Lord Wright, you are from a faraway land and have no idea about the Lordship’s traditions.” He gave Xorander a knowing look that she didn’t return. “Who did you have to kill in whatever backwater place you’re from to convince Korghiran to grant you your Mantle? Or did you eat the heart of a dead Dungeon Lord you found lying around like in that old widow’s tale?” he asked obnoxiously.

      Perhaps four years ago Steros’ attempts at angering him would’ve worked somewhat, but nowadays Ed was a couple Spirit points wiser, and he found he really didn’t care what the guy thought of him.

      “Lord Steros!” Xorander chided him. “Where are your manners? According to my sources, Lord Wright comes from another world. He was brought here by the Boatman himself in the way the Light used to do to find their champions in the times of old. This makes Lord Wright a hero of the Dark, deserving of our respect. His Scrambling Towers are our best chance to destroy the Heiligians once and for all. He shall share them with us after the Endeavor is over—won’t you, Lord Wright?”

      Alder coughed and whispered in Ed’s ear, “Someone wants to get inside your Tower, I think.” He nudged Ed’s shoulder obnoxiously. “I meant that literally, though. She wants the Towers. Just a friendly warning.”

      “I know,” Ed whispered back.

      “Just saying,” Alder whispered. “It’s not like you’ve got Monk-like Spirit around women. It may be hard to hear, but as your Chronicler it is my duty to call it like it is.”

      “How kind of you, Master Redal,” Ed said aloud, “to let me know my shoelaces were untied.”

      Alder shrugged and exchanged whispers with Maser. The two chuckled.

      “Anyway,” Xorander went on as if nothing had interrupted her, “you come from another world, and you haven’t stopped fighting since your arrival. What sights you must’ve seen! Back there, you were a mighty warlord, were you not? That must’ve been why Kharon chose you.”

      “I fixed computers and wrote code in my free time,” Ed said.

      Xorander nodded knowingly. “Ah, a crafter of spells. I’m something of a magical researcher myself. Only as a hobby, of course. We should exchange notes. There’s this very challenging spell formula I’m working on, with a set of Colcotar arrays that refuse to integrate the way the book says they’re supposed to…” she trailed off. Ed realized that the conversation around the table had died. “If the rumors are true, the Dark is so happy with your performance that Kharon brought us another world-traveler. I only wish we had him on our side at the Endeavor, but perhaps we can still earn his loyalty. After all, you two have a world in common.”

      Ed narrowed his eyes, recalling the dream where Korghiran had warned him about Kharon’s meddling in the Endeavor. “What are you talking about?”

      As an answer, Xorander waved at the stairs rising next to the chimney. A servant announced:

      “Honorable Lordships, please stand for your hostess, Lady Aramis Vaines, Terror of Vros, Enemy of the Light, Champion of the Great Amphitheater for the eighth time—”

      “Enough,” called a woman’s voice from above the stairs. “Doom of this, killer of that. We all know my titles. Let’s get on with it.”

      Vaines strolled down the stairs. She had the look of someone who had grown tired of everyone’s shit a long time ago. Her dress was a fine Lotian cut, but she looked wrong in it, and Ed suspected she felt uncomfortable in anything but armor. Her body was a map of old scars running along muscles like steel cords. There were white bumps of skin that had been sewn like patches to cover missing chunks of meat on her legs. Her eyes blazed perennial eldritch green, her face was severe, and her nose looked like it had been broken and resettled many times. Although she seemed to be somewhere in her mid-thirties, her short black hair was streaked with white, and the corners of her eyes were wrinkled.

      Ed tried to read her character sheet the instant he saw her. His mouth ran dry. It was completely hidden from him, something that hadn’t happened in a long, long time. Not even the Dungeon Lord with 2000 points next to Vaines could hide all of it, but she did. Sure, she could’ve used anti-scrying magic, but something told Ed she hadn’t. Vaines was the real deal. A living legend, larger than life. Jarlen had estimated her experience points to be around four or five thousand, if not more.

      Tal Zamor could’ve been the weakest of the Regents, but his lineup included the two most powerful Dungeon Lords around.

      Am I supposed to go against those two? Ed thought grimly.

      “She may look like an old, mean bitch,” Xorander said quietly. “But a word of advice. Do not fight Vaines under any circumstances. She is on a different level entirely. If she comes our way during the Endeavor, we avoid her. If she beats us to Tillman’s office, let her keep it. If we get in her way, we surrender. She once tore the arm off an Inquisitor and beat him to death with it before he could bleed out on his own.” Xorander looked ill. She seemed as afraid of Vaines as the Heiligians were. “Some say Vaines is the last of her kind, the last survivor of the old generation of Dungeon Lords. She is cruel and violent and powerful. If you ask me… it may be for the best she is the only one remaining.”

      Looking at Vaines’ scars, Ed had to agree with Xorander. He wouldn’t be fighting her if he could help it.

      “My friends,” the Dungeon Lady said as she reached her seat. “My family. We all know why we are here. So let’s pretend to be civil for a night. We’ll be able to butcher each other to our hearts’ content in the Endeavor soon enough.” She grabbed a gauche brass goblet and took a long, impolite swig. “One more thing. I have an introduction to make. Please stand for Argent Planeshifter, Kharon’s Chosen, the newest addition to our beloved Dark family.”

      A few younger Dungeon Lords rose dubiously, because the spot where Vaines had turned to was empty. They didn’t wait for long—Ed saw how reality rippled next to the table, raw magical energies coalescing in complex patterns too fast for the eye to comprehend, until a natural Portal manifested with a crackle of lightning that danced through the nearest metal cutlery. Whispers of awe filled the room. Stable portals, those that didn’t need a ley line or dungeon magic to exist, were a powerful type of divine magic with only one known user: the Boatman himself, Murmur’s envoy across all realities.

      This ripple led to a room in what seemed to be the second floor of the palace. A blond man stepped through—a Heiligian, possibly—wearing a fitted black shirt and trousers, and a wide red belt. Something in Argent roused a hint of recognition in Ed. Had he seen this guy somewhere before?

      He flicked through Argent’s character sheet and was mostly unimpressed:

      

      
        	Argent Planeshifter, human. Exp: 135. Unused: 5 Brawn: 11, Agility: 12, Spirit: 9, Endurance: 11, Mind: 10, Charm: 13. Skills: Brawling: Improved I. Swordsmanship focus: Basic I. Talents: Power Strike, Mantle of the Traveler.

      

      

      “A living Portal user,” whispered Xorander in awe. “The things I could do with that power at my command…” Ed guessed that he had just joined Steros in the list of Xorander’s forgotten prospects.

      The Planeshifter faced the Dungeon Lords, looking nervous and out of place. His body language screamed foreigner. “I am R—I mean—Argent P-Planeshifter. May your nights be exciting and pleasing to the Dark,” he said, mistaking a formal Lotian farewell for a greeting. Ed felt a pang of sympathy for the poor guy. Ed’s first night in Ivalis, he had had to deal with angry batblins. A table full of some of the most dangerous Ivalian beings was another thing entirely.

      Still, I’m sure I recognize him from somewhere. Perhaps one of the meetings with Undercity’s nobility? But that was impossible, as Argent was a new arrival. He decided to have a chat with Kharon’s Champion as soon as possible and figure things out.

      Argent’s low stats made him suspicious, though. He wasn’t in any way ready for the Endeavor. The only explanation was that Kharon was hoping Vaines would carry him to victory.

      Vaines, apparently, had come to the same conclusion. “Please treat Argent the same as you would treat any of us,” she said. One of the Bone Lords laughed at that, and Ed could swear Vaines flashed a dry grin for an instant as Argent nervously sat between her and the other Ember Lord. “Now, I bet you are as hungry as I am. The pact of truce I made with each of you compels me to protect your food and drink the same way I would my own, so eat to your heart’s content.”

      Ed found Lotian cuisine overwhelming after the second main dish. Everything seemed like it was as sweet as they could make it. The salad was packed full of berries, with small ceramic jars of different jams filling the empty spaces around the table. There was pear jam, strawberry jam, spicy jam, one that tasted like bubblegum, and another similar to cough syrup. The meat was barely cooked and stuffed full of something that Ed could only describe as coagulated blood jam, and it was glazed with sugar and honey.

      He reached for a drink to wash away the sugary taste and discovered to his horror that it was milk laced with sugar.

      Careful not to appear as bewildered as Argent at the far end of the table, Ed glanced around. Everyone ate without any complaint. They looked quite happy, even. Vaines had spared no expense. There were dishes that a king would’ve had a hard time finding in his kitchens—including a stringy, gum-like steak that, Xorander explained, was griffin.

      “It’s actually terrible meat, worse than horse’s,” she explained. “But I think Vaines added it to the menu to make a political statement. She is that kind of person, after all. Anyway, if you try some add a coating of this honeygut-and-mint glaze—it really adds to the flavor.”

      Lavy, during the first year of the Haunt, had taken a jar of honey with her to all meals. Ed had thought it was one of her many oddities. Alder, who had lived in a Lotian dungeon for a couple years, barely touched desserts or sweets, and if someone offered him a piece of candy, he looked sick and stumbled away. Another oddity, because to anyone that didn’t know him well, Alder would’ve seemed like the kind of person that loved candy. Now Ed realized that Alder had simply eaten a lifetime’s worth of sugar during his time with Kael and wasn’t keen on having more. At all. Ever.

      Alder gave the griffin meat the stink eye and ate only a small piece of warthog flank after cleaning most of the honey custard coating off with his handkerchief.

      Ed spent most of the time looking for a spicy anything to fill his stomach, but Lotia’s farms had no hot peppers or anything of the sort, so spiciness wasn’t part of their palate. It wasn’t at all like it was with the Starevosi, who often joked that if you couldn’t cast fireball after eating a dish, it could use some more heat.

      Since Undercity had been under Heiligian occupation for years before being freed, Ed had eaten a few Heiligian dishes before. Those were the opposite of the food at Vaines’ feast, with barely any added spice or glazing at all. Rich Heiligians ate meat and potatoes, letting the “natural flavor” carry itself. Perhaps they added an aromatic herb or two. They used sour cream, cheese, and potato bread, to add variety. Poor Heiligians ate water and potatoes and used their imagination to provide the flavor, and sometimes they even added more water to provide variety. Taverns in Undercity had broken new ground by grabbing a Heiligian meat-and-potato combo and tossing in a side of hot pepper, which made pretty much everyone content except the odd Lotian mercenary that made their way to a table and wondered where the hell the raisin jam stuffing was.

      After the third main dish, the servants brought the Dungeon Lords hot towels and glasses of warm water to clean themselves. Ed almost drank the water, but was saved by a frantic elbow from Alder before anyone else saw him.

      While the servants cleaned the table and brought the desserts, a group of entertainers dressed in colorful ribbons rushed into the hall and performed a comedy routine that involved a gnome dressed as an Inquisitor being tossed into the maw of a fake man-eating plant. Music and illusions added to the effect. The gnome escaped and brought reinforcements to capture the fake Dungeon Lord. He then spent the rest of the routine humiliating his captors with tricks and mockery, ruining the Inquisitors’ attempts at executing him and roaming free around their base, causing small disasters. The performance ended when the Dungeon Lord got bored and fake-killed the other performers using a huge mallet that spewed torrents of illusory blood all over the table, which drew the loudest laughter out of the Dungeon Lords.

      Dessert held no surprises other than there was no cake. There were, however, ice cream, pies, cider, frozen fruity delights, even more jam, cheese, and a chocolate fountain under a giant chocolate swan. By this point Ed could barely stand the sight of it all, so he spent the time watching the others eat.

      It really did seem like a dysfunctional family. The Dungeon Lords barely talked with each other, and when they did, they often ended up shouting. Gossip and dirty looks were the most common form of communication. Where was the Dark dignity of the Mantle? All the talk of ancient traditions, of a history and culture that went back for generations… had the war and the Heroes truly ended all of that?

      Ed felt a pang of sadness despite his better judgment.

      After the dessert was done, the harmony of the table ended like an untrained army breaking ranks during combat. Some groups headed for the sofas near the chimney, and others disappeared to the inner gardens to scheme in peace. The companions roamed everywhere and chatted amongst each other, doing the intelligence-gathering mission that was the entire point of the dinner.

      Lady Xorander headed toward Vaines and Argent, who were surrounded by a small crowd of sycophants, leaving Steros and Ed alone.

      “Cowards,” Steros said, trying to break the awkward silence. He nodded in the sycophants’ direction. “They’re trying to save their masters’ butts by building an alliance with the obvious favorites to win the Endeavor.”

      Ed looked at the way Xorander expertly navigated the crowd to put herself in Argent’s path without making it too obvious. The Dungeon Lord had to grant it to her, that took some skill. Argent, though, was clearly both overwhelmed and pleased by all the attention at the same time, and didn’t even realize she was around.

      “Why are you fighting in the Endeavor?” Ed asked Steros all of a sudden. “If Vaines and the others are so overwhelming, why risk your life at all?”

      Steros scoffed. “Because I am not a coward?” He held Ed’s gaze for a moment, then squirmed and glanced to the side. “You truly are a foreigner. Well, I suppose there’s no harm in telling you, since you can’t go mouthing off to others. House Steros lost all of our Dungeon Lords to the Heroes. Without a Dungeon Lord to protect our interests, the other houses have taken advantage of perceived weakness, and we’re on the brink of collapse. Steros cannot even manage enough prisoner sacrifices to convince a Regent to grant us another Mantle. Regent Korghiran gifted us a new one a year ago, though, under the condition our Dungeon Lord would have to fight in the Endeavor by the side of the Starevosi Insurgent. Do you know what the other condition was?”

      “No.”

      “I am to protect your life with mine at all costs,” Steros said bleakly.

      Ed blinked. Korghiran had done what?

      “Don’t give me that look,” Steros said, clenching his hand into a fist. “I am the best my family has to offer. I have trained for the Lordship since I could speak, and I am a prodigy with the sword. As long as I am brave, there is nothing I cannot overcome.”

      Shit, Ed thought. It turns out I was the asshole. He had thought Steros hated him because of Xorander’s attention, when actually the young Dungeon Lord had a fairly solid reason.

      They were alike, in a way. Two men manipulated by the Dark into doing its bidding. They had been granted power beyond a normal human’s comprehension, but at the price of serving the will of the children of Murmur, whether they wanted to or not. And if they failed in their mission, it was their loved ones who would pay the price.

      He also realized that Steros talked so much about courage and bravery precisely because he was scared.

      Who wouldn’t? Ed was afraid as well, and he had resources that House Steros lacked.

      “Lord Steros, please accept my apologies,” Ed said, offering the Dungeon Lord his hand again. “I was under the impression you were a boy, but I now realize you are a man, shouldering the weight of a man’s responsibilities. When the Endeavor arrives, do what you think is best for your house. I can take care of myself and do not need Korghiran’s babying me.”

      Steros’ eyes widened, and he glanced at Ed’s hand, mistrust in his eyes. “So you’re saying you don’t want my help?”

      “Precisely. I am a Dungeon Lord. Korghiran is my Patron, not my master, so I am free to reject any pact she made in my name. If during the Endeavor you consider that you and I being enemies will benefit your house, follow that course of action to the end. On the other hand, if you think that us being allies will benefit your family more, then let us stand side by side against our enemies.”

      Steros’ Evil Eye flashed green for a moment, like a flame roused briefly by a passing gust of wind. He looked at Ed as if he had just seen him for the first time. “None of the others have talked to me as if I existed at all. They only see my age and my experience points.” He accepted the handshake. “You may be a foreigner, but you are right. The Patrons presume too much to rule over us like common minions. We are the mortal sons of Murmur, so we are free to pursue our own goals.”

      Ed grinned. That hadn’t been exactly what he meant, but it would suffice for the moment. It wouldn’t be easy to shake off a lifetime of Dark indoctrination, but Steros was young. There was potential there.

      “How adorable,” cooed a man behind Ed. “The two Lords that don’t belong have forged a friendship. It warms my black heart.”

      “It’s you,” Ed said, turning around, his hand probing for his missing sword. “How brave of you to show your face near me, Vandran.”

      Lord Sanguine Vandran was flanked by his companion, a muscular man dressed in fitted silks, and the Bone Lady. The Dungeon Lord of Vandran glanced at Ed with clear scorn.

      

      “Lord Vandran,” said Steros. “What do you want?”

      “I’m just visiting Lord Wright. Since he is your new friend, why don’t you ask him to gift you one of his precious towers?” Sanguine asked. “Murmur knows how much Lotia needs those designs, yet he has refused to share it with us. The blood of every single Dungeon Lord who has died ever since his minions created the Scrambling design is on his hands.”

      Ed raised an eyebrow and wondered what would happen if he fireballed Vandran on the spot. Vaines likely wouldn’t be too happy about that. “You tried to kill me and invaded my city. Fuck off, you aren’t getting a thing from me.”

      “Kill you? No, you made it perfectly clear that’s a bad approach. I wanted to kidnap you. That’s why my minions used sleeping draught instead of something more lethal. At most, I hoped to create a presence in Undercity so you would actually talk with us instead of insulting our envoys!”

      “Well, we are talking now. Go fuck yourself before I gut you and feed you to my chickens, you piece of shit.” Evil Eyes flared among the Dungeon Lords as Ed and Vandran squared against each other. “No one touches my city, Sanguine.”

      “That’s Lord Vandran to you, Wright.”

      The Bone Lady scowled. “You have the mouth of a Starevosi sailor, Lord Wright. Even among enemies, the Dungeon Lords have manners. Lord Vandran attacked your dungeon, so what? That’s like a friendly wave around here. Don’t take it personally. It is you who forced him to try a more direct approach.”

      “Well, forgive my manners, but who the fuck are you?”

      “I am Lady Talon of House Redwood, master of all the dungeons—”

      “Well, Talon of Redwood, let me tell you where you and your friend here can stick your friendly fucking wave…” So Ed told them, and in that moment it was like an entire army of Starevosi Thieves, smugglers, and pirates were all channeling their most inventive expletives through him.

      By the time he was done, a small crowd of Dungeon Lords and companions had formed around them, exactly like a circle of spectators appearing out of nowhere before a schoolyard fight broke out.

      “How dare you?” Lady Redwood asked, eyes wide like dishes. “You are nothing more than a brute. Who let you in?” She turned to the circle, which looked eager to see where things were headed. “Who invited this rabid dog to a Lotian house?”

      “My Lady Redwood, all the names he called us—and our honored mothers—are lesser insults than the supposed deal he offered me in exchange for one of his towers,” said Sanguine. They were acting like childish instigators, playing for the crowd more than actually addressing Ed, who could feel his anger growing with every word they said. “Tell them, Lord Wright. Or is it Lord Wraith? That is what they call you, is it not? A wraith is a violent, mindless undead that lashes out at everyone and everything. Violence is all it knows. Quite a fitting name for you.” He jabbed a finger Ed’s way, but from enough of a distance that Ed couldn’t reach and break it. “He told me I’d have to become his minion if I wanted a tower! That’s the kind of company you’re keeping, Lord Steros!”

      The crowd reacted as if Ed had just spit on their mothers’ graves. He fought the need to roll his eyes—so he had made the murderous bastards angry? Well, good!

      “We best put this mutt down before he runs rampart in the precious Factory and ruins it for us all,” Sanguine went on.

      Calm down, Ed’s better judgment told him from the small corner of his mind it had been confined to. You’re losing control of the situation and letting Sanguine play these idiots like a fiddle. If he gets them angry enough, they’ll backstab you as soon as you enter the Standard Factory.

      Well what am I supposed to do, stay still and take it? Ed thought. Perhaps he should just let the matter drop instead of opening his mouth and making it worse. The heroes in Alder’s tales always suffered ignominy in silence until they were vindicated later in the story by their actions.

      On the other hand, he was a Dungeon Lord. He was the villain those heroes faced at the end. In a way, Sanguine just taught you an important lesson. Social violence is just as effective as the visceral kind, he thought. This is just another type of ambush. So do what you did last time he attacked you. Fight back, mean and ugly. Make him regret having defied you.

      Better yet. Turn him into a warning for everyone else.

      “That’s exactly right,” he said, raising his voice over the angry muttering and scandalized looks. “Those were my conditions to Sanguine. When he attacked me, he risked those precious designs getting lost forever because he wanted them for himself. He proved that he deserved my insult. Now, he’ll never see the Scrambling Towers, but you can,” he said, facing the crowd with such anger that the non-Dungeon Lords among them took a step back. “During the Endeavor, anyone who kills Sanguine, or any Lord allied to him, gets a Tower.”

      The change was instantaneous, the way the whispering became hushed, and the crowd turned to Sanguine as if the greed in their Evil Eyes held an edge. Sanguine realized it as well, because he and Redwood stepped back, their guard up, Redwood glancing frantically at the nearest exit.

      “What have… have you… done?” Sanguine stammered at Ed through pursed lips trembling with fear and anger. “Don’t listen to this mutt! Stay out of the business between Wright and me and I’ll gift you those towers!”

      Ed smiled. “To everyone? Half the people in this room don’t like each other. I’m giving them a chance to earn the towers for themselves and not have to share.”

      It was a terribly slanted version of the Prisoner’s Dilemma. Anyone cooperating with Ed would win alone. If everyone cooperated with Vandran maybe then they would all win. From the way Sanguine paled and reached for something in his pocket as he advanced toward Ed, the Lord of House Vandran already knew who the winner had been.

      “Lord Vandran, consider with care if attacking someone in my house is worth what would happen next,” Lady Vaines said, arms crossed, a casual air about her as the crowd parted to let her pass.

      “Vaines!” Sanguine exclaimed, showing her his open palms and stepping back. “You have it all wrong. This brute has tricked the Lordship into hating me! I’ll be killed!”

      “Hate is a strong word for a business transaction,” Vaines said. Something akin to scorn flashed across her face for an instant. “Have some dignity, Lord Vandran. You did this to yourself. Lord Wright has spent his entire rule as Dungeon Lord fighting everyone and everything. All he knows about a fight is how to go for the throat—he never had a chance to learn finesse. Words can kill, Lord Vandran. You chose to face Lord Wright despite him having leverage on all of us, so don’t act so surprised when he only strikes lethal blows. This battlefield was of your choosing. Isn’t that right, Lord Molmeda?”

      The crowd parted once again for yet another meddler. This one was the bearded giant that had sat next to Vandran, the one with 1500 experience points. “For anyone considering Lord Wright’s offer, know that Lord Sanguine Vandran is under the protection of House Molmeda,” he said stoically. “If you have any grievances with him, we can discuss them during the Endeavor.”

      Vaines snorted as if he had said something funny, but no one else saw the joke. The crowd’s whispers turned into disappointed murmurs, and then they slowly dispersed, back to their own schemes and verbal sparring. Sanguine’s lips trembled with relief. He tried to exchange a knowing look with Redwood, but she was busy towering over a servant with a tray and downing goblet after goblet of honey wine.

      Tension rushed out of Ed’s limbs. He hadn’t realized his heart was racing. He discreetly flicked a bead of sweat off his temple. Having Molmeda save Sanguine’s ass wasn’t ideal, but Ed didn’t mind. At least the danger was gone. Walking away intact from a fight was just as good as winning—that was Kes’ philosophy.

      It hadn’t just been a tie, either. All the other Dungeon Lords now knew not to try Sanguine’s approach.

      “In the future, Lord Wright,” said Vaines, sipping what looked like warm water from a wine goblet, “when you’re a guest of mine, do not back an opponent into a corner during a verbal match. Leave them a way out so my servants don’t have to clean blood off the floors after the party.”

      “Well, as long as they know that—” Ed began, but then he looked over Vaines’ shoulder and saw Argent relaxing against a pillar, looking both confused and on edge. He was ignoring Xorander’s conversation as he watched the Dungeon Lords disperse around Vaines and Ed.

      The human brain has a way to chew on a problem while a person goes about his day, the problem all but forgotten by the conscious mind, and then the subconscious solves the problem and reveals the solution in what seems like a burst of inspiration.

      The image appeared in Ed’s mind out of nowhere, yet it was clear as day.

      Ed and Argent facing each other separated by an office desk. The Dungeon Lord reached over the desk—sending an expensive gaming laptop crashing to the floor—grabbed Argent by the collar of his shirt, and smashed his head against the edge of the desk, over and over until blood sprayed everywhere.

      “Kharon, you shit!” Ed exclaimed. “Will you excuse me for a moment?” he told Lady Vaines, then walked past her toward Argent, Kharon’s Chosen.
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Chapter Ten

          

          Duel at Midnight

        

      

    

    
      “Lord Wright, what a ferocious display,” Xorander said as Ed approached the pillar. “I was about to come to your aid, but you handled Lord Vandran quite easily on your own. Here, let me introduce you—”

      “Get lost,” Ed told her, his gaze only leaving Argent for a second.

      Xorander paled and tried to say something, but the danger in Ed’s tone left no room for argument. The Dungeon Lady disappeared from view.

      “Can I help you?” Argent said once Ed was in front of him. Kharon’s Chosen pressed his back against the pillar, as if trying to put some distance between the Dungeon Lord and himself. There was no hint of recognition in his face, and he lacked a high-enough bluff to beat Ed’s Perception.

      “You don’t know who I am?” Ed asked.

      Was that really so weird? Ed hadn’t recognized him either, at first. Only a few years had passed—had Ryan changed that much?

      Argent’s character sheet updated the Name entry to “Ryan, Kharon’s Chosen.”

      “Well, Lady Xora… Xore… that hot chick was about to introduce us, but you stopped her,” Ryan said.

      No, he hasn’t changed at all, Ed realized. Ryan had put on a bit of muscle, and his face had some make-up on it to hide several bruises, but he looked basically the same as the last time Ed had seen him. Golden blond hair, angelical face, aristocratic blue eyes. His nose was a bit crooked and bloated, as if recently healed.

      It was Ed who had changed. Ryan wasn’t in a position of power like he had been in the Lasershark store. Here, he was cautious and confused, trying to grasp a complex situation he had been tossed into without much explanation.

      Back when Ed had first arrived at Ivalis, he’d often felt as if he had entered a movie that had started halfway through. It had taken him years to understand a bit of what was going on in his new world, so it was no wonder Ryan seemed so out of his element.

      There were small differences in the way Ed perceived his former boss as well. He looked smaller—younger somehow. Not a threat.

      No, Ryan was the one who was in great danger, and he had absolutely no idea. He may be a giant asshole, but he certainly did not deserve this. Ed needed to warn him. No, Ed needed to get him out right away.

      “I’m Ed Wright,” the Dungeon Lord said simply. He could almost see Ryan’s brain finish the process his own brain had followed a few minutes ago, and recognition flickered behind Ryan’s eyes like a lightbulb had suddenly been turned on.

      Ryan looked frantically to each side as if fearing he was being pranked. “Eddy? What the fuck? No way—” Ryan looked him up and down, lips trembling with surprise. “No way, the police looked for you everywhere! What the hell are you doing here?”

      “I’ve been in Ivalis the whole time,” Ed said. In a way, Ryan was the reason it had all started. Because of his constant abuse of power, Ed had reached a breaking point that had caught Kharon’s interest. “But that’s not important right now.” He grasped Ryan’s shoulder and asked urgently, “Ryan, what are you doing here?”

      “I was chosen! By this… Boatman guy. Kharon. He seems like a huge deal around here,” Ryan added proudly. “He’s like… the son of this god… Whispers or whatever his name is. Very badass. Kharon told me Lotia needed my help. I’ll become a huge hero of this fantasy-country. Just like in an isekai anime!” Now that he was not pretending to be Argent, Ryan’s way of speech went back to normal. “Of course I said yes, dude! Who wouldn’t? I got amazing powers, a… stern tutor—” he gave Vaines a dubious glance “—and I’ll build my harem any time soon, chicks are falling for me left and right.” He frowned. “Is that why you’re here? Are you a hero of Lotia too?”

      For a second, Ed could only stand horrified. “Alita’s tits…” he whispered. “Ryan. This is not an anime. Kharon is not a good person—if the way he looks and acts didn’t already tell you that! You have no idea in how much danger you’re in right now,” he went on, looking behind his shoulder at the Dungeon Lords. “These men and women are…” How could he explain decades of conflict between two countries used as puppet states by two deities to a guy who thought he was the protagonist of an anime? “They are the villains. In fact, there are no good guys in Ivalis. Those chicks checking you out? They want to use you to further their own agendas. Hell, everyone here wants to use you, and the only reason they’re giving you breathing room is because they’re sizing you up, seeing what you know, your connections, and how well can you defend yourself. Once they realize how vulnerable you are—” He shook his head grimly.

      “So you say Dungeon Lords are the enemies,” Ryan said, crossing his arms. “We’ve been killing them for years in Ivalis Online, though, and you apparently chose to become one anyway. Does that make you a villain too?”

      “I—” Ed fought the need to slap some sense into Ryan. “It’s complicated. I made a deal with Kharon as well. But at least I knew what I was getting into!”

      “So I’m an idiot, is what you’re saying,” Ryan said, his lips tight with wounded pride. “Of course perfect Eddy Wright is right about everything. Not only did you get to come to this fantasy world after assaulting me, but now you want to keep it to yourself! And look at you! You dress in all black, go around nonchalantly condemning people to death, your eyes are all weird, and you can’t even deny you’re a bad guy. Hell, Vaines and Kharon may be the good ones. Maybe I’m here to stop you.”

      He’s confused and grasping at straws. He desperately wants the world to revolve around him. It’s not his fault. I mean… it is, but it’s Kharon’s doing!

      “Enough, Ryan. You’re in mortal danger,” Ed said, dragging Ryan away as if he weighed nothing, putting into perspective the massive Brawn difference between them. “You’re coming with me.”

      A hand then grabbed Ed’s shoulder and, as unavoidable as an avalanche, separated him from Ryan, who looked up, terrified and relieved at the same time. “I’m afraid that is not going to happen,” Lady Vaines said, towering above Ed.

      

      Alder relaxed on the sofa and munched on an exotic piece of Plekthian cheese from a tray. Lord Molmeda’s companion, a half-succubus, sat next to him, with Maser and Redwood’s half-incubus companion on the opposite sofa and Lord Sanguine’s companion watching them bored from the remaining chair.

      “So there I was, the wraith this close to my face, right?”

      “Right,” said Strix.

      “Everything seems lost, Ed and Katalyn can barely move, half of our kaftar are dead. So I tell myself, Alder, it’s up to you now, time to step up.”

      “Right.”

      “So I grab a holy water flask from my basket and—” Alder saw Strix wince and realized holy water was probably harmful to a half-succubus. Whoops. Alright, Alder, let’s change the topic fast. Maybe I can try a compliment? Back in Elaitra, Apprentice Jonnu, who had a girlfriend in Birden Island, insisted that the ladies loved a good creative compliment. Although no other apprentice had ever been to Birden, Jonnu had to know what he was talking about. And luckily for Alder, he had taken the optional “creative complimenting” course, so he was sure he could manage.

      “Have I told you your voice is like finding a glistening lake while lost in the desert?” he asked, congratulating himself for his quick wit.

      “Excuse me?” Strix raised an indignant eyebrow.

      “Ah… it’s a compliment. You have a pretty voice.”

      “Oh. Yes, people tell me that a lot. I could’ve been a singer, you know.” She shrugged her pearl-colored shoulders. “But working for House Molmeda has better perks, I think.”

      Alder nodded, desperately wracking his brain for a conversation topic. Anything would be better than the “Do you come here often?” he had tried with one of the servant girls.

      Man was that awkward, he recalled.

      Maser said something to the half-incubus and both laughed. It seemed like pretty much a done deal. Alder looked at them in jealousy.

      He wasn’t just trying to invoke the sacred Bardic art of seduction for nothing. After Ed had utterly failed at staying out of trouble by almost having Lord Vandran lynched on the spot, Alder had figured out that Regent Vorgothas and his Dungeon Lords would likely be the Haunt’s enemies during the Endeavor, so it was best to get Strix talking about Lord Molmeda as soon as possible.

      If only he could find a way to bring his Charm to bear! Perhaps I should recite her a poem? That sometimes works in Lavy’s romances. What would Apprentice Jonnu do?

      Alder was in the middle of choosing between “A Dream of Ullira” and “Beautiful Rose of Galemoor” when a commotion from the other side of the hall caught Strix’s attention. Alder cursed. What was it this time?

      Lord Sanguine’s companion looked over his shoulder and smiled mischievously. “Master Redal, it seems your Dungeon Lord has found himself into trouble once more.”

      Alder frowned. Ed again? But he had already gotten into trouble once already! “Thank you, Master Malikar.” He turned to Strix. “I’ll be back, beautiful Strix.”

      He hoped that Strix’s eye-roll had been due to a speck of dust and sauntered off.

      “See you around, Alder,” Malikar said casually as the Bard left.

      This time, the crowd had gathered around a pillar, and the gathering of people was much bigger than last time with Sanguine. Almost everyone was there, but Alder couldn’t see Ed or his opponent. The crowd was silent, though, so as he approached he could hear Ed’s voice:

      “And I’m afraid I must insist. This man is here by mistake. He was tricked by Kharon into agreeing to a terrible fate. His place is not among us, but back on his own world.”

      Alder had no idea who the other person was, but they sure had balls to face Ed after Sanguine. The Bard was already structuring the stanzas of his retelling of the encounter, composed from the eye-witness accounts, since he hadn’t been around himself.

      “Back on your world, you mean. Aren’t you the Summoned Dungeon Lord?” asked Lady Vaines, and Alder forgot all about his stanzas.

      “Oh, no,” Alder whispered.

      “Whatever. Ryan—the man you call Argent—is of no use to you. Let him go,” Ed was saying as Alder managed to slither through the crowd. The Bard’s ear hadn’t tricked him; Ed and Lady Vaines stood only centimeters away from each other. Their Evil Eyes were calm so far, but that could change at any moment.

      “He has gone mad,” someone said next to Alder. It was Lady Xorander, who was trying to look as inconspicuous as possible. “Challenging Vaines like that. Has he been drinking? He’ll ruin us!”

      “No,” Vaines said. “Even if I didn’t care about Kharon’s wishes, Argent is useful. He stays.” Her tone was neutral, but there was a glint in her eye that only Alder’s empathy talents could have possibly picked up. She was enjoying this. Lady Vaines reveled in conflict.

      No, not exactly, Alder corrected himself. She loves winning.

      “I’ll exchange the Scrambling Towers’ design for him,” Ed said.

      “Wait, what about what I think?” Argent asked.

      “Shut up,” both Dungeon Lords said. Argent did.

      Vaines offered Ed only the faintest hint of a grin. “You’ll give me the designs during the Endeavor anyway, so I don’t kill you on the spot. Exchanging them tonight is a terrible move, Lord Wright. It would leave you with no leverage afterward. I had come to expect better of you. Still, I will let that mistake pass. I don’t need the designs now, and I’m sure to get them later. Argent remains with me.”

      Alder could almost hear the way Ed clenched his teeth. Are you out of your mind? Alder wanted to scream.

      “Unless…” she went on, “you are going to try to do something about it?” There was no threat at all in her question—Vaines wanted Ed to break her truce. Alder’s empathy flooded his mind with her emotions. Vaines wanted a good fight more than anything else at this stupid dinner, and Ed seemed willing to have a go.

      The Lord of the Haunt faced her, immobile like a statue, Evil Eye flickering between fear and sheer determination.

      “Duel him,” someone said from the crowd. It was Lord Sanguine, his smile glimmering with malice. People parted to let him speak. “My Lady Vaines, Lord Wraith has acted like a batblin at a gala this entire time. He has done nothing but cause trouble. I swear, the man thinks he can order us around, like some sort of Dungeon King! Not only has he kept the Towers for himself, now he apparently believes Kharon’s Chosen is his to command! This petulant child needs to be taught a lesson, and surely Lady Vaines is the most appropriate teacher. Let us see if the Starevosi Insurgent is as good as his sycophants claim.”

      The crowd shivered with enthusiasm. Of course they were so easily manipulated. They wanted a spectacle. If he accepted, Ed would be the night’s entertainment, and after the servants dragged his mangled body away, it would be the week’s gossip.

      And even if there was no possible way he could win, everyone there had heard how Lord Wraith had survived and thrived in accursed Starevos where not even Kael Arpadel had triumphed. The understated thought running through the spectators was the same. What if? Even Vaines was feeling it: a sort of vibrant expectancy that reached Alder like thunder through a lightning rod.

      Everyone wanted this fight.

      “Don’t try to manipulate me, Lord Vandran,” Vaines told Sanguine. “No one has forgotten that you’re only alive because of Molmeda’s interference.” Then she flashed Ed a grin. Her teeth were yellowed and several had been replaced by gold replicas. “But even a snake can hiss the truth once in a while, by accident. It’s clear you’ve spent far too much time alone in Starevos, Dungeon Lord Wright. You do not know our customs, and you do not respect our traditions. Might makes right among the Lordship. You need to be taught this lesson. So if you want to take Argent with you, then let us duel.”

      Ed stood there like a statue as the crowd seemed to hold their breaths in unison.

      “We need to get him out of here,” Xorander said. “After he declines, Ed needs to leave immediately. We’ll look bad enough already with Sanguine calling him a coward for him to linger. I’ll tell Maser to get the carriages—”

      “If you think he’s about to say no,” Alder told her with dismay, “then you don’t know that crazy asshole.”

      Just for an instant, Ed and Vaines could’ve been cousins. There were years and lifetimes of difference between them, but both shared the same expression.

      “Then we duel,” Ed said quietly.

      Through the jeers and whistles of the crowd, Xorander cursed in old Lotian, which sounded somewhat close to, “May the Light eat my backyard.” Alder mirrored the sentiment, although he probably translated the last part wrong.

      Vaines cocked her head slightly, as if she hadn’t actually expected that response. She raised a finger to one of the servants by the walls and he hurried upstairs. “We shall fight outside in the gardens, Lord Wright. Elect your second so they may inspect our weapons.” She turned to the Ember Lord, the one with 2000 experience points. “Lord Virion shall be mine.”

      “Always, my Lady,” said Virion smoothly, like the living embodiment of a gentleman in Alder’s tales.

      Alder took a deep breath. He had no idea how to be anyone’s second. Hopefully he didn’t actually have to fight, because there was no way he could even handle Virion, much less Vaines.

      Besides, it would look bad if the other Dungeon Lords saw how the knees of Ed’s second trembled when the duel began.

      The Bard took a deep breath. Viorica and the seamstress are going to kill me if I ruin our suits, he thought nervously.

      Ed looked thoughtful. “Lord Steros,” he said.

      “Hey!” Alder exclaimed. “I’m right here!”

      Steros, who appeared among the crowd as if summoned, seemed just as indignant. “Me?”

      “One moment,” Ed told Vaines apologetically. He headed Alder’s way and gestured at Steros to approach.

      Alder met him halfway, feeling for the first time as if he were surrounded by wolves. It was easy to forget how dangerous Dungeon Lords were when they were dressed like pompous rich assholes, but that was only a mask. Their true nature shone through now that blood was in the water.

      “Ed, what in the wetlands are you thinking?” Alder asked. “Why do you care so much about Argent? Just let Vaines have him! And not picking me as your second! I’ve gotta say, I’m very offended right now.”

      “You presume too much about our budding alliance,” Lord Steros was saying at about the same time as Alder. “A second must be a trusted friend. If you chose me to flatter me, know that you’ve achieved the opposite.”

      “You’re making me look terrible,” Xorander was saying as well.

      Ed raised his hands. “One at the time! Alder—I mean—Redal. ‘Argent’ is Ryan. He’s just an asshole from Earth. Kharon is going to get him killed, and not even Ryan deserves that. We have to get him out of here, understand?”

      “Fighting Vaines is not going to achieve that!” Alder exclaimed.

      “I know. You will. I’m counting on you.”

      “Oh,” Alder said… then, after realization dawned on him, “Oh, no.”

      Ed turned to Xorander. “You will probably land on your feet even if this goes sour, so don’t worry that much.” Then to Steros. “Lord Steros, I’m not asking you out of friendship. I have a scheme in mind, and I need my Bard out of sight for it to work.”

      “I see. You should have said so sooner,” Steros said. He then left the circle and announced, “I shall be Lord Wright’s second.”

      Alder and Ed stood alone as Xorander left to save her own ass.

      “You really have a plan?” Alder said.

      “Yes,” Ed said. Alder paled as Ed explained it.

      “Do you realize that the most important part of your plan is you distracting Vaines for as long as possible, right?” he asked when Ed was done.

      Ed grinned confidently and clapped Alder in the shoulder. “Alder, I got this in the bag. Take as long as you need. As long as that is… between ten seconds and a minute.”

      

      The night was cold, and the grass was wet with dew. It wasn’t too slippery, but Ed made a note to keep it in mind. He carefully walked around the circle surrounded by the crowd, ignoring the whispers and the jests, looking for rocks or any knot in the terrain that could make him stumble at a bad time. He found a couple of pebbles and tossed them away. As he did so, he whispered a quick message to Kes, and hoped it would go unnoticed while no one was paying attention to him.

      What am I doing? There was no way he could win this fight, and Ryan definitely wasn’t worth the trouble. Ed was risking his political standing with the Lotians and even his own skin for an asshole that had made Lisa’s, Mark’s, and his own life a living hell at Lasershark.

      A true Dungeon Lord would’ve laughed in Vaines’ face for having taken such a dead-weight for the Endeavor and not given it further thought.

      But if I just leave him, I won’t be able to live with myself, Ed thought. He wasn’t a Dungeon Lord like Vaines. To be fair, he wasn’t sure what kind of Dungeon Lord he was. Most of the time he wasn’t sure if his actions were right or wrong, to the point he had almost stopped wondering. But saving Ryan’s hide had no moral ambiguity. Whatever Kharon’s plan was, Ed had to oppose it. He refused to be the kind of man that walked away from evil just because it happened to someone he didn’t like.

      The very reason he had taken up the Mantle had been so he could face the kind of battles that no one else could. To walk away now would be to betray his own principles. Even if he was scared. Even if there was no way he could win.

      A few feet away, Lord Steros and Lord Virion discussed the terms of the duel, while Vaines stood expectantly in the middle of the circle.

      The servant that Vaines had signaled to in the hall brought over a pair of dueling swords covered by a velvet cape and offered them to the seconds. They examined the weapons inch by inch and even cast a few scrying spells on them, each spell examined by the other second in case of trickery.

      “We’re fine with your selection,” Steros told Vaines, who nodded. The seconds brought a sword to each duelist.

      Ed handled the blade, familiarizing himself with the weight. It was longer than a short sword, yet slimmer than a longsword. Kes had never trained him for duels, because she considered them a waste of time. Either you were fighting for your life, or you could afford not to fight. Ed agreed, although now he wished she had at least given him a cursory introduction.

      He took a few slashes at the air, practiced a stab, a thrust, then a jab, until he was satisfied he knew the reach and the balance. He nodded to Steros.

      “The terms of the duel,” said Lord Virion, “are first blood, no spells, and only physical talents allowed—for the safety of the spectators. Are you satisfied with those rules?”

      Despite his nerves almost whitening his vision, Ed had to smile. Her terms were the seemingly universal equivalent of “1v1 me noob, one life, no items.”

      “I advise you to agree,” Steros told Ed.

      “Sure.”

      “The conditions are acceptable,” said Steros.

      Vaines smiled.

      Lord Virion stepped forward to the circle which had been delimited with stakes to keep the crowd away. “Then, by mutual agreement, Lord Edward Wright and Lady Aramis Vaines shall suspend the pact of truce between them for the duration of the duel, with Lord Luras Steros and Lord Victor Virion standing as seconds, and the honorable Lordships serving as witnesses.” He raised a hand aimed at Camcanna and Ullira, the twin moons. “I invoke the name of the Dark god Murmur so he may bless this fight with his unholy glory. May Murmur deliver victory to those who deserve it, and doom to the weak. Lord and Lady, step forth.”

      Okay, too late to change my mind now, Ed thought as he and Vaines headed for the center of the circle and Virion and Steros headed to opposite sides of the stakes. He had to trust Alder would manage his part of the plan without a hitch. Despite Alder’s self-doubt, Ed had seen the Bard pull off the kind of victories only seen in stories. He was brave, creative, and kind. He admired heroism from afar, never thinking the stories of legend could apply to himself, and that was precisely what made him a hero.

      Also, he was just damn lucky. If anyone could do it, it was Alder.

      Ed just had to buy him enough time.

      He and Vaines touched blades, and the ring of metal had the gravity of hundreds of years of tradition behind it. The crowd disappeared. There were no sounds but his own breathing, and the rustle of the grass under Vaines’ feet.

      “Combatants, on your guard!” someone said from what sounded like far away. Ed and Vaines stepped away from each other. Ed shifted his weight, raised his arms, and entered the Cardinal Command’s basic defensive stance, with the tip of his sword aimed at Vaines’ neck. He grasped the handle as firmly as he could and clenched his jaw. “Combatants… begin!”

      Vaines was in front of him, moving through his improved reflexes as if they didn’t exist. Her sword was a flash of gray, like a ripple in the wind. Before Ed’s brain had time to process what was happening, his body reacted in raw animal panic.

      There was a terrible crash of steel against steel. Ed’s feet almost left the ground. He stumbled backward, his wrist numb, his pulse seeming as if his heart wanted to run away from his chest and hide somewhere safer.

      Vaines hadn’t moved after her attack, and was instead looking at her sword and frowning. Ed managed to lower his gaze. The stitches in his wounded forearm had opened, and a trickle of blood was wetting his sleeve. Even worse, his blade had turned into a bent, unusable mess. His throat went dry.

      “Alder, hurry up!” he whispered urgently.

      

      Argent was flanked by one of Vaines’ ogres and by Lady Redwood on the other side. This is going to be tricky, Alder thought. He needed to wait for his chance, but with Redwood around, who knew if he would have a chance at all?

      “Whoops, Alder, I accidentally picked a fight with fucking Vaines. Don’t worry, I just need you to do one quick thing for me. By the way, if you take too long I’ll probably get permanently maimed. No pressure.”

      “Sorry, did you say something, Lady Xorander?” someone behind him asked.

      “No,” he said without looking back. He headed to another side of the crowd.

      He never understood why he never felt the sense of wonder and adventure that other Bards always claimed adventurers felt during their exploits. Alder only felt scared out of his wits. He wanted to be back in the Haunt, telling a good story and with a warm drink in his hand. But he was surrounded by insane, murderous bastards, and had to kidnap Vaines’ protégé from right under her nose.

      Who could have known that living the tales was harder than recounting them? No one had taught him that part. No one talked about the paralyzing fear he would mess up and get himself and his best friend horribly killed.

      And Lady Redwood was still trying to seduce Argent!

      Ed and Vaines were already scouting the terrain, so Alder had no time to waste. Time to put that creative spellcasting course to the test.

      “My Lady Redwood, meet me back inside. It’s about Wright. Don’t say anything,” Alder whispered, mixing his illusion magic with his bardic talents to mimic Sanguine’s voice. Getting the tone just right, though, that required raw skill and luck.

      Redwood’s shoulders stiffened. She mumbled an excuse to Argent, who seemed disappointed while he blatantly stared at her ass as she left.

      This is my chance, Alder thought. I’ll need all my Charm, all my skill in the Bardic art of seduction, all I’ve ever learned. Argent is Kharon’s Chosen. He comes from Ed’s world. He’s surely clever as hell. I must outthink him. Somehow, I must get inside that fortress of a mind through the weak spot of his basest instincts. Now, I must become poetry, carnality incarnate, raw passion barely contained!

      Alder clenched his fists, took a deep breath, then relaxed his hands and sauntered off toward Argent.

      “Lady Xorander,” Argent said. “You’re here to watch Ed get his ass handed to him?”

      Alder altered his voice using illusion. He was about to greet Argent when he realized he had no idea how to address the man. Master Argent seemed insufficient. Lord Argent was not right. Friend Argent was out of the question.

      Cold panic blossomed on his chest. He had forgotten what he was about to say. Behind him, Lord Virion was explaining the terms of the duel to the eager crowd.

      He said the first thing that came to mind. “Come with me to the maze.” Instantly, he cursed his frail nerves. Argent would never trust Xorander enough to head unguarded with her to a secluded location. He would become suspicious for sure.

      “Why?” Argent asked, frowning.

      “Ah… well, all this fighting and grandstanding has roused a fire in me only you can quench.” He had stolen one of Lavy’s “research books” once, and the women within had talked just like this.

      Argent narrowed his eyes. “What?”

      He’s too clever! Alder thought in a panic. He knows! But it was too late to change course now. He had to play his cards to the bitter end.

      “I would like you to make love to me in the bushes.”

      There. Sorry, Ed. I’ve failed.

      “Ah, so you want to fuck?” Argent asked. “Shit, why didn’t you just say so? Let’s go!” He turned to the ogre. “You. Get lost. I’m not into voyeurism.” To himself, he added, “Finally. I knew my harem would start any time now.” And off he went toward the garden.

      The ogre and Alder exchanged a bewildered look, then “Lady Xorander” hurried after Argent, Kharon’s Chosen. No one looked at them. The fight began with a brutal clash of steel that seemed to ring through Alder’s bones. Sweat dripped down his forehead as the crowd jeered and cheered.

      “Bring us enchanted steel or we’ll be here all night,” Vaines called over the crowd.

      If they needed new swords, that meant the duel was still going, and Ed had at least a couple more minutes until the servants procured them new weapons. A hint of relief was quickly drowned when Alder realized Vaines needed enchanted weapons because she had struck Ed’s blade so hard they both had broken.

      “Hurry!” he told Argent. “My fire needs quenching right now.”

      

      While everyone waited for the new swords, Lord Steros entered the circle, headed Ed’s way, and grabbed his forearm.

      “Lord Wright is bleeding,” Lord Steros announced. “First blood has been drawn, so Lady Vaines has won.”

      Ed gave Steros a bewildered look. “What are you doing?”

      “Saving your life and your reputation,” Steros whispered without looking at him. “Losing a duel with Vaines after parrying that lunge is nothing to be ashamed of. If you give her a chance to humiliate you, that will change.”

      Vaines pursed her lips. “I did not cause that wound.”

      Ed bit his lip. She had moved so fast. Inhumanly so, covering the ground that separated them in less than a second. Her talent build had to be insanely optimized. Had he gripped his sword wrong, or if his Endurance had been a rank lower, the strike may have broken his wrist.

      Steros was right. Giving Vaines a chance to land a solid blow, even with unsharpened blades, was a dangerous idea. The Endeavor was only a couple months away, and a broken bone took time to heal, even with Andreena’s potions.

      He hazarded a glance past the crowd surrounding the circle, past the scowling faces and disappointed frowns. He thought he caught a glimpse of Ryan and “Lady Xorander” heading away from one of Vaines’ ogres.

      “This is from a previous wound,” Ed explained, pulling back his sleeve to show Lord Virion the stitches. “I’m not sure if this fulfills first blood, but I think Lady Vaines can do better than winning on a technicality.”

      Virion examined the wound for a second, then turned toward Vaines, who nodded once. “The fight goes on,” Virion announced, to the delight of the other Dungeon Lords.

      “Your funeral,” Lord Steros told Ed, and exited the ring.

      Vaines’ servant brought a second set of dueling swords, these ones enchanted with basic combat magic so they wouldn’t break as easily. The air around the glyphs of their steel blades shimmered with faint arcane energy.

      “We are now allowing the use of magical weapons for the duration of the duel,” Lord Virion announced after he and Steros were done examining the enchantments. “All in agreement?”

      Lord Steros waved it away. “Let’s get on with it already.”

      “That’s the spirit!” Vaines said, slashing with her sword once to test it.

      “Just one second,” Ed said. He took his jacket off so the sleeve wouldn’t rub against his wounded forearm and distract him. He was technically taking off a layer of armor, but he still had his gray spidersilk vest, so pledge of armor would trigger. Besides, Vaines’ strikes would break his bones just as easily whether he was wearing a jacket or not.

      But as he threw the jacket away, he used a Thieves Guild’s sleight of hand, almost without thinking, to shift one of its contents to his belt.

      “Combatants, step forth!” Virion called.

      Vaines and Ed crossed steels, and a spark of magical feedback surged between them. They stepped back. The world slowed around Ed as all distractions disappeared from his mind, and his reflexes took over. He would need all his strength and skill just to slow Vaines down, so there was no point in holding back.

      “Begin!”

      Vaines’ sword turned into a flash of gray headed straight for Ed’s neck. He stepped back at the same time he parried, and the impact almost ripped the sword out of his hands. He began a counterattack, but Vaines shifted her grip and threw a sideways punch with the pommel toward Ed’s temple. He gave ground, threw his head back, and barely avoided being brained. Before he had time to recover his stance, Vaines used the momentum from the punch to transition into a vertical slash aimed straight at the middle of Ed’s body. He grabbed his sword with both hands and parried. Arcane feedback surged between the fighters, and the Dungeon Lord could feel the hairs on his arm being singed off. The impact then threw him a foot back, like a small explosion he could feel reverberate through his teeth and his spine.

      He stumbled backward, trying desperately to recover his balance, but a pair of hands then pushed him forward, almost throwing him face first into Vaines’ incoming lunge. He ducked and jumped to the side, feeling the air parting right above the back of his head.

      He gritted his teeth. Vaines moved so fast it seemed like all of her strikes came at the same time, and just staying alive took all of Ed’s skill. There was no time for footing or technique.

      Sweat soaked through his vest and ran down his arms under the effort of maintaining improved reflexes. Normally, he would’ve turned the talent on and off at crucial moments, but with Vaines, every instant was crucial.

      She kicked at him as he was shifting from his jump. Ed sidestepped into her reach, using his skeletal hand to grab his blade two inches below the tip, then threw an upward jab with that arm, which turned into a weak yet lightning-fast short-range slash meant to nick Vaines’ chin and end the duel.

      When she dodges back, I’ll stop the slash and stab forward. Using his sword as an over-the-shoulder spear thrust wasn’t a move found in the Cardinal Command’s repertoire, but rather was one of the creative mercenary gambles Kes had learned in the field.

      Vaines, instead of dodging back, ducked down, bent her knees, and threw her elbow up, catching Ed’s exposed belly. Even through his pledge of armor, the air rushed from his lungs and he almost dropped his sword. Worse, Vaines had instantly transitioned from the elbow strike into a brutal downward slash, this time aiming her blade squarely at Ed’s skull.

      She had countered Ed’s gamble and punished it in the best way possible in a single movement. Was she thinking her attacks through or was this just decades of combat experience dictating her actions?

      The Dungeon Lord’s sword was in no position for a normal parry, and he was too close to Vaines to dodge. He let go of the handle and swung the upside-down sword in an arc above his head in an almost graceful motion that hid the raw desperation in his movements. The handle caught Vaines’ blade from the side, then pushed it down onto the grass.

      Vaines simply kicked Ed’s sword out of his hand. He would’ve lost a couple fingers from the move had he not used his skeletal hand.

      Shit, Ed thought, as he saw in slow motion how his sword carved a spinning arc in the air and Vaines raised her sword to return to fighting stance. If she caught him unarmed, he’d be screwed, but the sword was too far to just jump and grab…

      Without thinking, he threw his hand backward as he focused on the ley line under the garden, and a drone appeared with a puff of smoke, Ed’s hand clutching its tiny legs. The terrified drone had its arms extended forward, and a new drone instantly materialized in its grasp, and another and another almost instantly, until the last one caught the sword’s handle right as it bounced against the grass. Ed then jerked his arm forward hard, and the line of drones flailed like a whip, throwing the sword in a small arc. He caught it easily with both hands as the drones disappeared in a puff of smoke, and he re-entered combat stance to receive Vaines’ rush.

      Except the rush didn’t come. Vaines stood bewildered.

      “What?” Ed asked, panting and drenched in sweat. “Drones are a Mantle talent.” He could hear more than a couple Dungeon Lords laughing their asses off. Even Vaines’ eyes glinted with amusement. Ed’s cheeks turned a shade of red, although it could’ve been just from exhaustion.

      “We don’t use drones during a duel,” Vaines explained. “Or we would spend all night hacking at the sods. Don’t try that again or I’ll have to win on a technicality. Again.” She shifted her stance an inch. “Still, congratulations. That was quite the creative move. Your drones must have lived quite the interesting life at your service, Lord Wright.”

      “Thanks, I guess,” Ed said. He could hear Sanguine’s shrill laughter behind him. Why don’t you come out here and see how you do against her? Ed thought bleakly.

      Vaines aimed her sword at him. “Enough games. Let’s end this.”

      

      “So, no offense,” Argent was saying as they entered the maze. “But let’s make this quick, alright? I want to see what Vaines does to that asshole.” He was already fumbling with his pants.

      Alder’s Bardic dignity screamed inside him. Where was this guy’s style? Besides, Argent had a rather poor idea regarding the length of a duel. Even a normal encounter would be over in a couple minutes at most, and Ed and Vaines had been fighting for a while now. Alder had to hurry.

      “Right, sure. Come here,” he said, and reached for Argent’s hand.

      “Ouch!” Argent said, pulling away. Then his eyes widened, as physical contact dispelled “Lady Xorander’s” illusion. “You’re a guy!” Kharon’s Chosen exclaimed. “That’s not cool, dude.”

      “Sorry,” Alder said, stepping back just in case Argent had enough Endurance to blast him with something.

      Argent wasn’t exactly exuding menace at that point, though. He was actually grimacing like a spoiled child. “You’re Ed’s friend!” He tried to pull his pants up, then stumbled, and his expression went all groggy. “What have you done to me?”

      Alder showed him the ring in his hand, with the tiny silver needle painted red. “Ring with a sleeping draught. Pretty neat, huh?”

      “Yeah. Actually, that’s—” Argent stumbled and fell in Alder’s arms “—pretty cool… God, Vaines is gonna kill me…”

      “Sorry,” Alder repeated to the unconscious guy. He was about to cover Argent up with his cape, but froze when he raised his gaze to the spot where Argent had stood a second ago and saw a perfect circular ripple in reality, breaking the symmetry of the maze with the golden light of the silver chandelier inside the palace’s Main Hall. Argent’s guardian ogre stood right in front of the Portal as it slowly dissipated, giving Alder a confused, menacing grimace that would turn violent any second now.

      Panic flooded into Alder’s veins. How much Mind does an ogre have, anyway? he thought desperately. “Don’t worry. You’re just seeing things. Blink and we’ll be gone,” he told the creature as the Portal disappeared and the light of the hall left the maze.

      Alder covered the napping Argent with his cape and slowly dragged the man deeper through the foliage corridors. The Bard sent Ed a message:

      Ed, got Argent, but I was seen. GET OUT NOW. NOW NOW NOW.

      

      Ed could barely stand, and his arms screamed every time he swung his sword, which hung clumsily from his numbed hands like a useless iron bar.

      Anything other than his full strength wasn’t enough to slow Vaines down, and she seemed like she could go all night. This fight was about to run its course.

      But Alder needed time gain some distance. Ed grimaced. Despite the danger, Vaines had given him one hell of a fight. A small part of himself screamed in joy as the rest shouted in terror every time their blades met.

      Such an opponent deserved a fair fight. Ed wanted a fair fight, no matter the end result. But if he fought fair, Vaines would disarm him with her next strike and it would all be over—and, without a distraction, Alder would surely be found.

      Ed’s honor was not worth his friend’s life. He raised his sword as Vaines approached, as unstoppable as a storm, and as certain as death.

      “Enough, Lord Wright. You can barely move. Come and meet your fate,” she called, causing a stream of cheers and jests at Ed’s expense from the crowd.

      Ed wracked his brain for his best answer. “I’ve got your fate right here,” he said, the best he had given the circumstances.

      He rushed at Vaines, swinging his sword in an arc over his back and shoulder so gravity would lend power to his strike his arms could no longer yield.  Vaines parried it so hard that Ed’s sword almost smashed against his face, the strike overloading the enchantments in the steels, blinding him with stars and bending his blade’s spine into a useless mess.

      Vaines swung her broken weapon like a club in an instant follow-up attack, and Ed threw himself to the ground to avoid it, dropping his sword in the process. He pulled the knife out of his boot as he rolled toward Vaines and swung up at her leg—

      The kick struck him square in the stomach, talent-enhanced, the weight of thousands of experience points behind it. It was like standing in front of a moving train.

      For an instant between heartbeats, Ed had the peculiar sensation of his guts trying to wrap around his spine. Then it was all a tangle of pain and confusing sensations as the world shifted around him. Finally his back hit something hard and reality faded to black.

      A couple seconds later, Ed regained consciousness just as his emergency drones were pulling him off Sanguine’s stunned, crumbled-over shape. For several long, terrifying seconds, Ed fought unsuccessfully to take a breath, but his lungs refused to react. In his stunned state, he wondered if Vaines had struck him so hard his lungs had burst.

      Air then rushed through his throat like a burning cloud. He gasped and coughed as Sanguine tried to push him away.

      “Get off me!”

      Ed wanted to respond with something cutting, but speech was beyond him at the moment. Somehow, he managed to stumble his way back toward the circle, where Vaines had already put away her sword. “It’s over,” she said.

      “I… ain’t… bleeding,” Ed managed. Then he coughed again, and the pain of the sudden motion had him bent over the grass, which he painted red as blood spilled from his mouth. That can’t mean anything good, he thought weakly. The smell, the pungent taste, and the sticky sensation of his own blood overwhelmed his senses. Just to remain standing took all his remaining strength, and at this point it was more a test of Spirit rather than Endurance.

      “There,” Vaines said.

      Ed spat blood again, this time to clear his throat. “You cheated. That talent… was magical.”

      “And you used a knife. Stay down, Dungeon Lord, and take the loss. Another hit like that and you’ll die.”

      “Of course we surrender,” said Lord Steros, rushing into the circle with some degree of dignity. “Not only did Lord Wright cheat, but his face is covered in blood. Duel’s over. Congratulations, Lady Vaines.” He tried to drag Ed away, but Ed brushed him off.

      Vaines scowled as the Dungeon Lords showered her in praise. Ed was too weak to make sense of the insults, and quite frankly he didn’t give a damn. “I’m disappointed, Lord Wright. Not because of you cheating—we’re both Dungeon Lords, after all—but because you thought a mere knife was worth the risk of me striking at you in full force. That kick was a warning. The Lordship is not going to go as easy on you as, apparently, the Inquisition did.”

      Ed groaned from the bottom of his heart. Vaines was giving him an I didn’t even use my full power! speech. How the almost mighty had fallen.

      “The knife was… a distraction,” Ed mumbled. The noise from the others died down.

      Vaines stiffened. “Have some dignity,” she said. Regardless, she looked down at the spot where Ed was pointing a bloody finger.

      A purple-and-pink drone stood trembling right beneath her feet, covered by her own shadow. The creature held up a rune with both hands, aimed at Vaines’ face. Her eyes widened as she saw the glyph on the rune.

      “Vaines, get down!” Lord Virion exclaimed.

      Vaines stood her ground. Very slowly, she lifted her gaze and fixed two shining green eyes on Ed. “You’re bluffing. The rules of the duel said no spells. You can’t trigger the rune without breaking the truce.”

      Ed’s smile was red.

      

      A flaming ball of green fire surged straight up from the garden and exploded in the air, breaking the nearest windows. For an instant its light was like that of a purple sun. Alder stood in terrified awe as the light died away. “Oh, shit,” he mumbled.

      

      Vaines stumbled back a step, tendrils of smoke floating off her cloak. The fireball had missed her, but only because Ed had aimed right above her in the first place.

      Someone with her experience points probably could’ve tanked the spell, even point-blank, had it hit. But they wouldn’t emerge unscathed. Maybe she would’ve lost an arm, or a leg. Broken bones would’ve been a given. It wouldn’t be a lethal strike, but one that almost certainly would’ve slowed her down during the Endeavor.

      And judging from the way she looked at Ed right then, Vaines had come to the same realization. The Dungeon Lord faced her, certain that his life hung by a thread. The people behind him, those that hadn’t gone to ground with the explosion, parted, as if getting out of blast-radius.

      “A rune is not a spell.” He resisted the urge to cough, which was almost as painful as actually doing it. Almost. “It’s a magical weapon. Which you allowed.”

      “So you are a competent cheater after all,” she said, dangerously quiet. “But you achieved nothing. I would’ve been hurt, but then I would’ve killed you. You raised the stakes of this conflict for no reason. You still lost Argent, as well your standing. The only thing you managed is to prove you cannot play our game.”

      Ed turned back and stared at the deadly serious expressions of the other Dungeon Lords. A dozen pairs of Evil Eyes stared right back. “This is not a game, and I’m not playing.” He wanted to tell them with his silence, I may not be one of you, but I still have a bite. Try your luck and maybe you’ll take me down, but you won’t be standing unscathed afterward. “You can win a battle and still lose the war.”

      “Yet tonight, you managed to lose both,” Vaines said. “It’s time for you to leave, Lord Wright. Our truce has run its course.”

      “Agreed,” Ed said, stumbling through the open path in the crowd, acting as if it had been made for him, trying to hold on to whatever dignity he had left. “I’ll just take my Bard and go.” He saw Lord Steros’ back as the young Dungeon Lord walked away, and he heard Lord Sanguine exchange some biting comment with Lady Redwood. Sanguine’s companion, a sycophant with Starevosi features, grinned at Ed as if he could read the Dungeon Lord’s mind.

      One flying shadow dove straight at Ed. Ed looked at Vaines as the carrion avian approached, an unspoken question on his lips. Are you going to stop me from leaving?

      Vaines studied the carrion avian’s character sheet for an instant, raised a curious eyebrow, then marched back to the Main Hall without looking at Ed. The other Dungeon Lords followed her lead.

      Shrukew landed after an aerial pirouette that went unnoticed. He ruffled his feathers in disappointment. “Walkers should look to the skies more often. There are such sights they’re missing,” he said, the very image of wounded pride. He studied the empty circle, Ed’s bloodied face, and the broken windows. “At least you know how to party,” he said. He licked his lips with a dark gray, worm-like tongue. “Any food left?”

      “Let’s get out of here,” Ed said hurriedly. Any second now, Vaines would realize what had happened. “You got Alder?”

      “He and his prey are with Crait and Zcaceet.” Shrukew jumped up, digging his talons hard around Ed’s shoulders. He flapped his arms hard, activating a couple of talents to handle Ed’s weight and still take flight.

      As his feet slowly left the ground and pain spread from his belly throughout his body, Ed recalled how Kes had told him carrion avians hunted by lifting their prey high up to the skies and then dropping them. Shrukew carried him the way he would carry a calf. At the very least, it was not a dignified way of traveling.

      Then again, it was just one of those nights.

      

      
        	You have gained 50 experience points for surviving a duel against a Heroic-ranked opponent.

        	Your attributes have increased: Brawn +1, Mind +1.

        	Your skills have increased: Swordsmanship Focus +2, Melee +3.

        	There are new talent advancement options for you.
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Chapter Eleven

          

          Interlude: Gallio

        

      

    

    
      The moans of the wounded extended from the corridor leading up to the Infirmary wing like the wailing of the damned. Depending on the severity of the damage, perhaps they were damned, Gallio thought as he marched down the corridor, his steel-tipped boots leaving a faint echo that added a martial rhythm to the screaming.

      Castle Vadyahun, the heart of Galtia, was vast, with many tall stone towers like rows of titanic spears. The castle was a maze of corridors and secret passageways, a nightmare for the Heiligians used to functional architecture and castles designed with a specific purpose in mind. Vadyahun held the half-finished designs of a long line of rulers, some of them from enemy families, that had seeded the castle with their own specific design. Palace, fortress, center of commerce, a display of power, cathedral, Vadyahun did it all and more. A Bard had once described it as an above-ground dungeon, which had greatly annoyed the Militant Church.

      According to the locals, the castle had been at first nothing more than a lousy wooden hall with a fire pit at its center and a big wooden table to hold feasts. The passage of time had changed it, like an innocent child growing into an adult tyrant. Invasions, fires, and bloody coups through which power had changed hands faster than one can make up a claim to divine right, had all had transformed the castle into a single massive structure that was almost as a small city unto itself. Built over an underground granite bank, it was all but impervious to man or Dungeon Lord’s attacks.

      Of course, it hadn’t done the Starevosi kings any good when the griffins came, bringing holy admonition from the skies.

      The Heiligian elite had speared deep into the castle’s bowels and had set up summoning circles there. Those allowed the Militant Church to spread through the castle like gangrene. Kings had fought in these walls. The rest was history.

      It’s always the hit you don’t see coming that dooms you, Gallio thought.

      Mighty as it was, Vadyahun did many things but not efficiently. Half the ruling families that lived between the frigid, moldy walls had been bitter enemies and had wrested control of Starevos by force. The first thing they’d done after fucking all over the beddings of their defeated rivals had been to stop the ongoing projects and switch them out for their own. As such, the castle was ripe with corridors that led to nowhere, ancient dusty storage rooms that held historical relics gathering dust. There were even the rumors of ghosts and worse hiding in the dark shadows of forgotten wings no living creature had stepped into in a hundred years.

      Gallio believed the rumors. Just ask any spellcaster and they’d say the stone was magical. A vast ley line split the granite foundation like an underground river. The fault ran deep, all the way to the fiery bowels of the earth, the Bards claimed, and had been born from a cataclysmic earthquake in primordial times. There was nothing preventing another one from finishing the job, some old, drunk Bard had told Gallio after a couple mugs of ale. It could come long after civilization’s end, or it could happen tomorrow. When it did, there’d be nothing left of Galtia but rubble, thousands of years of history erased from the map just like that, in a god-like blink of dust and smoke and fire.

      The Bard’s eyes had glinted, as if he could see it through the haze of alcohol, a hint of sorrow and excitement adding definition to the wrinkles of his forehead.

      Gallio hated spiteful Vadyahun. It indeed reminded him of a dungeon. He could almost feel the massive weight of all that stone pushing down against the ceiling. Pushing and pushing, like the fist of a titan coming down to squish an insect.

      Some architects of the castle hadn’t been as good as the others. Sometimes, small sections of the castle caved in for no reason at all.

      Every night the stone above his bed creaked.

      He passed peeling paintings of unknown rulers with raven hair, pointed black beards and sharp mustaches, all wearing furred hats and cloaks. Their shiny black eyes followed after him, the disapproval clear as day in their stern features. The Heiligians were unwelcome strangers in these halls, and even if there was no living ancestor to hate them for what they’d done, the walls remembered.

      “Eminence Gallio,” one of the guards flanking the entrance to Infirmary wing said with a salute. “We thought you were on medical leave.”

      Gallio masked his awkwardness with stern discipline. “I cut it short.” Sometimes he felt as if the gaze of the entire Militant Church, from the lowly servant cleaning a podium up to the Examiners themselves, kept a watchful eye on his comings and goings.

      The reasons, though, were different. Gallio saw the way the guards looked at him, like a kid watching a famous adventurer strolling into town. You’re wrong, he wanted to tell them. I am but a sinful man that has done evil every time he attempted to do good.

      “Of course, you’re worried about the wounded,” the guard was saying. He and the other guard, both of them blond Heiligians no older than sixteen, exchanged a glance. “We’re not supposed to let anyone in besides the Examiners and the Clerics,” the guard explained. “However, I just dropped my spear—” He clumsily let go of the weapon, and the heavy wooden shaft bounced loudly on the floor. “It would be terrible if someone slipped through while I was picking it up.”

      “I should help you with that,” the other guard said. “Oh, how foolish of me, I just dropped mine.”

      If Gallio had been ten years younger, he would’ve whipped them bloody for that blatant disregard of their duties—and for the tenets. Hell, he would’ve been considered merciful for choosing the whip instead of the gallows.

      Now, he only felt a deep dismay. They were following his example. They challenged the authority of the Militant Church because he did, yet he was the Inquisitor that held the power of the sunwave in his character sheet.

      They looked up to him.

      Young. Foolish. How little did they know!

      Gallio said nothing. He merely went on ahead, a small metaphor for his entire life; a man too stubborn to die leaving only disaster in his wake.

      As he got a closer look at the kids, he realized one had the sharp features and knotted nose of a Starevosi, and the other had laughter glinting in his eyes. Like Gallio, they had been raised by the Inquisition, but at least one of their parents was Starevosi.

      He felt as if he had stumbled upon some kind of revelation about this war with Wright—if only he could reach out and grasp it. But the screams of the wounded were too loud, and they clamored for his attention, drowned him in guilt.

      The revelation disappeared into the deep recesses of his mind, hidden like one of the relics in Vadyahun’s old towers.

      

      The pungent smell of herbs and medicinal droughts permeated this particular room of the Infirmary, clinging to Gallio’s cotton shirt like oil. Behind it was a different smell. Old blood, fever, and infection.

      A Cleric and his acolytes tended to what remained of a twelve-man team, four Inquisitors leading eight Militant warriors. A week ago, Alvedhra and Gallio had seen them off to the countryside, two Rangers leading them into Starevosi lands—Haunted lands now—in what had seemed at the time like a safe-enough foray against a recently spawned dungeon. Gallio and Alvedhra would’ve gladly joined them further, but the Examiners had given orders to the contrary, and besides, the mission was merely routine.

      Of the twelve, six had come back, three tied to the team’s remaining horses. Of those six, two were buried outside Vadyahun’s chapel, and the remaining four could still join them if the Cleric’s faith wasn’t as steady as his scalpel.

      “Inquisitor Gallio, the Examiners forbade your entrance,” Cleric Daizas said calmly, without looking up from his bloody work. “I shall have to inform them. However, they didn’t specify when I should do so, so I guess an hour from now shall have to suffice.” One of the soldier’s hands had been mangled during the incursion, and judging from the black tendrils snaking through his ashen skin, the necrotic magic in the dungeon had bit deep enough into his bones to cause the Cleric’s healing magic to fail, leaving surgery as his only chance of survival. The man was thankfully unconscious as the Cleric’s bone-saw bit through his wrist and sang its wet, dull song.

      “You have my gratitude,” Gallio told Daizas. He ignored the way the acolytes looked at him, as if Alita herself had come down from heaven. Instead, he focused on the wounded. Another soldier was unconscious, his face covered in bloody bandages. One had been sleeping, but woke after hearing Gallio, and groaned as he sat on his bed. He was the only remaining Inquisitor, a mid-twenties man with brown hair and a strong chin. He would’ve been handsome, but his nose and a good chunk of his face had been burned off and were a raw, melted mess barely hidden by the herbal plaster covering his wounds. The rest of him was like a map of the damage done to him. He was only alive thanks to the Inquisitors’ physical talents that gave them resistance beyond a normal human’s means.

      It wasn’t always a blessing. The healing magic of mortals could not mend a mind broken from enduring pain that should have been lethal.

      “Eminence, you needn’t have risked yourself by coming here,” the kid said. “We know… we know the Examiners keep a close eye on you.”

      “Never mind that,” Gallio told him sternly. Only through a lifetime of seeing wounds as terrible as these did he manage to keep a blank expression. “I came here as soon as I heard. You look well, but you need to rest. Let the Light mend your body. And call me ‘Inquisitor.’ We are of the same rank.”

      “Like hell,” the Inquisitor said. “You’re a hero. Alita’s Chosen. I’ve heard all about you. How you faced the Wraith twice. How the Church cast you out and the Light welcomed you back.” He coughed wetly and one of the acolytes hurried to his side and had him drink something that smelled acrid and looked muddy. “Thank you for coming. It’s an honor. Sorry… that we failed.” The kid’s eyelids turned drowsy, and then he fell asleep.

      “Will he live?” Gallio asked Daizas.

      “Probably,” Daizas answered through a grunt of effort. There was a chilling sound as his saw went through and the soldier’s hand fell into a bucket another acolyte carried. The acolyte, no older than twelve, seemed ready to puke into it. “If you must, grab another bucket,” Daizas told the kid as he worked to stem the hemorrhaging. Then he cleaned his hands in a holy water receptacle—which instantly cleansed him, but also ended the water’s enchantment. “Some of you Inquisitors can take a vicious beating and shrug it off. Others die just as easily as any man, and for the life of me I cannot tell which one will be which. He showed a positive reaction to advanced healing spells, so there’s a chance he’ll beat the infection. Whether he’ll hold a sword again, though, is the Light’s will.”

      The acolyte fed the unconscious soldier a blood-replenishing potion, though only a couple small sips—they had used enough potions on him already and there was only so much a liver could take without permanent damage.

      The Light should do well to remember how under-manned we are, Gallio thought bitterly. Even with reinforcements pouring in from Heiliges day after day, there were only so many the summoning circles could bring, and Wright’s hordes seemed fiercer after every fight.

      Better put, the King wouldn’t strain his coffers for a few summonings when that coin was needed to feed the Militant Army as it readied to sail across the sea. It was a careful balance, Gallio was aware, but some days he wondered if Heiliges wasn’t punishing the Starevosi side of the Militant Church for their failure to hold Undercity.

      “What happened to them?” he asked finally.

      “Examiner Harmon asked the same,” answered a man sitting on the farthest bed. The man had been one of the Rangers of the team, a Starevosi in his early fifties with a skin so tanned by the sun it was like old leather. In comparison with the others, he was barely wounded, only a scratch on his arm and a bandage covering his forehead. According to the report Gallio had heard, he had been the one who brought the other survivors back. “I think the answer is self-evident, Eminence. We got our ass handed to us.”

      “You’re Ranger Silas, right?” Gallio asked. “Did you go inside the dungeon with the others?”

      Silas nodded toward the bloody figure of the Inquisitor sleeping on the bed. “The way the kid speaks of you is like a puppy looking up to an old dog. The Church raises its Inquisitors for their loyalty, does it not?” He chuckled bitterly, his gaze lost in the distance. “Their loyalty did the others no good. We were sent to that dungeon to die, Eminence. It was hell on earth. A nightmare.”

      There was something refreshing about talking to someone who didn’t worship him. Truth be told, Silas seemed as if he couldn’t care less if Gallio dropped dead that very moment. He instantly took to the old Ranger—perhaps because Rangers reminded him of another time.

      “You have fought against Wright’s dungeons before,” Gallio pointed out. “And won.”

      “Victory came harder every time,” Silas said quietly. “We should have had more men and more experience points. Griffins. Mages with more spells.”

      Gallio agreed. “Until the army arrives, our forces are limited,” he said. “Griffins cannot be everywhere. We must use them against the most threatening dungeons or Wright will burst through our defenses. Magic is always in dire need.” He gave Daizas a cursory glance. Gallio feared the day that Examiner Harmon simply left the wounded at the mercy of the non-magical healers and had all Clerics join the field teams. “Please, Ranger Silas, work with me. I want to avoid more disasters like what happened to your team, but I need to know what changed.” The Examiners sure as hell won’t tell me.

      “Everything went on as usual.” Silas grinned. “Then again, that’s how disaster always starts, doesn’t it? The reports about the sightings were right. We arrived at the dungeon’s approximate location, set up a base, found a batblin patrol, traced it back to the dungeon entrance. The spellcasters and the Rogues marked the traps, wards, and so on. We went in.” The smile vanished from his lips. “It was an ambush. They knew we were coming. As soon as we stepped through and found no guards, we tried to turn back, but it was too late. The doors were barred from the outside. Fireballs rained down on us; the mages barely kept us alive. The walls were hollow, you see, and they had these small canals running through them, too small for a man to use unless he crawls. Big enough for batblins, though. They could safely use fireball runes from the openings on us and forced us to rush deeper into the dungeon or die when our barriers fell.”

      “No demands of surrender?”

      “None,” Silas confirmed.

      Gallio frowned. Before, when the minions were aware of the Inquisition’s arrival, they offered to accept surrenders. But an Inquisitor would never surrender to the Dark. All fights were to the death. Apparently, wasting time talking only gave the Inquisitors the chance to strike and kill, so Wright’s forces had stopped offering.

      The war grew messier as the bodies piled up.

      “At least the damn ceiling didn’t fall down on us—that much we got right; the pillars were load-bearing. The dungeon was manned by former bandits and a Necromancer. We thought we’d be facing undead, so we brought silver and holy water. It was the wrong call. The Necromancer didn’t summon a single undead. I only got a look at him once—he appeared behind us through a secret passage and cast a blight cloud spell on the cramped corridor. Not a word from him, and he left before I could shoot him,” Silas said. “The mages dispelled the cloud, but not quickly enough. It disabled the Rogues. After that… things became too messy to remember clearly. These… acid oozes poured out from the ceiling. Straight over the mages. They were big enough to block both exits, and they closed in on us.” Silas slowly brought his palms together.

      Those were lethal traps. Cruel designs, meant to kill and not to disable. At first, Wright had tried to take prisoners, which meant he’d had to hold back on the lethality of his traps. Gallio attributed three lost dungeons to that kindness.

      Now it was gone.

      Wright was learning. And the Inquisition were the ones teaching him.

      “But you got out,” Gallio said, urging Silas to continue.

      “One of your mages managed to get a spell off from inside the ooze, though I’ve no idea how. But it pulverized the thing and herself. Bathed us in acid droplets, but it saved our lives.” Silas lowered his forehead bandage to reveal the red burns of acid he hadn’t managed to neutralize in time. “We fought our way out, blasted the door off its hinges, and rushed back to the surface… just in time to see the batblins run off with half our horses. Myself and Ranger Mikkel chased after them, and that’s how we found out the critters had also seeded the area with explosive runes. Mikkel stepped on one.” Silas shuddered. “That was the end of him, but not instantly. I grabbed the reins of the nearest horses, loaded him up; returned to the others. They were bunkered up atop a hill and exchanging arrowfire with the minions.”

      “That’s when you escaped?”

      “That was when the ogre arrived.” Silas unconsciously placed a hand over his wounded arm. “Our scrying hadn’t picked him up before. He was summoned.”

      Gallio raised an eyebrow. “From the Netherworld?”

      Cleric Daizas turned to him. “You didn’t hear this from me, but the Diviners believe the ogre came from the Haunt.”

      That was a small relief. It meant Wright wasn’t yet strong enough to summon feral fiends. He had to get them the old-fashioned way, by capturing them, securing their loyalty, and then allocating resources to house them. Still, a summoning circle could change the course of a battle, as proved by the very castle Gallio stood on.

      “Inquisitor-in-charge Felix faced the ogre alone, bought time for the rest of us to get away,” Silas said. “The batblins chased us through the forest the entire way out, shooting darts and hurling javelins. They only left us alone when we reached Raventa’s borders and a scouting party came to our aid.” The Ranger leaned back on the bed and spoke no further, having said his part.

      “Thank you for sharing this with me,” Gallio told the man. He rubbed his chin. Silas’ story worried him. The way Wright was going reminded him of another Dungeon Lord, one whose name was also a synonym for the worst monster known to man.

      As the fights against the Inquisition had piled up, Dungeon Lord Sephar had grown devilishly clever, and as his desperation grew, so did the brutality of his actions. By the end, Sephar had captured entire cities to force the Inquisition to parley. Those hostages, after being freed by the Silver Knights, had turned out to be carrying mindbrood larva inside their heads.

      Sephar’s Bane had turned into one of the bleakest times in Heiligian history. The psychological damage the Militant Church as a whole carried from having to execute the very same people they were meant to protect felt like an unhealed wound, an unspoken shame, casting a shadow across the entire organization. They had answered brutality with their own, making Lotia pay in blood for the terrible deed of its Dungeon Lord.

      And yet…

      Lord Sephar had also started small, just like Edward Wright. A single dungeon on a secluded place. The Chroniclers at the time said he had been lulling his foes to a false sense of security, but now Gallio wondered if that had truly been the reason.

      Sephar’s Bane, but our shame just as much, Gallio thought.

      This never-ending fight was like a spiral. Men grew strong and terrible in order to surpass their enemies, but the men that faced them a generation later grew even stronger and more terrible in response. Perhaps the spiral would only end when civilization was aflame. Perhaps the only thing waiting at the end of the history of Man was Murmur’s hungry maw.

      Gallio wondered how long it would be until Wright would follow in Sephar’s footsteps. What weapon would he use, the one that would also doom him as he wielded it? The Wraith’s Bane. Perhaps unknown magic from his world? An Artifact like the ones we use to command the Heroes. That would be fitting. From what Gallio knew of the Eternal Foe, the Dark god, he was the kind of being who would enjoy an elegant grand finale even more than total victory against the Light. Mortals lived as entertainment for Murmur.

      Perhaps Wright and Gallio himself were yet another spin in the spiral of history. More would come after them. But no matter how futile it was, as long as Gallio could move, he would fight. No one had ever taught him how to surrender.

      Perhaps that was his own personal Bane.

      “From now on, assume all reports from the countryside are seeded with false information,” Gallio told Silas. “Wright has fooled the locals and is working with them. We cannot trust them any longer. Spread the word. All dungeon invasions should be treated as if the enemy knows we are coming.”

      Even though Examiners Harmon and Bartheny would never listen to him, Gallio would try anyway. They needed to invest more resources into each team. Adventurers to guard the camp outside the dungeon, enchanted armor for the leading team, more training, better intelligence. Gallio had grown to know a great deal of Constantinians during his time in Starevos. Perhaps he could infiltrate his way into Undercity, set up a network of informants. The intelligence that their spy Mohnuran had given them already proved the usefulness of such a plan, despite the danger.

      “You won’t make me go back there, will you?” Silas asked, his voice haunted. “To that damned dungeon?”

      “No,” Gallio said. “Next time, I shall go myself.”
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Chapter Twelve

          

          Interlude: Vaines

        

      

    

    
      Vaines rushed back to the garden, her minions and servants following as close to her as they dared, the weight of their terrified stares already burning into her back. Good. They should be afraid of her, for their failure would not go unpunished.

      “We can still shoot him down,” one of her Wizards said as Lord Wright’s silhouette disappeared into the night and got farther away, his flying minion flanked by two others, each carrying one human figure.

      “No,” Vaines said. “You might hit Argent instead. Let Wright go. Kharon’s Chosen shall find his way back to us soon enough.” No one could easily imprison the Planeshifter. That was the point of his power, a fact that Wright would learn soon enough.

      Lord Virion gave her a quizzical look. “What makes you so sure he’ll return?” he asked. “Argent fears you. He could go anywhere.”

      “From what I saw of their brief interaction, he hates Wright. Whatever their relationship was back on their world, Argent is not likely to accept mercy from such a man. His pride is too great.”

      “Or maybe it is not Argent you want to protect?” Virion said. “You’re awfully calm for the kind of trickery Wright just pulled. He played us—played you. The Lordship shall remember tonight. They’ll see it as a sign we’re growing weak.”

      “Let them think what they wish,” she said, still looking into the night. She fought down a smile. “It’s not often I get to eat my words. Wright is a true Dungeon Lord.” If the rumors were true, Murmur himself had chosen the man. The notion comforted her in a way, knowing that the Dark Father looked after his kingdom after all, and was taking steps to ensure Lotia’s survival.

      Of course, Wright was not the solution to their problems—that was never how Murmur worked. The Dark One merely provided an opening; it was up for mortals to prove strong enough to grasp it. That was the Dark’s way. While the Light offered safety through order, the Dark was raw opportunity. In Heiliges, the many lived neutral lives, and even their leaders were rarely extraordinary. Lotia, though—in the good old times at least—offered a life of hardship and tribulations, and great power for those few who proved strong enough. Vaines was the living embodiment of that philosophy. A dying breed, she thought sometimes.

      But perhaps not.

      “He humiliated you,” Virion went on. The man was jealous. He was powerful, that was true, but he had likely reached the apex of his potential. The arrival of a new, untapped challenger, was a primal threat to his standing.

      “No, we simply exchanged philosophies,” Vaines said. “He is courting my favor. Lord Wright is looking to make worthwhile allies. A group of catty Dungeon Lords that came into power by nepotism are as useless to him as they are to us. Truth be told, I’d rather have him as my disciple than Argent.” Had Wright come to her right after arriving in Ivalis, she would’ve shaped his potential into a legendary figure, perhaps the head of the new generation she had always dreamed of.

      But was that potential always there? Or was Starevos itself what created it? she wondered. It was a matter worth pondering. The Dungeon Lady decided she’d talk with the Ember Clerics and send a couple Bards into the haunted country of Starevos. Maybe they could figure out what had been going on these last couple of years. Perhaps even if Wright didn’t survive the Endeavor, the country could be of use still.

      “Is that your final say in the matter, my Lady?” Virion replied stiffly. “Should I go easy on Wright when we meet in the Standard Factory?”

      “No. Coddling is not our way. Wright must prove his potential. If you consider he has insulted me, Lord Virion, feel free to avenge my honor as you see fit.”

      The man’s grim expression brightened. Such a disappointment. He had huge strength… but so did an ogre. A Dungeon Lord’s true power was their capacity to rule. Strength alone wasn’t enough to create a lasting kingdom. By courting the favor of young Lord Steros, Wright had shown Vaines he was thinking long term even under harsh conditions.

      Still, jealousy would motivate Virion. He would push himself further in the Endeavor. Letting her former apprentice clash against the newcomer simply ensured Vaines would be the one to reach Evangeline Tillman’s deed of property before anyone else.

      The Dungeon Lady had no intention of fading into the background. She would save Lotia herself, or die trying.
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Chapter Thirteen

          

          Giant's Woe

        

      

    

    
      Soaring through the night sky was like delving through an infinite black pool sprinkled with light. Camcanna and Ullira gave the clouds a cotton-candy-like feel, and the stars seemed closer and full of life. Ed would’ve enjoyed the trip back to the Portal had it not been for the pain in his torso, Shrukew’s claws digging into his shoulders, and the growing headache.

      Dungeon Lords didn’t excel on sea or sky. Ed had no access to the ley lines of the world at such a distance, and thus no drones or Mantle talents. He tried not to look down.

      Alder had no such troubles. “Yes!” he exclaimed, a few feet away from Ed as the three carrion avians flew in formation. “Ed, are you seeing this? This is amazing!”

      On Ed’s other side, a third avian carried the unconscious figure of Ryan, bound and gagged, not yet stirring from the effects of the poison ring. Apparently Kharon’s Chosen hadn’t bothered to buy any resistance talents.

      Shrukew chuckled condescendingly at Alder’s shouts of joy. “You land-dwellers are always like an avian chick on their first flight. It is charming, but also sad. At the end of the day, you must go back to the ground, while this realm is our birthright forever.”

      “I really need to introduce you to airplanes,” Ed muttered. The pain of his wounds made him grumpy, and the headache didn’t help.

      Unlike Alder, he didn’t feel like celebrating their win until all were back in the safety of the Haunt. Until then, he refused to relax.

      “Were the other Dungeon Lords what you expected, Lord Wraith?” Shrukew asked him as they flew toward the horizon. “Tell me more about this unknown land world.”

      “They’re different,” Ed said. He thought of Lord Steros, Sanguine, and Vaines. “Most of them are quite unlike the larger-than-life stories Alder and Lavy tell. Lesser, somehow. For all their power, they’re just like bickering housewives, plotting against each other while their world burns around them. Others have the potential to become more. A few, though, are just like the stories claim.”

      A long time ago, Kharon had told him the Lordship was in decay. A war that spanned generations could do that. Worthy men and women died before having time to pass on their traditions and values to their descendants. The Dungeon Lords of old had been proud and terrible. Ed should have been glad he didn’t have to face them. But in a way, it was also sad—as if the world was a lot less interesting without them in it.

      Perhaps Murmur felt the same way.

      “You all look the same from this distance,” Shrukew said. “Like angry ants. But if you hear the way Kessih of Greene speaks of the Haunt, it makes you curious.” He flapped his arms hard several times and took point on the formation to relieve Crait. “She told us about honor. About brotherhood. Building a nest in a far-away place.”

      “Is that what you hope to find with us?” Ed asked.

      Shrukew laughed, a sharp noise that sounded like a crow screaming. “Ancestors, no! Only our fat cousins care about platitudes. We are a practical people. Your land and our island have opposite climates. Normally, we are too far apart for a migration, but with Portal magic, there may be a way. My duty is to watch and learn and make sure the conditions are appropriate for us to live here during our winters.”

      “In a way, I migrated to this world for a similar reason,” Ed said. “Back on Earth, I often felt as if I was frozen in place. It was only until I came to Ivalis that I started to truly live. Which, considering how much we risk our hides on a daily basis, is a bit funny.”

      “Our migration involves us returning home after the seasons change again,” Shrukew went on. “Is that the same for you, Dungeon Lord? Shall you return to Earth once you’ve taken all the riches this world has to offer?”

      Now it was Ed’s turn to laugh. “Gods, no. Ivalis is my home. But I’ve come to let go of my resentment toward Earth.”

      He was starting to think he had done his birth world a disservice. In all of his time in Ivalis, he had never met a person or a community without issues. It was probably the same in every world that contained intelligent life.

      A ruler could have good intentions, but mortals had limits, and you couldn’t make everyone happy. Eventually you had to make a choice between two sides that allowed for no third option. The losing side would call that choice evil. Make them losers often enough, they would think the ruler was evil, and rise against him. The ruler would defend his position. He had done nothing wrong, after all, or so he would believe. But blood would be spilled nonetheless.

      Ed believed there were such things as true good and true evil, even if mortals—and maybe even gods—couldn’t discern them with just a glance. But perhaps it was the nature of power that one could never be fully virtuous. Thus, the Bards’ ideal of a “good king” was a myth. All rulers carried the shadow of the Tyrant on their backs. The greater the king, the more terrible the threat of the shadow.

      “Well I, for one, don’t care much for your Earth. The name doesn’t catch my interest, you know,” said Shrukew with a chuckle.

      Ed let out a weary sigh. Carrion avians weren’t exactly profound conversational partners. They didn’t need to be. Ask one and they’d say they had all the philosophy they needed, out here among the stars. Everything else was but a pale imitation.

      Distracted as he was, he didn’t realize anything was wrong until Zcaceet said, “Lord Wraith, your prey is stirring.”

      A sharp spike of his headache brought the Dungeon Lord back to reality. “No way,” he said as he struggled to turn in Shrukew’s grasp unsuccessfully. The dose in Alder’s ring should last for hours, considering Ryan’s Endurance.

      But when he managed to turn far enough, he found Ryan staring straight at him with a mixture of hatred and fear.

      “Fuck you, Ed!” Ryan said, a yell the wind reduced to a whisper.

      “Get him,” Ed told Shrukew as Kharon’s Chosen made a small gesture and a ripple appeared right in front of him, a perfect circle of white amid the black sky. Shrukew dove forward, following Ed’s command, and Ed felt a lurching sensation in his stomach. A powerful gust of wind came out of nowhere and almost tore his shoulders from the avian’s grasp, followed by a steel-sharp cold that seeped into his tired bones and stole the air of his lungs like a fist.

      

      The cold was killing him. Ed opened his eyes to darkness all around as his lungs screamed for air, and for an instant he believed the deed was done. He was dead and buried.

      Then again, death wasn’t supposed to be painful, was it? He pushed outward with his skeletal hand with all his strength and managed to burst through what he had thought was his coffin. The material was soft and malleable. Snow. He felt the frozen wind lick his undead fingers, and his chest started to convulse as hypothermia started to rear its head.

      Only seconds left. “Protection from element: cold,” he mumbled, fighting his unsteady breath at every syllable. Magical energy buzzed like an electrical current through his body as Objectivity registered the command and shaped the spell. A warm, transparent cloak surrounded his body, and the deathly cold became vaguely inconvenient.

      Ed burst from the snowbank like one of Undercity catacombs’ zombies, gasping for air, his body still shaking from the onset of hypothermia. Outside, the world was dark and lit only by the Netherworld’s hell-glow.

      How long had he been out?

      Stunned, fighting through the remains of the brain fog, Ed looked around. Snow in all directions, flowing like the dunes in a desert. Adrenaline surged through his tired veins.

      Where are the others?

      “Spook lights,” he cast, a Necromantic variant of the basic illumination spell. A ring of green and purple flames spread around his wrist, drawing a circle of dancing light around him. At his command, the ring divided itself into eight small orbs of flame and he sent them away in different directions.

      Shrukew was lying a few feet away, almost entirely hidden by the snow he had crashed into. The wind devoured the last traces of the fall a second after Ed reached the carrion avian’s leg and grasped it. “Protection from element: cold,” he intoned. Were avians more resistant to the cold than humans? If the fall hadn’t damaged Shrukew’s fragile wings, the cold could very well have.

      The carrion avian stirred, but there was no time to help him further. Where are the others? Ed thought as he stumbled his way blindly through the frozen tundra. They needed to leave now. He wasn’t a specialized spellcaster—his protection spell was merely basic in rank. In normal circumstances, it could’ve lasted four to eight hours, but the strain of the unnatural Netherworldly cold was draining the spell’s energy like a siphon. If he was lucky, it would last a minute or two. Ed could cast about a dozen basic spells per day. Divided between six people? The math wasn’t in their favor.

      He almost stumbled against a pale human hand, already turning blue. Alder! “Protection from element: cold!” Ed exclaimed as he grasped the hand and pulled the body out of the snow.

      Ryan came out up to his waist, already coughing and gasping for air.

      Ed cursed, his words eaten by the wind. He couldn’t leave Ryan—Kharon’s Chosen was their ticket out of here. Normally, Ed would’ve dragged him around without issue, but after the fight with Vaines he could barely lift his own arms.

      So he zapped a couple of Endurance ranks from Ryan.

      “What are you doing?!” Ryan screamed as he attempted to shake Ed off. “Let me go!”

      “You idiot,” Ed said through gritted teeth as he wrestled Ryan’s arm behind his back and pushed the man down. “If my friends die because of you…”

      Ryan reached for his sword, but Alder had taken it away earlier. Instead, Ryan went for his boot. Ed swept him off his feet and pushed him face first into the snow.

      “Stay away from me!” Ryan yelled.

      Ryan managed a half-roll as he fell and launched a blind sideways slash that could’ve gutted Ed like a fish. Instead, the Dungeon Lord was expecting the attack and his boot connected with Ryan’s wrist midway through the strike, hard, almost cracking bone.

      The knife flew away and Ryan screamed in agony, clutching his hand.

      Good, Ed thought. Clearly, Kharon’s Chosen had gotten some training from Vaines. Not enough, though. He stepped on Ryan’s shoulder, then desperately looked around. His only hope was that Alder hadn’t fallen into the Portal, or that he’d had the presence of mind to protect himself.

      The boulder almost took Ed’s head off, only missing because improved reflexes had become second nature to him. Ed ducked, and the projectile zoomed past, an inch above his head, with the force of a cannonball.

      “Shit!” He saw a humanoid shape in the distance, huge arms raised as if in furious challenge. It was either very close or very big. Judging by the size of the rock it had thrown, Ed guessed it was the second.

      Ryan tackled him, and both Dungeon Lord and Kharon’s Chosen rolled across the snow, desperately trying to get the upper hand.

      “I won’t let you take this away from me!” Ryan shouted as he got on top of Ed and attempted to choke him out. Ryan was fresh and Ed was winded, so strength favored the newcomer. However, the difference of talents and experience between them was just like it had been with Ed and Vaines. The Dungeon Lord drained another couple of Ryan’s Endurance ranks—as many as he dared without knocking him out—then locked his legs around Ryan’s and tensed his torso as he kicked sideways. He swiped his elbow to break Ryan’s grasp on his neck, then put him in a chokehold as he rolled over Kharon’s Chosen.

      In any other situation, the fight would’ve been cathartic.

      “You’re delusional,” Ed gasped, holding Ryan’s face down against the snow with his skeletal hand and using his own weight to overwhelm the man. “Ryan, you’re not Ivalis Online’s main character! These people are using you. You don’t know them. You don’t know the creature that brought you here in the first place. They’ll either discard you when they’re done with you or turn you into something far worse than what you think. Also, protection from element: cold, protection from element: cold,” he added quickly, casting on himself and on Ryan.

      Another two spells down. He would have to reach Shrukew again soon. In the distance, the giant humanoid was approaching them in a rage, running through the snow as if it were hard pavement. Occasionally, the giant would bend down and throw rocks their way. At least his aim wasn’t very good.

      “Like it happened to you?” Ryan grunted, trying and failing to wriggle out of Ed’s hold. “You have no problem playing their game, and you’ve got so much power!”

      “It’s different,” Ed said. “There’s always a price. The Dark changes people no matter how hard they try, and I don’t want to know what it could do to someone like you.”

      “Oh, you’re a piece of work!” Ryan screamed. He tapped the snow above his head as if he were surrendering, but instead a ripple appeared right in front of Ed. The Portal led to a room Ed hadn’t seen before, with walls and floor made of either glass or polished ice. “You think you’re the only one worthy of coming to this magical world? Everyone else is just an asshole, especially your old boss that knows your real self! This place didn’t change you, Eddy, you’ve always been a violent asshole! Always looking for a fight, always thinking you’re better than everyone. There was always something wrong about you. I could always tell. You were born to play a villain!”

      Ed raised an eyebrow and began to draw Ryan away from the Portal. “You’re the last person whose opinion I care about. Make a Portal back and pray no one died because of your idiocy. Now.”

      Instead, Ryan gave him a maddened gaze. “I searched for you, you know? After you escaped. Did you know the police have no records of your childhood? It’s as if you just suddenly appeared at age eleven. All documents before then are blank. They don’t even know who your parents are!”

      “If you’re trying to distract me—”

      “What are your parents’ names?” Ryan yelled, as he tried to drag himself back to the Portal.

      The world froze solid around Ed for an instant, as if the cold had frozen his thoughts. “What?” he asked quietly. Of course he remembered. They had been two government clerks that had died in an accident when he was a kid. It wasn’t a conspiracy or whatever Ryan thought. Their names were

      BLANK

      Ed blinked, full of the strangest sensation. It was as if someone had pressed PAUSE on reality itself and had only now restarted the flow of time. What just happened? What was I talking about? Ryan was halfway through the Portal. “Wait!” Ed exclaimed, using minor order to empower his words.

      The spell forced the two men’s Spirits to clash, and Ryan instantly froze between realities. Another daily spell gone.

      “If you step through that Portal,” Ed said as he stumbled his way through the wind, trying to reach Ryan in time, “then you’re on your own. I won’t risk any more lives saving your ass. Your dad’s money won’t get you out of this one, Ryan. Nothing will. For the first time in your life, you’ll have to face the consequences of your own actions.”

      Kharon’s Chosen locked his gaze with the Dungeon Lord. “I’d rather that than take your help,” Ryan said. Then he crossed the Portal, which blinked right out of existence in front of Ed’s extended hand.

      

      Almost as if going on autopilot, Ed walked back to the spot where he had left Shrukew. The carrion avian sat, stunned and shaking, hugging himself to preserve heat.

      “Protection from element: cold,” Ed said twice, replenishing Shrukew and his own enchantment. He was quickly tiring of repeating the same phrase, but he wouldn’t need to for long, anyway. He was almost out of spells.

      Shrukew stood up, almost overwhelmed by the wind. “Broken eggs!” he cursed. “What happened? Where are we?”

      “Netherworld,” Ed said. “The cold part. Did you see the others fall through?”

      “I’m not sure. Maybe not. I dove for the weird wrong sky like you ordered, but Zcaceet would’ve had no time to brake. She probably kept going.”

      “Good to know,” Ed said, looking around.

      “What do we do?” Shrukew said.

      Only his years as a Dungeon Lord stopped Ed from shrugging. “We figure out a way to leave this place in the next… three minutes.”

      “Can you create a sky window like the one that brought us here?”

      “A Portal? If I had an hour, a ruby, a dungeon, and we weren’t in the Netherworld, then sure. But don’t worry about that for now.”

      “Lord Wraith, no offense to you, but what could possibly be more important?”

      Ed nodded at the ice giant as he crested a snowy hill a couple hundred feet away. “That.” The creature was bigger than an ogre, and much uglier. Like an overgrown silverback gorilla, with serrated fangs that still had tendrils of rotting fiend flesh strung through them. He brandished a mace—no, a huge femur—almost as tall and wide as a man.

      “Oh,” said Shrukew. “Point taken.”

      

      The giant bellowed a guttural challenge and charged at them.

      Enough things had gone wrong that Ed almost considered giving up. He was too stubborn, though, to let anyone have a free kill. Even back on Earth he’d liked to play his matches out to the bitter end, even if only to make his enemy miserable for a few more minutes.

      “Can you fly us away?” he asked Shrukew, looking for a way to stay in the “match” as long as possible. There was no respawn in real life, after all.

      “Sorry,” the carrion avian said. “Too hurt. The wind would crush us against the rocks, anyway.”

      “Of course,” Ed said. “Fine.” He had one or two advanced spells left, and a handful of basic ones he needed for protection; his throat was thick with the taste of his own blood, and he was so tired he couldn’t even lift his blade. He walked toward the rapidly approaching ice giant.

      “What’s the plan?” Shrukew asked.

      “Check this out,” Ed told him. “I’m going to rip him apart with my bare hands and then we’re going to crawl inside his belly for warmth.”

      “Ancestors! Really?”

      “Sure, just give me some space.”

      Watching the giant run was almost a zen-like experience. Ed hoped that Alder had made it out all right and that he’d somehow find out how Ed had died, because the mental image of a wounded Dungeon Lord facing an ice giant in the middle of an infernal ice storm belonged in his Chronicle. Of course, the very next second would end with Ed going to meet Murmur after an unceremonious splat.

      However, he still had one trick to try. Without ceremony, he drew his sword and tossed it on the snow. At his current pace, the giant was about five seconds away, close enough for Ed to see the thick saliva trailing behind the beast’s ugly face.

      “Kharon,” Ed said quietly. “I know you’re watching.”

      Nothing happened, except now the giant was four seconds away.

      “Ryan didn’t wake up on his own. You interfered. We are here because of you. That goes against our agreement, asshole.”

      Two seconds away and so close Ed could smell him. He activated improved reflexes out of instinct, but fought back against the overwhelming impulse to dodge at the last instant. The only way this would work was if Kharon realized Ed wasn’t going to even attempt to slug it out.

      However, Ed wasn’t entirely convinced he was right. Perhaps Ryan had woken up on his own, by a cosmological coincidence, and his headache was just due to how hard Vaines had punched him.

      That would be an undignified way to go.

      “Well, guess your stupid game is out one player,” Ed said. The Alder in him carefully considered what his last words were going to be. Caring about those things was part of the Dungeon Lord package. Would it be an inspiring phrase? Forgiving? Maybe wise? In the end, he decided simple was better.

      “Thanks for nothing, you piece of—”

      The giant was upon him, like an avalanche that smelled of old piss and decay. The bone swung at the Dungeon Lord with the violence of a demolition crane.

      The mace stopped an inch from the Dungeon Lord’s ear. The giant stood like a frozen statue, and even the snowflakes had stopped their movement.

      Ed let out the breath he had been holding and wiped the sweat from his forehead as he turned around.

      “There you go,” he said quietly. “That wasn’t so hard.”

      Kharon, Murmur’s Boatman, glared at Ed with red eyes that oozed evil.
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Chapter Fourteen

          

          *Three Customary Questions

        

      

    

    
      The Traveler Between Dimensions, Ender of Innocence, Child Eater, and a slew of other edgy titles usually met Ed with a gleeful smile on his featureless, wax-like face. This time, however, Kharon’s lipless mouth trembled with anger. The sight almost made Ed take a step back. “Edward. I thought we understood each other. I am not a damned Deus Ex Machina for you to call upon whenever you get yourself in trouble.”

      “I damn well will if your direct meddling is about to get me killed,” Ed said.

      “You’re a Dungeon Lord; hard as a roach to kill or you get your money back. So what if the giant smashes you around a bit? At best he cripples you, and you become a Dungeon Jewel. At worst, you die, and the Wraith’s curse awakens you to undeath.”

      “No thanks. Lavy would hate me if I undeaded myself without her help.” Ed very carefully tried to get his breathing under control so the Boatman wouldn’t realize how much his brush with death had unnerved him. “I had won back there, Kharon. Ryan was with me, Vaines bought the ruse. But then you stepped in. What was it you told me once about not interfering with the affairs of mortals?”

      “Argent Planeshifter is different. He is my affair. I invested my own divine experience into his talents, so I have a say in where he ends up. And, you see, it’s more entertaining if he stays with Aramis.”

      At least the “freezing to death” part had been put on hold. Whatever power Kharon used to stop time, it didn’t slack on the job.

      Kharon was a demigod, powerful beyond the limits of mortals—even beyond Dungeon Lords. He was stronger than his little brothers, the Regents. But he was limited in the ways he could interfere with mankind, which was probably mankind’s greatest lucky break since the discovery of fire.

      After running into the Boatman far more times than he would’ve liked—which would have been zero—the Dungeon Lord had come to understand Kharon, in a superficial sort of way.

      Murmur probably wouldn’t have been happy at all if his bet with Ed had gone unresolved due to Kharon’s trickery. Any other death was fair game, as agreed. But the Boatman was Murmur’s agent, and his godlike power came with a set of godlike duties.

      In other words, Kharon had helped Ed because otherwise Daddy Dearest would’ve pitched a godly fit.

      “Your pride grows dangerous, Edward. Mortals sacrifice thousands of experience points to me in the hopes of earning the favors that could’ve been yours freely. Don’t expect me to repeat my offer. From now on, our friendly chats shall have to be strictly business, for I have chosen a new Champion.” Despite his nasty mood, a small grin spread across Kharon’s mouth, flashing Ed the sight of a black worm-like tongue. His headache grew as the distant music of Murmur’s sycophants flooded his mind.

      “Ryan,” Ed said. “Not exactly an impressive choice.” He refused to give Kharon the satisfaction of seeing him squirm.

      Kharon’s grin grew a tad. “Trust me, Edward, mortals are never impressive. What you can be is interesting. Entertaining, even. Your suspicions are right, I chose Ryan to annoy you. But I’m also curious about what happens to him. Murmur is so grandstanding! Always proving how fallible, how corruptible mankind is. But to find out where a spoiled brat ends up after imbuing him with powers no one else in Ivalis has? That’s more my jam. I’ve no idea what’s going to happen, but you can bet your carcass I’ll enjoy the show.”

      “One day, Kharon. One day a mortal is going to do something to you you won’t get to enjoy. Perhaps it will be me. Probably not. But one day, it will happen.”

      “You know what, Edward? I don’t think so. But even if you’re right… well, so what? I’ve gotten away with countless horrible, nightmarish, hilarious deeds for eons. What’s the score in the end? Untold millions for Kharon, one point for everyone else.” Kharon bent forward, making his black, tattered shroud ruffle over his thin and inhumanly proportioned body. “That’s the beauty of it. Even if you somehow beat me, I already won.”

      Ed found he had no answer to that. Only a sliver of truth in the core of his being. He wasn’t competing with Kharon. The demigod had to go so he could not terrify mankind further. To try to defeat the Boatman one day was a duty beyond the Lordship or anything of the sort. It was his duty as a human being.

      “How inspiring,” Kharon said, amusedly. “That’s the problem with you, Edward. Your pride won’t let you accept there are things you cannot influence. It makes you so easy to talk to I cannot stay mad at you for long. I gloat and you stand there and brood, instead of the usual mortal spiels. ‘Oh God, what are you doing to my liver?’, ‘Please, not my daughter!’, ‘Just kill me already you monster!’” Kharon shrugged. “It gets old after a while. Once you’ve heard one plea for mercy, you’ve heard them all.”

      The Dungeon Lord sighed tiredly and sat down on a nearby snow bank. “Now you’re just being edgy. Look, since you’re here anyway, you may as well answer a few of my questions. You owe me. For stealing the guy I stole first.”

      Kharon rubbed his nonexistent chin. “That sounds almost fair. Ask away. But you still owe me the experience points anyone else should have sacrificed for saving their asses.”

      “Nicolai, the man who attacked the Haunt years ago. We believe he was using mindbrood parts to enhance himself. If he was working together with Ranger Ioan, there may be others as well, but our investigations have come out blank. What do you know?”

      “Well, they aren’t with us. Not everyone in Ivalis is aligned with the Dark or the Light, Edward. Your friend Nicolai, whose death changed you so much, never so far as stepped into the Netherworld. Whatever is going on is an affair between mortals.”

      Ed winced. Had Alder been there, the Bard would’ve pointed out how much Kharon had just tempted fate right there. “You didn’t answer my question. You’re being vague on purpose. Give me something I can use, don’t try the ‘wise man who only speaks in riddles’ routine on a Dungeon Lord. I am not a naïve orphan on a quest."

      “Fair enough. To be honest, Nicolai’s organization is shielded from my gaze. As you know, I’m limited in the ways I can affect Ivalis. Unless his people, to give you a few examples, use a Dark Artifact, leave the Ivalian plane, or at least pray for my intervention, I cannot bypass their shrouds. However, the limitations of the Light are different. They act through champions that go wherever there’s a need to ruin everyone else’s fun. That means that if your friends’ intentions involve Heiliges or the Militant Church in any way, the Light is at least vaguely aware of them.”

      “So I should ask the people I’m currently at war with?” Ed shook his head. “Alright, at least it’s something.” He could either try to just ask Gallio, or attempt to infiltrate his own spies into Galtia, which would require stronger beings than the simple-minded spiderlings he used locally.

      “Anything else?” Kharon asked. “I’ve got stuff to do, Edward.”

      “What do you know about the Summoned Hero? The person that created the Inquisition’s Heroes in the first place. I believe he was deleted by Objectivity before I came here, but his creations remained. Is there a way to bring him back? Or at least to find out more about him at all?”

      “Bring him back from Objectivity? That’s like asking if you can reverse entropy. Not even the gods know what happens after Objectivity’s intervention. It was here before us. However. You may investigate further. Objectivity leaves traces, that’s how people even know something is missing in the first place. My advice? Earn the favor of my sister, she has a penchant for collecting Artifacts. You already know of the Shadow Tarot. Be careful, though. Skirt the matter instead of delving straight in, or it’ll be me who is left wondering about the Edward-shaped hole in my memories.”

      “Fine,” Ed said. That was a bit helpful. We’ll need to go on the hunt for some Artifacts. That should be fun. “One last question. Back there, Ryan asked me something. I don’t even remember what, but it really fucked with my head. Can Objectivity somehow affect Earth?”

      “Earth has its own set of rules,” Kharon said. His black beady eyes glinted with hilarity, as if hearing a joke whose meaning only he understood. “You know, Edward? The fun part is, anywhere but Ivalis and you would’ve solved that particular mystery yourself. But as it is, there is no way Objectivity will let you put two and two together—you’re too close. My advice? Don’t think about it. Perhaps you’ll stumble into it by sheer luck.”

      Ed studied Kharon’s expression and found he couldn’t read the demigod. It was true that, the harder he thought about it, it was as if a white fog spread through his thoughts. “I see,” was all he said.

      “Well, those were the customary three questions,” Kharon said, patting a few frozen snowflakes out of his shroud. “We are done here. Nice talking to you, Edward, as always. I’m still angry at you, though, so if you try this shit again next time I’ll teleport you to the void between two seconds and leave you there forever.”

      “Sure. And you remember to stay out of my business.”

      Kharon snapped his fingers, and Ed and Shrukew were in a familiar tavern, standing right in front of a table where Kes sat. There were a few screams of surprise behind Ed, and Kes almost upturned the table and was midways from drawing her sword when she locked eyes with the Dungeon Lord.

      Outside, something roared, there was a crash of broken glass, and people started screaming.

      “What in the Wetlands?” Kes asked.

      At that very moment, the doors from the tavern flew open and Alder rushed in like an exhalation, almost running into a purple half-fiend waitress in his path.

      “Everyone watch out, there’s an ice giant outside, the thing just came out of nowhere! And, Kes, Ed is stuck in the Netherworld! We need to rescue him before he freezes to death—” Alder blinked. Behind him, the ice giant Ed had faced in the Netherworld swung his mace around the street in a blind panic. “Oh. There you are, Ed. Damn, Kes. You are very good at rescues.”

      The giant grabbed a horse and threw it at a passing white carriage, which didn’t end well for anyone involved. “I think someone owes me an explanation,” Kes said. “But fight first, talk later, alright?”

      

      By the time Ed and the others had rushed out of the tavern, the giant had somehow gone out of view, half hidden by the crowd of fiends and Dark-aligned fellows rushing in the other direction.

      It was easy to follow the path of the giant. Just backtrack through the destruction and go in the direction of the most heartfelt screams. The problem was making way through the terrified crowd.

      “We should let someone else do the fighting,” Zcaceet said while he, Crait, and the rest of the carrion avians tried their best to take off in flight. The street was too packed, though, for them to extend their arm-wings.

      “I mean, we are in Xovia,” Alder told Ed, as the Dungeon Lord shouldered his way past a group of slime men. “These people are not exactly saints.”

      Ed shook his head. Every part of him, body and soul, begged him to just clock it out for the day. “No, the giant is our responsibility.”

      “Indeed,” said Shrukew. “Lord Wraith promised to gut him open with his bare hands. He was about to when we appeared here.”

      “What the hell kind of dinners do Dungeon Lords go to?” Kes asked loudly, before Ed could tell Shrukew he had merely been joking.

      They turned a corner past the “Dark Cloak Emporium” discount store and found their prey. The giant was swinging his mace against an empty set of ornamental plate armor that had been in display i a storefront. The mace turned the unenchanted steel into useless slag. Ed winced. That could’ve been him.

      The giant looked like shit, though. His gray face looked ashen, and his breath was ragged and difficult. His animal eyes were bloodshot, and the saliva trailing from his mouth bubbled with a nasty strain of yellow liquid mixed in.

      “What’s his deal?” Alder asked.

      “The heat is suffocating him,” Ed said. “He’s dying. But he can fuck a lot of shit up if we don’t speed along the process. Shrukew, you and your avians take flight. Grab anything heavy and drop it on his head. Alder, illusions duty, don’t let him strike anything or anyone real. Kes, use your shield to cover me and Alder. I’ll get his attention.”

      Sadly, he had lost his sword in the Netherworld, but he still had two advanced spells left. “Stone pillar!” he said, taking aim. His tired body produced the charge for the spell, and the ground right below the giant exploded upward after a second, into a perfect circular pillar that would’ve launched a man tumbling backward. The giant, though, merely stumbled back and fell on his ass.

      He looked back, straight at Ed, and the Dungeon Lord could swear the dumb creature had recognized him. “Here we go,” Ed said as the giant charged.

      Ed ducked, and Alder created four copies of the Dungeon Lord that charged the giant with flaming swords, all yelling dramatic nonsense taken straight from the Bard’s subconscious. At the same time, the carrion avians did a flyby at the confused giant and dropped debris straight on his head. Again, it did no apparent damage, but added to the confusion, which was the entire point.

      “Fall back,” Ed told the others, as the giant swung and turned one Ed illusion into mist.

      The giant rushed through a rain of falling debris, striking fake Dungeon Lords left and right. A drone rain would’ve done wonders in this situation, but the Netherworld lacked the ley lines to summon them. Instead, Ed turned to Alder. “Any runes left in your pocket?”

      “Shit, that’s right,” Alder said, rummaging frantically through his jacket. “Fireball?”

      There were still a few people rushing out of the street. “Wait a moment.”

      “We don’t have one!”

      The giant finished off the last illusion and, once again, locked eyes with Ed.

      “Into the stores!” Kes exclaimed, grabbing Alder by the cuff and tossing him through the open space left by a broken glass storefront. She was about to do the same to Ed, but the Dungeon Lord saved her the effort by just jumping through.

      He almost went unconscious from the pain in his abdomen as he fell. Glass shards stabbed his forearms. He just wanted the day to be over. Kes fell, rolled through the impact, and stood covered in glass next to him. Alder picked himself up as the other two ran into the store. A couple small fiends hidden under a table gave them a fearful look.

      The giant smashed against the building’s concrete, fell on his ass, and went on all fours to crawl inside like a dog digging into a rabbit hole. His extended hands were big enough to close around a man’s waist, and he was strong enough to tear one apart like wet tissue.

      “Ed!” Alder exclaimed frantically.

      “Not yet! Stone pillar!” The pillar surged forth from underneath the giant’s head, pinning him against the ceiling like a prisoner on an executioner’s block. The giant struggled frantically, pushing against the pillar, making terrible raspy sounds as he slowly suffocated to death on the warm Xovian air. “Now, Alder! Put him out of his misery.”

      The Bard didn’t wait for him to say it twice. The eldritch fireball rune, courtesy of Lavy’s magical research, surged through the air in a controlled burst. Kes stepped forward at the same time, bringing her shield down in front of herself and the others. Nonetheless, the impact tossed Ed back and shook the store to its core, cracking the ceiling and showering Ed in a cloud of concrete dust. His ears rang and his throat burned. He coughed and gasped for air as he stumbled upward.

      Kes, who was caked in the same dust, gave him a hand. Only a few meters away, the remains of the giant slid wetly to the floor.

      “Finally,” Ed said.

      Alder gave him a confused look. “My prompt says all experience points from the kill counted as a sacrifice to pay what the Haunt owed Kharon. What the hell happened in the Netherworld? You were there like two minutes!”

      Kes’ eyes widened. “What do you mean Netherworld? You two were supposed to have some canapes, then come back here!”

      Ed gave her a weak grin. “Infirmary first. I’m this close to passing out here, guys.”

      

      
        	You have gained 20 experience points for defeating an ice giant. The experience has been forfeited as a sacrifice to the Dark.

        	Your attributes have increased: Endurance +1.

        	Your skills have increased: Leadership +1. Your aura’s energy expenditure has been reduced.

        	There are new talent advancement options for you.
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Chapter Fifteen

          

          Schemes

        

      

    

    
      Lavy pulled back just in time to avoid the gigantic hand about to close around her neck. A series of enchanted straps and silver-infused chains stopped the undead appendage from escaping the confines of the dissection table and a safety spell triggered an instant later, dousing the table with an anti-magic field strong enough to disable the necrotic energies animating the hand.

      “Well, baby certainly has a bite,” Lavy said dryly. Behind the dissection table with all her tools, books, and scrolls strewn about, a vat filled with green viscous liquid cast a long shadow that reached down to engulf her. Lately it seemed as if it mocked her.

      All the resources at her disposal, all her riches and supposed talent, and yet what was supposed to be her biggest accomplishment eluded her.

      Animating Rolim’s body was no trouble in itself. Although she was a Witch and not a Necromancer, the process of creating a zombie was easier than animating a skeleton. With a skeleton you needed high Necromantic ranks to create the magical pathways to give it a “mind” capable of following simple instructions. A zombie, on the other hand, was an angry animated corpse running on leftover instincts, Dark magic, and an appetite for human flesh that no Necromancer could really explain. Zombies just seemed to like the taste.

      The problem was, Lavy didn’t want to create a zombie. She wanted to return Rolim’s spirit into the land of the living and force it back into his body. She wanted to create an intelligent undead.

      Her hand brushed against the unholy book lying open on the table.

      

      —Brief Introduction to the Dark: a layman’s guide to the worship of all things Unholy and Uncanny, by the emeritus Sage Obed-Ax-Tish—

      

      To say the tome was cursed was like saying a batblin bathed in butter running from a hell chicken was having a rough day. “Brief Introduction” had a long history of appearing at random at the worst places and unleashing horrible doom onto the poor fucks that read it without proper precautions, then disappearing again for years until some other idiot found it, then it happened all over again.

      Randomly, a Necromancer or a cultist with aspirations would manage to get his hands on it, and then the Inquisition, or the Adventurers Guild—or whoever was closest to the clusterfuck, really—would have to deal with an army of empowered undead abominations plowing through the countryside like a group of sailors through their first brothel.

      For some reason the tome preferred to appear to teenagers. Maybe, Lavy guessed, because teenagers often lacked the developed Spirit ranks to know not to open a book with such a title. Maybe they were just that gullible.

      Lavy had found it through the contacts of her shopkeepers, and their agents had found it in turn in the smoking remains of a Summer Palace in Plekth, after hiring the help of the Adventurers Guild to clear the site out of the angry aberrations that had murdered the poor princess—along with all her friends and retinue—who had found the book in the palace’s library. The Guild leader, the Rogue Katalyn, had assured Lavy in her letter that clearing the palace had been quite the adventure, and had thanked her profusely for the experience points.

      Lavy knew her witchcraft allowed her to bolster her Spirit with her Charm ranks when confronting cursed objects. Even then, she made damn sure not to even glance at the most dangerous parts of the book, confining herself to the eldritch secrets she knew she could handle. To avoid confusions, she had marked the risky sections with pink papers with warnings such as “Outer Realm Summoning: 5 ranks in Enhanced Witchcraft required.” The slips meshed well with the human-bound leather dust-jacket.

      The section she was studying was an account of the creation of the first Oldblood vampire during the Age of Myths. Obed-Ax-Tish, the Unholy Cleric / Bard that had penned the book, theorized that it had been Murmur’s first attempt at designing a Champion against his eternal enemy, and had done it by mixing Necromancy and Witchcraft, so Lavy knew her goal had historical precedence. Of course, she wasn’t a god, and no mortal could deal with the unfathomable divine energies a god could muster at will.

      Her Rolim didn’t need be as powerful as the first Oldblood. Only powerful enough to make a difference. Death had taken so much from her already. It was only fair that this vanquished enemy would help her protect herself and those she loved. But if divine energy was a requirement for creating an intelligent undead and not just Murmur going for as big a threat as possible, she was screwed before even starting.

      She struck the table in frustration, making Rolim’s sewn-together hand jump, and throwing a silver scissor down onto the floor.

      Having a rough time, dear? You should really check out the section “Beings Beyond the Veil,” Brief Introduction recommended in a friendly whisper. I bet my index page that you find the extra oomph you’re looking for there.

      “Is that so?” Lavy asked. Beings Beyond the Veil’s pink slip was marked as requiring 10 ranks in Heroic Witchcraft. “You would like that, wouldn’t you, bad boy?”

      Mmmh, purred the tome, oh yes. Come on. Just a quick peek. What’s the harm? Trust me, that chapter is going to clear up so much about what’s going on in your life, Lavy. You really should give it a try.

      Lavy rolled her eyes and flicked the tome hard on the spine with her thumb and forefinger, getting it to yap in surprise. “Don’t distract me while I’m working, or it’s back into the hell chicken manure bucket with you, dung-face.”

      You are no fun.

      “And I thought you were supposed to be full of steamy, mind-bending powers of Darkly seduction, but here we are, neither of us having any fun whatsoever.” She crossed her arms.

      The folds in the book’s cover bent in something almost resembling a pout. My powers of Charm grow the more corruptible a potential victim is. You, girl, are pretty much as corrupted as you can get, so I’m running on fumes here. How about you read Beings Beyond the Veil and max out your damn moral decay already so I can be on my way? I’ve got responsibilities, you know. Places to be, empires to topple, virgins to chase after with an axe.

      “Nah, I’m good,” Lavy said after a moment of consideration. “I’ve seen fully corrupted Witches before, and they are always ugly crones. Warts and stuff. That would be a waste of this—” she made an ample, downward motion with her hand. “Besides, if I cannot achieve my intellectual pursuits without abusing the magic of cursed tomes, am I truly a genius? I don’t think so, no. So.” She shrugged and picked up the fallen scissors, ready to get back to work.

      I don’t like you, said Brief Introduction.

      Lavy activated her Witch Sight and set to work on the magical system of Rolim’s hand, using her fingers to trace delicate runes and calculations into the enchantments already there. Perhaps if she could harness a powerful-enough energy source, like some kind of massive explosion, she could force the conflicting Tormegris Discus to synchronize with the Colcotar arrays… She toyed with the idea for a bit. She would need to build the mechanisms from scratch…

      This is boring, Brief Introduction whined after a long moment of blissful quiet. Are there any unsullied youths around? Maybe I can like… let you get away with reading a small glimpse if you lend me to one for a day.

      “Oh, I don’t think there are any left. It would be easier to smack Alita with you in the face than finding a virgin these days,” Lavy said, smirking.

      Really?

      “Maybe if you and all those other Dark assholes hadn’t gone around for years sacrificing them, people wouldn’t be in such a hurry to no longer qualify for the description.” She ran her finger down a specially challenging section of enchantment. “Perhaps try your luck with Alder? That’s as close as you’re gonna get, really.”

      The book’s pages ruffled in a way that sounded vaguely like a long, weary sigh.

      

      The Dungeon Lord sat as still as a statue, covered in shadows and draped in a cape that left visible only the two green pinpricks of light that were his eyes. One by one, the Court of High Minions, as Jarlen called them, arrived in the War Room and took their places at the stone table.

      Chronicler Alder, Head Researcher Lavina, Klek Adventurer Slayer, Executioner Jarlen, and finally Marshal Kessih. The air in the room hung heavy with gravitas, and Alder even took out ink and parchment to register the incoming debate.

      Kes was the first to speak. “There you are, Ed. So good to see you didn’t get into a fistfight with King Varon on your way here. Or you do that only during dinner?”

      Alder snickered and his feather scratched on the parchment. So much for gravitas. If Ed had had a throat, he would’ve sighed.

      “Leave our brave leader alone,” Lavy said. “Getting his ribs carved in by an angry Vaines was his plan all along. He’s probably courting her favor. She did send me back my carriage, after all.”

      The carriage had appeared one night through the Portal. After the Diviners had cleared it from curses, they had found a handwritten note that simply said:

      - Nice try. AV. -

      “We aren’t letting this go anytime soon, are we?” Ed asked, his voice a distant, cavernous rasp.

      “Of course we are, don’t worry about it,” Kes said, her expression a perfect poker-blank. “By the way, Father Zachary is holding a ceremony to Oynnes during the Spriveska festival, if Oynnes shows up please try not to get into a haggling match with him.”

      Even Jarlen’s silky veil fluttered as if hiding laughter. Ed clapped his hands, which made no sound because he had no skin, and he tried his best not to crack a smile himself. On one hand it was easy, because he didn’t have any facial muscles, but it was also impossible—the skull of the animated skeleton he was inhabiting was always smiling.

      “Okay, I get it. Dueling overpowered Dungeon Ladies at dinner time is a bad idea. Whatever reproaches you have to make, Andreena has probably already voiced them. Loudly. Over and over.” The Herbalist had used terms like “internal hemorrhage,” “how are you even standing, really,” and “another hit in the same place and you would’ve spent eternity as Lavy’s undead skeleton.”

      Kes crossed her arms and looked almost smug. “And what did she have to say about you possessing a pink skeleton to go around instead of resting?”

      “She… doesn’t need to hear about that,” Ed said. Then, the light pinpricks of his eyes blinked. “What do you mean pink?”

      “Your cape, Lord Ed,” Klek pointed out shyly. “It’s one of the Main Hall’s drapes. I thought you knew.”

      Ed looked down. The skeleton’s gaze was terrible, which was no surprise, given that it had no eyes. It mostly saw the world as a black and white, low-res, grainy video feed. He bent around to take a look at his back and saw that his “cape” had a lasershark sewn there.

      “Huh.” Ed said. He had worn the cape to differentiate himself from other animated skeletons going around. “So that’s why the drone that brought it was snickering.” He made a mental note to find the imp and send it to shovel hell-chicken-dung. “In any case,” he went on, crossing his skeletal hands together, “We are here to discuss a few important matters.”

      “Right,” Alder said, looking down at his notes. “In order of ascending importance, the Spriveska festival is only a few weeks away. Then we have the Raventa Situation, and most importantly, our preparations for the Endeavor.”

      “Let’s start with the fun part,” Ed said. “Klek, how is the Spriveska going?” The Dungeon Lord had missed the start of the week-long festivities because he had been too drugged up by Andreena’s concoctions to know in what world he was, so Klek had taken over while he recovered.

      The batblin crossed his tiny hands in an unconscious imitation of Ed. He bent forward, his black eyes shining with the same intensity he put to everything he did, from training to party prep. “All the villages and towns connected by the Gray Highway are coming to celebrate with us. A few of the more distant ones stay home, but they may be scared of the horned spiders of our mounted batblin delegations. Undercity is sending us food, mostly fish, and the butchers slaughtered and salted enough gray hell chickens for the feast. Drusb and the others are foraging Hoia for berries and insects for the side-dishes, Oscor and the smugglers promised a casket of pepper and maybe a smoked ham from Galemoor.” Klek licked his snout, as if already imagining the banquet. “Xovia’s taverns are sending us a cart full of barrels of wine so we don’t empty our storages.”

      Lavy raised an eyebrow. “How did you manage that?”

      “Well…” Klek looked ashamed. “At first they laughed when I proposed it, but then it slipped that the Monster Hunters may want to have another tavern rampage like last year’s. The innkeepers agreed to send the wine if I convinced the kaftar to spare their business.”

      “So you blackmailed them,” Lavy said. “That’s terrible, Klek.”

      “I learned it from you,” the batblin said sullenly.

      Lavy coughed. “Let’s forget we said anything. What about security?”

      “The Monster Hunters don’t celebrate Spriveska, so they agreed to keep an eye on the tunnels in exchange for a day’s leave in the Citadel,” Klek went on. “Empress Laurel shall protect the Haunt. The Thieves said work is best during this kind of festival so they’ll be active in Undercity, anyway. I think we’re good there?”

      Ed nodded. “Thank you, Klek. You did an excellent job.”

      The batblin beamed a smile and relaxed placidly on his chair. “I’m glad I could help. Picking the food was my favorite part.” He patted his belly, which seemed slightly rounder than usual.

      “Now, Kes, your turn,” Ed said. The jovial ambient of the meeting almost vanished. “Raventa.”

      Kes caressed the pommel of her sword, as she often did when deep in thought. “Good news and bad news, as always. The good news is, with Shrukew and the other carrion avians, we can observe the city from above, so their damned Initiative against our spiderlings is useless. The bad news… the city is better defended than we hoped. Only Galtia has more Inquisitors buzzing around. Shrukew is not the best at counting, but he says at least fifty Militant soldiers, a score of Raventian men as garrison, two dozen adventurers, four griffin riders, eight Inquisitors. And the Heroes, of course. Alas, Shrukew cannot tell who among those are Clerics or spellcasters.”

      “Ah, Wetlands,” Ed said. The few spiderlings that had been active in Raventa had estimated two thirds of those numbers. Of course, their scouting was outdated—the Militant Church had since deployed the supremely irritating “Feline Watch Initiative” in all its controlled cities. Hordes of cats roaming streets and rooftops sounded silly unless you were a spiderling trying to avoid being devoured by a creature that, in their eyes, was as invincible as a dragon was to a person.

      The soldiers the Haunt could take, but the Inquisitors, the adventurers, and the griffins, those were another matter entirely. Inquisitors could easily dispatch most fiends from the Netherworld, adventurers were like a swiss-army knife, decent at everything, and griffins were a hard counter to the horned spiders. They could simply find their commanding Queen and dispatch it from above and there was little the spiders could do about it. Sure, the Haga’Anashi could trap and dispatch a griffin, because that was what they did for a living after all, but the angry, armored nobleman with hundreds of experience points and expensive magical equipment that rode atop one made matters more difficult. In short, a griffin and its rider were the Ivalian equivalent of a flying tank. The Haunt had developed the witch’s fireball rune as a counter, but it simply wasn’t enough firepower.

      “That’s a lot of warriors eating on the backs of a few thousand farmers,” Alder pointed out. “Way more than Raventa can support by itself.”

      “Yes, the Militant Church is feeding them food from the villages of the other holds,” Kes said. “If we could cut the supply, perhaps by extending the Gray Highway, we would force them to redeploy or at least spend a fortune delivering provisions through summoning circles.”

      “We cannot afford the wait,” Ed said. “Even if they bleed the countryside dry, time is in their favor. The Militant Army is less than two years away, along with a supply line from Heiliges and provisions of their own. If we siege each city, we won’t even reach Galtia in time to face the army, much less unite Starevos.”

      “Without the monsters of the Nightmare Factory we cannot take Raventa without terrible losses,” Kes said. “I would rather we take the city sooner, though. It’s a strategic dream for us. It borders with Galtia, so we can pressure the Inquisition directly, we can easily defend their walls with an underground dungeon, and we can use the rivers that border Mitena and Caranus to threaten those cities too, forcing Heiliges to divide their forces further.”

      “So we take it by trickery?” Alder asked. “That won’t look the best in the ‘Chronicle of the Haunt’ but… I guess it’s better than to end it abruptly with a splash of my own blood.”

      “We could try an undead uprising, but their graveyards are protected,” Lavy said, scratching her scalp. “Mm. Maybe I could try something with a few cursed items—”

      “I can take it by myself,” interrupted Jarlen loudly.

      “You can?” asked Klek, eyes wide.

      The vampire made a wide gesture with her arms, in a grandstanding motion. “Without the Factory, I am the Haunt’s only siege weapon. It’s true that Raventa’s walls are protected against me just misting in, but the carrion avians are not undead. Buff them against detection, then have them fly me inside. Afterward, I can turn the population against our enemies. Keep the Inquisition distracted and in five nights half the city could be newborn Nightshades under my command. The Inquisitors would run out of spells long before dealing with all of them, and even if they do, the Haunt can just join the fight and win it easily.”

      “You’re right that it may work,” Ed said, trying to keep a level voice because in her fucked-up way Jarlen was trying to help. “But those people are innocents, Jarlen. Further, they are future citizens of my damn kingdom, so I refuse to curse them with vampirism. I have already explained my reasons why.”

      “The blood issue,” Jarlen said. “Yes. I’ve pondered about it. Although the idea utterly disgusts me, perhaps Head Researcher Lavina could develop through alchemy an alternate means of sustenance, so we could support a contingent of vampires without them turning loose on the population. Of course, any true vampire would still drink the real thing, but the arrow-fodder rabble can take whatever. Their immortality is more of a curse than a blessing anyway, so who cares?” Certainly not her, was her unsaid meaning.

      The challenge was enough that Lavy forgot her enmity with the Nightshade. “Artificial blood, huh? I’m not an Alchemist, and I suspect even then we could need restoration magic for it to work… but maybe it’s worth looking into. Researching it definitely won’t be fast enough to take Raventa in time, though. Sorry. It sounds like something that would take years.”

      “Wait a second,” Ed said. Something in Jarlen’s wording had caught his attention. On Earth’s modern depictions, vampirism was a disease transmitted by blood. However, there was no biological virus that allowed a reanimated, intelligent undead to transform into mist and back. Ivalian vampirism was a magical status change forcefully imposed on a recently dead person. “Vampirism is a curse,” the Dungeon Lord realized aloud.

      Jarlen looked offended. “By the most strict definition, then yes, Lord Wraith. But that’s not how a real vampire would—”

      “Jarlen, remind me how do you create a new Nightshade,” Ed said.

      “Simple. I just feed a drained victim some blood and some essence. Essence is our equivalent of experience points, and we only get it by emptying a human prey. The more essence we invest during the creation of our child, the more powerful she shall be. But few are willing to part with a part of our power. Most of the time, we feed them whatever essence we took from them in the first place.”

      Ed rapped his fingers along the table, thinking on the possibilities.

      “I really don’t like it when you get that look,” Kes said. “It means you’re about to come up with something dangerous.”

      “That’s why I love it,” Alder said, his feather hovering at the ready over the parchment. “Come on, Ed, give me a dramatic revelation. Shall it be hell chicken vampires? Because if it isn’t, you should really consider hell chicken vampires.”

      “Lavy, you specialize in curses. What if Jarlen gave you a vial of her blood to research?” Ed asked.

      “Wait,” Jarlen said, suddenly tense. “Do you intend to create a cure? Even if that were possible, which it isn’t, I would never help such a thing.”

      “No,” Ed said heatedly, talking in the same fast, excited tone that most software developers on Earth had when someone was bold enough to ask them about their open source GitHub contributions. “Not a cure. A different strain of the curse. A tamer version—scratch that, a tailored version—that better suits our needs. Maybe we can eliminate the need for human blood altogether. Or get rid of the… ah, sociopath part. If we can develop a controlled version of the curse, we could even have volunteer minions carrying vials with them. In case they fell in battle, they could come back and only have to deal with a mild aversion to sunlight. The medical benefits alone are worth it, not even taking warfare into account.”

      “It sounds impossibly dangerous,” Kes said. “But Lavy is the expert here. What do you think?”

      “Again, even if it works… that’s years of research, so we won’t use those Haunted vampires against Raventa,” Lavy said, but clearly only going through the motions of being a responsible magical scientist. Her eyes glinted with excitement. “It is dangerous. The curse of vampirism was created by Murmur himself—we call them Oldbloods. However, experts consider Nightshades and the Heiligian clans to be mutations of the original strain. Either by chance or by design, different strains can happen.” She flicked her hair back and smiled savagely. “Oh, certainly dangerous. To crack a divine curse would require someone beyond talent. Beyond genius. Someone with experience, a savant, one of a kind student of the arts. Of course, I’m talking about—”

      “Doctor Frederick. Of course. I should have thought about him myself,” Jarlen said darkly. “His skill at altering undead is par to none. The Regents themselves fight for one of his works. Excellent choice, Head Researcher.”

      “Actually,” Lavy said, “I was talking about m—”

      “Sadly, the good Doctor has refused to work as a minion for anyone since the accident that took the life of his wife. I barely managed to secure one of his creations as a Boss for our dungeons during the past year. But perhaps the sheer challenge of the task would be enough to convince him.”

      Ed remembered Frederick’s Boss—a giant undead bull that had kicked the asses of Ryan Silverblade and the other Heroes. Frederick’s creations certainly had the touch of a genius. He turned to Lavy, who had the expression of a starving girl who had a hot steak taken from her right before she could take the first bite. “Lavy, all the best researchers collaborate with one another. There are some projects too big for a single mind, no matter how brilliant. Think about all that you could learn from Frederick, and all you could teach him.”

      She clearly withheld a pout. “Whatever. I’m sure he’s an old asshole that’s all smoke and mirrors. How about you give me the task as a quest so I at least get some experience out of it?”

      Ed grinned, sure that his friend had swallowed the hook. “Here you go. Since Jarlen is getting Frederick in the first place, she is sharing the start.”

      

      Research Quest: Develop the Haunt’s own strain of vampirism. Reward: new minion type. First Part: Find a way to get Doctor Frederick on board.

      

      “Have fun working together, you two,” Kes said dryly, flashing Jarlen a mocking grin. “Maybe you’ll learn to get along after all.”

      Jarlen raised one very still finger. “Wait one second, Lord Wraith. I said I could do it. I’m not fully on board yet. Even if other Nightshades are a nuisance at most and competitors at best, we are still a prideful bloodline—not a strain. They are family, not unlike the Lordship. I may destroy my family members if they annoy me, but I won’t create a competing bloodline that could threaten our continued existence as a group.”

      Klek, who had so far followed the exchange with the pleasant, vaguely confused look of someone who is not entirely following the discussion but is fully on board with it, scratched his ears. “Nothing is ever simple with you, is it?” he asked the vampire.

      “Jarlen, I understand your position,” Ed said. “No, really.” The truth was, he often had a hard time empathizing with the murderous sociopath, but it was terribly easy to follow her logic when inhabiting a body without endocrine glands. In truth, the only thing close to an instinct he felt as an animated skeleton was the constant desire to pace along a six-by-six room until an adventurer came along he could bash with a rusty axe. “Our new strain won’t be a competing bloodline. For starters, it shall be much weaker. But also, it will be based on your blood. Our Haunted vampires—or whatever we will name them—would be your progeny. You will be the master of a new bloodline, all descended from you. And with the minionship securing their loyalty to you through the Haunt… well, think about Laurel and her Empire. Don’t you want something like that? To become some sort of… ah, Queen of the Damned?”

      Alder rubbed his chin. “I’ll have to think of a better title. Queen of the Night is too obvious. Queen of Blood is too pretentious. Mm.”

      The vampire turned to Lavy without hesitation. “You shall have Doctor Frederick.”

      Ed’s eyes flickered with satisfaction. Alder shifted forward and nudged him. “You are getting good at this,” the Bard told him.

      “Trial and error,” Ed said, with only a hint of satisfaction in his undead voice. “Lots of them.”

      

      One good idea per issue was good enough. Although the Raventa Matter wasn’t solved, Ed and the others agreed to float it to the rest of the Haunt’s commanders. Perhaps Kaga, Laurel, or one of the Bosses could come up with something.

      “The Endeavor,” Ed said, after refreshing his Murmur’s reach hold on the skeleton. Had he had a face, he would’ve winced. His friends weren’t going to like what he had to say. “Alder, you were there with me during our meeting with the Lordship. What do you make of them?”

      Alder coughed to clear his throat and smiled, clearly pleased to hold the other’s undivided attention. “While Ed so kindly created distraction after distraction during dinner, I was able to move more or less unencumbered. The gist of it is, Dungeon Lords are fickle, selfish, corrupt, and very dangerous. Contrary to what Lavy and I thought, they do have loyalties, though. To their houses, their Dark Patrons, and the Lotian King… ah, except they call it Baron? No idea why, perhaps they’re copying King Varon—” Alder blinked in confusion, his train of thought lost.

      “Count,” Lavy corrected him. “They are ruled by a Count that lives in Yhin. Lotia is comprised of free cities, and Yhin is the freest city of them all. Bastavar chose the title so Dungeon Lords wouldn’t get jealous about having a lesser title and try to claim the throne. This way, they think they’re equals.”

      “Actually, it’s a Marquis now,” Jarlen said. “Adolvar, son of Bastavar. Nothing like his father, if half of what I’ve heard is true.”

      “A Marquis? So every descendant will just keep pushing the issue further?” Lavy asked. “They’re asking for an eldritch edge knife to the back.”

      “I’m not surprised. Mortals are terrible at the political game, they just keep dying of old age before getting good at it.”

      “Batblins have cloudmasters,” Klek added helpfully. “And that works for us.”

      “People,” Kes said. “The Endeavor, remember? The longer we keep Ed here the louder will Andreena yell at us, so let’s wrap this up.”

      Alder coughed again, this time to regain their attention. “Fine, so Lotia has a Marquis. He’s supposed to coordinate the Dungeon Lords for the war with Heiliges. Now, the houses. Most Lotian Dungeon Lords—though not all—are created when a Regent bestows a Mantle to a noble house after they’ve performed enough sacrifices to earn their favor… Like a violinist courting the sponsorship of a rich patron. Then the house chooses the best candidate to the Lordship from among them and replaces his heart with the Mantle. Sometimes it’s the house patriarch, sometimes the heir, but not always. Some Dungeon Lords, like Lord Steros, are weapons the house wields against its enemies. Political leverage. From what I heard, that’s not the way it’s supposed to be—Murmur meant Dungeon Lords to rule among mortals—but it is the way Lotia does things nowadays.”

      “I know all those things,” Jarlen said with a dismissive wave. “What does it tell us about our chances to win the Endeavor?”

      “The houses are always fighting against each other, the Dungeon Lords the same,” Alder explained. “We can exploit those rivalries. The Dark Patrons trying to get the Lordship to work together is like trying to herd cats with their tails on fire. If Ed finds the right buttons to push, they’ll take each other out and leave the path to the Factory’s ownership papers wide open. I even prepared a list of which Dungeon Lord hates each other. I think divide and conquer is our best chance at winning.”

      “Divide and conquer, eh?” Kes said, with the hint of a grin. “So you do pay some attention during classes.”

      Something in Alder’s words sparked an inkling of an idea inside Ed’s mind, still too small, too unshaped, to make anything of it.

      “Right. I’ll grant this, Chronicler, I’m impressed you gleaned this much by sharing canapes with a couple minions,” Jarlen said. “However, there’s one detail you’re missing. The Lotians may hate each other, but they hate foreign Dungeon Lords way more. Like I said before, it’s a matter of bloodline. During the dinner, the Lordship studied Lord Wraith. Maybe they hoped to find a possible, albeit uncultured, brother. What they saw was a stranger from a faraway world that does not know their traditions and does not care for them. Worse, he challenges the balance of power. He threatens their standing and possibly intends to take the Standard Factory from Lotian hands. Do you understand what that means? The only thing worse than losing for all the competitors is that Lord Wraith wins. So when the Endeavor starts, chances are, most of them will simply fireball him at once, then get on with their business.”

      Klek scowled at the vampire. “They’ll have to get through me first.”

      “Trust me, batblin, they will.”

      Ed tried to massage his forehead, but managed only to scratch bone. He lowered his hand. “Jarlen is right. After the duel, I wouldn’t be surprised if they do exactly that.”

      “It’s all Kharon’s fault,” Lavy said. She threw a nervous glance to the ceiling, as if the Boatman were about to pop his head out of nowhere and jeer at her. Which, knowing him… if he could’ve, he would’ve. “After all the trouble you and Alder went through to capture Argent Planeshifter… Taking him out, or even having him on our team, would’ve been a massive advantage. The other Lords would’ve had to think twice about ganging up on us.”

      “Kharon even stole the experience from killing that giant,” Alder said sullenly. “Do you have any idea how many Bards have killed an ice giant before?” He pointed at his chest. “This Bard. And without the experience points, who will believe me?”

      “There, there,” Lavy said, awkwardly patting him on the back.

      Ed shook his skull. “Ryan was never going to help us, Kharon or not. He thinks he’s the hero of a Bardic play, he’ll never listen to anything I say. Hell, I can’t even blame him. In his shoes? If he suddenly came out of this door and told me Kes is some evil mastermind that has manipulated me about everything, I would laugh in his face and tell him to pound sand.”

      “I can’t even convince you not to pick a fight with a Dungeon Lady seven times stronger than you,” Kes said. “Being a mastermind sounds so nice.”

      “The truth is,” Ed went on. “I dueled Vaines because it was the right thing to do. Simple as that. I would do it again. It changed the perception of our rivals, but that only is a bad thing if we refuse to adapt to the new status quo.” The seed of the idea that Alder had given him grew. The Dungeon Lord chased after it, speaking aloud his reasoning. “We know they’ll attack me first. So we do something they’d never see coming. Give them a common enemy, a foreigner they’d hate more than me. A distraction. While they’re fighting him, I can beat them to the Factory.”

      Kes raised a weary eyebrow. “Let me guess, you’re about to say something incredibly dangerous.”

      “What if we summoned an Inquisitorial strike team right at the start of the Endeavor?” Ed asked.

      The reactions of the others came at the same time and were all a variation of “Have you gone mad?” Ed waited patiently for them to calm down and actually process his idea. It would have been easier without Jarlen cackling like a maniac.

      Kes was the first to recover. “Certainly no one would expect you working with the Inquisition,” she said. “How would you even manage such a thing?”

      It was actually quite simple. Ed’s explanation only took a minute. After he was done, Jarlen had stopped laughing.

      “The Inquisitors could attack you on sight as well,” Lavy pointed out. “You’re adding more enemies to the equation.”

      “Yes and no,” Ed said. “I’m adding more chaos to the equation. Right now, as it is, the math problem is already solved—the Dungeon Lords attack me first thing, I go down, it’s over. An Inquisitorial team complicates things, which is good for me. Also, I’ll know they are coming, so I can make sure I’m not in the line of fire when they do.”

      “What if they send Sheriff Gallio?” Klek asked.

      “That would be worst-case scenario,” Ed said. Something told him Gallio wasn’t going down easy. “But even then, he’s still better than the alternative.”

      “Ancestors save me,” Kes said. “Divide and conquer, is it not? That’s how you got the idea in the first place. Have I created a monster? Sometimes I think I’m the only sane person in this entire dungeon.” She shook her head, then looked up. “Stop laughing, Sarge.”

      “Right,” Alder said, after giving Kes a worried glance. “Ed, what if the Inquisition brings more than one team? What if they bring more than anyone can handle?”

      “They won’t have time,” Ed said. “I’ll explain further later. Do we agree this is our best bet to open the Endeavor?”

      “At least it’ll lead to the biggest bloodbath,” Jarlen said happily. “I’m all for it.”

      The rest gave their approval, begrudgingly or not. It was a callous plan, one that Ed never would’ve even considered it had he not been at war with the Inquisition. Years ago, he would’ve tried to find a way not to shed unnecessary blood. The person he was today disagreed with his past self about what “unnecessary” meant.

      “What about the rest of the Endeavor?” Lavy said. “We still have to survive the traps once we’re inside. No Dungeon Lord has managed to reach Evangeline Tillman’s office before.”

      “If she didn’t intend for the Factory to change hands, she and Saint Claire would’ve destroyed it,” Ed said. “So there must be a way. We prepare the best we can. Hopefully the research and the new weapons we’re developing give us an edge. To start, I’ve a couple experience points I’ve been saving up. After seeing Vaines in action, I think it’s time to put them to use.”

      “How many?” Jarlen asked.

      “About five hundred, give or take.”

      “You dueled Vaines at almost half your potential power?” Lavy asked, eyes wide. “Are you out of your mind?”

      Ed shrugged, and turned to Kes. “What do you think, would five hundred points have made a difference?”

      Kes mulled it over, then smiled. “I see. Another gamble. If I didn’t know for a fact that you’re making it up as you go along, I would say you planned it from the start.”

      Ed grinned mysteriously, easy enough because grinning mysteriously was pretty much his only available expression as a skeleton.

      Lavy bristled. “This Alder way of not saying things clearly until the last second is getting to my nerves. What in the Wetlands are you people talking about?”

      “See, five hundred points wouldn’t have changed the result of the duel,” Kes explained. “But now, Vaines thinks she has an idea about Ed’s capabilities. During the chaos of the Inquisition’s arrival, she may forget to look at his updated character sheet. It may give him an opening. Once again, Ed is trying to use their expectations of him in our favor.”

      Klek clapped happily. “We are going to win!”

      Only because of the obvious did Ed’s grin not falter. Of course the situation looked bright. Every single plan in history looked good before it came into contact with the enemy. All the other Dungeon Lords were probably scheming right now, same as he was, all of them ready to take the Factory one way or the other.

      In the end, beyond the plans, preparations, and experience points, Ed had to admit there was something beyond anyone’s control that could decide the winner of the Endeavor. Call it fate, or bravery, the gods’ favor, even luck. All he could do was his best and hope it was enough.

      “Alright,” Alder said, “show us the goods. Let’s see those amazing Lordly talents you’ve saved up for an entire year.”

      Ed showed them.

      

      Power Strike (30 experience) - The user adds +1 to his Brawn attribute when making an attack with a melee weapon.

      Energy Drain: Activated. Moderate.

      

      Advanced Reflexes (50 experience) - The user’s improved reflexes are upgraded with his choice of the following:

      -The energy cost per second is greatly reduced.

      -The reaction time of the user is greatly improved, although the energy drain is increased as well.

      

      Korghiran’s Secret Resistance (50 experience) - After sustaining damage, this talent allows the user to bolster his Endurance with up to half of the user’s Mind ranks, as long as he passes a Spirit contest with difficulty depending on the amount of damage received.

      Energy Drain: None.

      

      Advanced Metabolism (40 experience) - Reduces the energy cost of all talents by 50% - the caloric requirements of the user are increased by the same amount.

      

      Spectral Regeneration (40 experience) - This talent greatly speeds the user’s recovery time.

      Warning: This talent advances the Wraith’s Curse.

      Energy Drain: Activated by damage. Moderate.

      

      Otherworldly Evil Eye (40 experience) - The Dungeon Lord’s Veil Piercing Evil Eye is upgraded with a constant effect. The Dungeon Lord can now command any non-intelligent undead. He can also attempt to wrestle control of the undead if a Necromancer or other Dungeon Lord is currently commanding them by defeating them in a Spirit or Charm contest.

      Energy Drain: Constant. Moderate.

      Choosing this upgrade disables the Frightening Evil Eye upgrade tree.

      Warning: This talent greatly advances the Wraith’s Curse.

      

      Frightening Evil Eye (40 experience) - The Dungeon Lord’s Veil Piercing Evil Eye is upgraded with a constant effect. The Dungeon Lord may now frighten his enemies if they fail a Spirit or Charm contest against him. A frightened enemy cannot cast spells.

      Energy Drain: Activated. Moderate.

      Choosing this upgrade disables the Otherworldly Evil Eye upgrade tree.

      

      Pledge of Shadow Armor (80 experience) - The Dungeon Lord’s Pledge of Muted Armor is upgraded with new effects. At his command, the Dungeon Lord is enveloped by hard sheets of shadow that count as magical armor for defensive talents and spells. These tendrils are greatly resistant to magic, but are vulnerable to sunlight and holy magic. Progress along this tree enhances the Shadow Armor up to the equivalent of a Heroic full plate set.

      Energy Drain: Constant. Moderate.

      Choosing this upgrade disables the Pledge of Cursed Armor upgrade tree.

      

      Pledge of Cursed Armor (70 experience) - The Dungeon Lord’s Pledge of Muted Armor is upgraded with new effects. The Dungeon Lord gains knowledge of a ritual to summon a cursewing fiend and bind it to his will. The cursewing cannot survive without drinking a token amount of the Dungeon Lord’s blood each day, so it shall protect him at all costs. The Pledge of Muted Armor allows the cursewing to disguise itself as part of the Dungeon Lord’s vestments, usually as a cape.

      Energy Drain: Constant. Low.

      Choosing this upgrade disables the Pledge of Shadow upgrade tree.

      

      Elder Lord Aura (80 experience) - The Dungeon Lord’s Ancient Lord aura is upgraded with new effects. He and the minions in the area of effect are now resistant to Holy magical sources. His minions are immune to mind-control magic, and all the attribute bonuses they receive from Ancient Lord aura are increased by one extra rank.

      Energy Drain. Activated. High.

      

      Wraith Step (50 experience) - The Dungeon Lord gains the ability to instantly transport himself to any uncontested location of a dungeon he owns and is currently inside. All the items he wears on his person are transported as well.

      Energy Drain: Activated. Moderate.

      Warning: This talent advances the Wraith’s Curse.

      

      Banshee Shriek (50 experience) - The Dungeon Lord gains a scream attack. Any creature within hearing range must immediately pass an Endurance contest. If they fail, they become frightened and unable to cast spells. Any creature with a Fortitude rank lower than five is instantly killed instead.

      Energy Drain: Activated. High.

      Warning: This talent advances the Wraith’s Curse.

      

      Advanced Spellcasting (150 experience) - Improves the Spellcasting talent, allowing the user to cast Advanced-ranked spells.

      -The user starts with one advanced spell per day besides his basic ones.

      -Upgrading to this talent slows down improvement of the basic version.

      

      “Advanced metabolism and reflexes are instant buys,” Ed said after everyone was done reading. He chose the version of the reflexes that reduced the energy expenditure, thinking back to his duel with Vaines. Talent-improved creatures had defenses or protections of their own, so it wasn’t as easy to take them down with a single surprise hit. Better to ensure he could go the distance and have enough Endurance to last until he could bypass their magic. This fit his own build and also Kes’ own defensive style of fighting, which formed the core of his own. “Same for power strike and the aura upgrade. I would get advanced spellcasting, but the experience cost is way too high.”

      “That’s because your improved casting skill is not yet trained enough,” Lavy said. “Most Wizards learn advanced casting only later in life, unless they are adventurers that can spare the points. Non-specialized casters rarely pass advanced, though—heroic magic has a geometric increase in power and requirements. Even Vaines hovers in advanced, but she is less of a specced caster than you are.”

      “When are you buying advanced, then?” Ed asked her.

      “I’m only a few points short, but I want to grind the rest of the improved daily spells before further halving my improvement. Also, my Witchcraft relies on rituals and cost-effective castings, so I benefit more from a high skill knowledge rather than brute-force magic, unlike you.”

      Ed’s Dungeon Lord magic made him an innate caster, but without Lavy’s lifetime of training with the inner workings of magic, he was pretty much limited to whatever spells he could learn from spellbooks or through his Mantle. Lavy had taught him a bit, but with barely any free time at all, his progress wasn’t as fast as it could’ve been. Better to wait until he had improved casting understood before dividing his attention even more.

      “Pledge of shadow armor would be useful if you’re caught in an ambush again,” Kes noted. “As you don’t have to rely only on the spidersilk vests for protection.”

      “However, cursed armor sounds way cooler,” Alder said. “Your own pet cursewing? Sign me up for that talent anytime.”

      “Alder, choosing an upgrade because it looks better is not really a smart idea,” Kes said.

      The Bard shrugged. “Well, surely an immortal fiend devoted to his protection has more uses than armor that is made redundant if Ed is already wearing plate.”

      “That’s a good point,” Ed said. “I cannot enchant the tendrils or improve them without experience points, but we can with plate armor. Cursed armor wins this one, I think.”

      Knowledge about the ritual flooded into his mind right after purchasing the talent. He would need to gather a few ingredients, but they weren’t anything the Haunt’s reserves lacked. He could handle it later tonight.

      “Now that we have the less impressive talents out of the way,” Jarlen said. “You’re entering the big leagues, Lord Wraith. Korghiran’s secret resistance is a talent granted by your Dark Patron. It shall make you survive damage that would kill a normal human. Mix it with spectral regeneration and perhaps Master Andreena shall sleep better without you coming and going from the Infirmary so often.”

      “If the snake woman granted it, can’t she also take it away if Lord Ed pisses her off?” Klek asked timidly. “He kinda does that often.”

      Jarlen scowled. “By now, Lord Wraith should know better. I’m sure Lady Vaines has an enhanced version from the Regent of Embers. If I recall correctly, it bolsters Endurance with Charm instead of Mind.”

      “I’m siding with Klek on this one,” Ed said. “Isn’t there a version of this talent that doesn’t rely on a Dark Patron? Because it does seem incredibly useful.” Anything that helped his guts stay where they belonged during a fight he was all about. Also, his Spirit was higher than his Mind. If only he could design the talent himself… “Is there a way to make your own talents?”

      Kes raised an eyebrow. “Only through a lifetime of mastery. Power strike was created by an aging warlord as a gift to the warriors of his family. It spread from there. In other words, you need at least a heroic-level skill before even trying. Just ask the halfling monk that the Haga’Anashi love to train with, he’s developing his own martial style, which includes its own talent tree. If I live long enough, perhaps I’ll try my hand at it as well.”

      “Understood. Well, I’ll sit on secret resistance for a while. I don’t want to rely on Korghiran’s favor, but if the Endeavor comes and I don’t have a better option, I’ll take it.” He frowned. Most of the remaining talents would advance the curse the Light had afflicted him with during his fight with the wraith of Katalyn Locksmith’s father. These talents were slightly more powerful than most of his normal choices, but much like secret resistance, they came with huge trade-offs.

      Ed had seen what could happen to him if he abused the curse in a blind pursuit of power. The Shadow Tarot had shown him a vision of a Wraith Lord, trapped forever between life and death, not truly undead but also not really alive. The Wraith Lord haunted forever the halls of a dead dungeon, its living inhabitants long ago perished, only their bones and reanimated corpses left as remnants.

      A fate worse than death. The Dungeon Lord hesitated. He needed the power of these talents just to survive, that’s why he had selected them from a bigger list in the first place. But he couldn’t take all of them. He had to be cautious to always remain human at his core. If he lost that, all that mattered he would lose as well.

      He shared his misgivings with his friends and explained what he had gleamed from the workings of the curse. “There’s a slider going from zero to ten that marks the progress of the curse. I’m currently sitting at one—” he raised his skeletal hand. “Every point from five to ten comes with increasing penalties to my humanity. I can handle up to three more points without much risk. Most of these talents advance the curse by one point, except the Evil Eye upgrade, which adds two.”

      “Careful, Ed,” Lavy told him. “This is a divine curse you’re trying to use to empower your build. It is designed so you want to increase it. If you make a mistake, you could lose yourself without realizing it.”

      “What’s so bad about undeath?” Jarlen said. “You’re inhabiting a reanimated body right now and are not complaining. Head Researcher Lavina has continually claimed she’ll raise you to unlife if you were to fall in battle. Accepting the curse would make you far more powerful than a regular wraith. I’d say the Light was acting on impulse when it cursed you, because in my eyes this is more of a blessing.”

      “Look,” Lavy said, crossing her arms and flashing Jarlen an angry glance. “I say a lot of things. If I wanted to be taken seriously on all of them, I’d let you know. Even if I were to raise Ed, or Alder, or any of us, it would be on our terms. I would take care to preserve their soul—or whatever it is that makes us, us. Learning how to do this is literally my life’s work. Remember Rolim? That’s prototype one. If this curse reached its full strength, the creature that’s left wouldn’t be my friend, so the Light can go screw itself.”

      “Aw, Lavy,” Alder said with a big smile. “I’ll never tire of hearing that you care about us.”

      Lavy rolled her eyes. “Hug me and I’ll hex you.”

      “Only if you target the right Alder among my decoys,” Alder told her.

      “Yes, that’s very kind of you, Lavy,” Kes said before the Witch could preventively hex the Bard. “But when I die, just bury me. Avian afterlife is not that bad.”

      “Same for me,” Klek said. “Batblins go to Hogbus’ great forest in the sky. At least, my father said so. There are huge fruity insects and no wolves.” His ears lowered. “But also no horned spiders. Does that mean I won’t get to see Tulip again?”

      “Don’t worry, little guy,” Lavy said. “As Ed’s minions, we’ll all probably languish in one of the cells of Murmur’s unholy dungeon for all eternity. Also, I’m raising you whether you want it or not, I never said it was up to debate. Anyway, Ed, otherworldly Evil Eye is the most powerful of your choices. Any Necromancer would buy it instantly, but it doesn’t fit your build at all, and if you take spectral regeneration—which you should—it would leave you at four points. That’s safe, but you would be risking it. Listen to an expert and stay on three points just in case there’s a side-effect we don’t know about yet. So take the regeneration and choose between wraith step or banshee shriek.”

      “All of that makes sense, Lavy. Let’s see. I can use the shriek outside my dungeon and silencing spellcasters would be very useful,” Ed said, thinking aloud. “But I can do the same thing with frightening Evil Eye. Wraith step is more flexible and I’m already thinking of some nasty ways to abuse it with the Gray Highway. So that’s my final choice.”

      After he was done upgrading his character sheet, Ed shifted his skeletal body inside his cape. He didn’t feel very different, but that was because he didn’t feel anything at all. Only when he returned to his own mortal body would he notice the bulk of the changes.

      It was so easy to be an animated skeleton. The idea made him uneasy. The core of his being, the spirit that inhabited this body, urged Ed’s mind to return to where he belonged.

      “What’s next?” Alder asked.

      “Well, I should make sure our research will be ready in time for the Endeavor—”

      At that moment, the doors to the War Room opened and Andreena the Herbalist strolled inside, angrier than Ed had ever seen her. She wielded one of Heorghe’s forge hammers in one hand, and her eyes were fixated on Ed’s.

      “What do you think you’re doing outside of bed?” Andreena said quietly, as she approached the head of the table. “I thought I was very specific about your rest. You may have escaped from Vaines’ wrath, Dungeon Lord, but you’re not escaping mine. Your luck ends here.”

      Everyone else hurried to vacate the room. Traitors, Ed thought. Were skeletons capable of feeling fear?

      “Well, you see, technically, I’m just taking a nap—”

      “Go talk technicalities with Murmur. Back to bed with you, and stay there until you’ve healed!”

      Ed wasn’t fully sure how Andreena had destroyed the skeleton. Before he realized it, he was an unshaped cloud of ectoplasm flying at full speed toward the infirmary, and in the blink of an eye he was back in his own body, where an exhausted sleep claimed him at once.
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Chapter Sixteen

          

          While the Dungeon Lord Rested...

        

      

    

    
      Forgemaster Heorghe stood regally among the chaos of his forge, like a king watching paternally as his subjects ran one way and the other in varying degrees of urgency, carrying smoking trays with white-hot rods, or primed explosive runes that could easily go off if the batblin that brought them tripped on one of the many barrels or tools lying around.

      Behind Heorghe, orange flames came roaring from a huge furnace, wide maws open like one of the dragons from legend. Kes approached him almost reverently, her avian bones remembering through raw instinct a time beyond memory, when her ancestors hadn’t been the majestic rulers of the skies they were today, but mere prey for the armored titans that made active volcanoes their nests. She barely resisted the urge to shiver.

      “Ah, Kes. I was wondering when you’d show up,” Heorghe said. “How is our brave leader doing today?” he asked.

      “Still resting in the infirmary,” Kes said. “Andreena has him on lockdown. No one comes in, no one comes out. Otherwise he’d keep going until he truly managed to do some lasting damage.”

      “That sounds like Ed. You know, the first time I met him, I thought charging a spider Queen by his lonesome was as brazen as a man could get. Every year I spend in the Haunt he seems hellbent on proving me wrong.” Heorghe’s laughter was booming and boisterous, and his broad shoulders fell and raised as if propelled by a pair of bellows. He patted his belly, which protruded a bit more nowadays than back in Burrova during the good old times.

      Near the furnace, rows of batblins worked next to each other, each one hammering away at small metallic pieces. Drones brought any finished parts to Heorghe’s apprentices for assembly. His daughters, who were the most experienced, led the others. First time that Kes had seen them, they had been tiny, soot-covered fiends running through the blacksmith like they owned the place. They were young women now, tall, with Heorghe’s humor and Ivona’s beauty. The oldest had married a few months ago, to one of the Haunt’s Rangers, breaking Alder’s heart in the process—or so had the Bard dramatically claimed.

      “There’s a small army down here,” Kes said, soaking sweat off her forehead with her sleeve. “It seems like it doubles in size when I’m not looking.”

      Heorghe gave the place an appraising glance, probably noticing myriad tiny mistakes that only a master Blacksmith could even see. “For every army you meet on the battlefield, there’s at least five invisible armies dedicated to feed it and arm it. Sadly, we’re short—on everything. The forge is always expanding, we’re always hiring, and yet it’s never enough. We need more iron, more coal, more silver, more experienced blacksmiths. We need specialists that know their way around advanced enchantments. If only the Militant Church’s blockade wasn’t around, we could get all of that. But it seems that in order to defeat the blockade, we need to defeat the blockade.” He shrugged. “Ed told me once to see it as a resource-optimization game. I see it more like choosing if today I’m going to get kicked in the right nut, or the left.”

      “In that case, I’m glad I’ve neither,” Kes told him. “I’ll see if we can send more gold your way, Heorghe, but I won’t lie to you, our own resource-optimization upstairs is pretty saturated as well.”

      “I appreciate the sentiment, Kes, I really do,” Heorghe said. “But something tells me the great Marshal of the Haunt isn’t here to commiserate about funding. Do you want to take a glance at our secret projects?”

      Kes grimaced. “Yes, but first you should make sure I’m who I say I am. It’s protocol.”

      It had been Kes herself who had put it into place, and she was sure as hell not going to set a bad precedent by ignoring it. Heorghe winked at her and pointed at the small anti-magical circle engraved in silver on the floor a few feet away. A couple of newbie kaftar guards and a small contingent of invisible spiderlings witnessed the whole sequence. After the Marshal stepped on the circle and no illusions were disabled, she also had to repeat two different passwords—one that established her credentials, and another whose last two letters spelled a different secret code.

      “Ah, just to make sure,” Heorghe said, squinting to read the soot-covered manual with the meanings of each combination. “You are not being coerced to betray the Haunt by magical or mundane means, right?”

      “You know, if I were, and you asked me that aloud—” Kes shook her head. It wouldn’t do well to her blood pressure to get mad so early in the day. “Two ‘o’s’ is the all-clear, Heorghe. An ‘o’ and an ‘a’ means I’m being coerced against my will. If that were the case, protocol dictates you should pretend like nothing is wrong, then secretly signal the guards here to notify Lavy and the Diviners—”

      “Yes, yes, I know all that,” Heorghe said, waving a dismissive hand. “It’s just that there’s a blotch on the page. Alright, since you’re absolutely not being coerced right now, please follow me.” As Kes stepped off the circle, the Blacksmith gave the guards a thumbs up.

      “Was that the signal?” whispered one of them.

      “Of course not,” said the other. “That one means that she was being coerced but no longer, and now is tricking the bad guys into thinking she still is, so we ought to—”

      “—present yourselves immediately at the Training Facility for a remedial course in security protocols,” Kes finished for them. “A thumbs up is just a thumbs up, people.”

      Back at boot-camp, we would’ve flayed whoever cleared those two for guard duty, Ria’s voice told Kes as she followed Heorghe deep into the forge.

      Have you ever wondered why there’s few professional kaftar armies but many mercenary bands? Kes asked, fully aware that she was technically speaking to herself. They would much rather find something to punch rather than sit down and listen to some old ass talk about hand gestures.

      If I shaped your rowdy ass into something almost resembling proper shape, then this should be easy enough.

      “Sure, Sarge, whatever you say,” Kes muttered, rolling her eyes.

      “Sorry, did you say something, Kes?” Heorghe asked.

      “So when are you expecting your first grandchild?” Kes hurried to ask.

      The rest of the trip was spent with Heorghe talking about family planning. By the way he spoke, Kes suspected that the Forgemaster believed conception involved him wanting it to happen strongly enough, with the newly-weds having little to no say in the matter.

      They arrived at a corner of the forge. “Here we are,” said Heorghe, grabbing one of the small brass chandeliers from the wall and pulling down. Gears ground and rusty iron screeched against rusty iron as a series of pulleys slid a section of the wall sideways to reveal a passage downstairs.

      “Secret door,” Heorghe explained. “Ed suggested a few mirage traps, but I have a love for the classics.”

      He brought her through a cramped passageway that ended on a heavy iron door. Kes could’ve sworn she heard a small explosion going off in the distance. Had the ceiling shaken just a little or had that been her imagination?

      “Here, put these on,” Heorghe said, grabbing a pair of thin devices from hangers on the wall and passing her one. It looked like some sort of tin diadem with a pair of leather cups at each end. “Cover your ears. Trust me, you’ll regret it if you don’t.”

      Kes did so and tightened a pair of straps so the cups fit snugly around her ears, dampening all sound. After that, Heorghe handed her a thick leather vest that made both of them look as if they had potbellies, and also a pair of thick safety goggles.

      After she was done adding protection after protection, Kes could barely see or hear, and had to shuffle her way because of all the padding she carried on her.

      “Is this all necessary?” she asked.

      “What?”

      “Is this all necessary?” she yelled.

      “Only on a good day!” Heorghe yelled back and grunted as he pushed the iron door open. “On a bad day we’re probably fucked, anyway. Hey, lads, you still alive here? Come say hello!”

      The room they stepped into was a long rectangle divided in half, with the farthest half mostly empty except for some training dummies in rough shape standing near the distant wall. The first half was cramped, with a pair of tables full of tools and wooden models, as well as chalkboards strewn with calculations, and even more tools and jars of oily ingredients arrayed disorderly on wooden stands all along the walls.

      Two old, bony gnomes barely raised their eyes as the Forgemaster and the Marshal entered. Kes barely recognized them as gnomes at first, they almost looked like fiends wearing their goggles and the rest of their safety gear. Both gnomes sat next to each other, working on different parts of a disassembled iron-gray tube.

      “Careful,” one of the gnomes said. “There are primed explosive runes in here. Don’t touch anything.” His long gray hair had a bald spot in the middle and was split into two ratty ponytails. As Kes carefully approached, she realized his chair was a sort of metallic contraption with wheels, not entirely unlike one of the Gray Highway’s wagons. He had a nervous air to him, as if he expected an explosion at any time, and was ready to make a run for it at the drop of a hat.

      “Actually, please do,” said the other. “Take me out of my misery.” A long burn traveled up the side of his face all the way to his scalp, leaving his remaining hair styled as a sort of war-crest. He seemed the nicest of the two. “Another week working on a dead-end and I’ll have enough of a mood to become a Dungeon Lord myself.”

      “And who are you two, exactly?” Kes asked, eyeing their handiwork. “And what am I looking at?”

      “Ah, is this a test of our progress?” asked the war-crest gnome. “Apologies, Ma’am, but there’s not much to show.”

      “Nonsense,” Heorghe said. “Kes, these two are the brothers Zeeves and Moog. Guys, this is Marshal Kessih. Zeeves here—” he pointed at the wheeled gnome “—is an Artificer with a focus on siege weaponry. Moog is a Wizard who specializes on explosions. They’ve been working with us since you left.”

      “Specialists?” Kes asked, interested. All specialists were in high demand in the Haunt. “Where did you come from, Zeeves and Moog? There’s not many of your kind in Undercity.”

      “That’s a long story,” said Moog sheepishly.

      “Give me the quick version, then.”

      “We hail from the Whyrias Archipelago, but that’s in the distant past. For years, we worked as… forceful associates in the fleet of the feared Captain Averof, father of Queen Pallia.”

      “You were slaves?” Kes asked.

      “Pirates don’t keep slaves. You are always free to leave,” Moog said. “As long as you don’t mind swimming a couple hundred miles to the nearest shore. In any case, specialists are treated well. We built explosive canisters for them, and as a reward they left us be. Until the incident—” he gave his brother a stern glance.

      “I told them not to touch anything,” was all Zeeves said, not taking his eyes off his work. Kes made sure to stay well away from his part of the table from then on.

      “In any case,” Moog went on, “Queen Pallia didn’t take well to the death of her father. She would’ve fed us to the sharks, had it not been for the fateful intervention of the heroic Bard Alder—”

      Kes blinked. “Wait, what? When was Alder messing around with Pirates?”

      “During your stay with the carrion avians,” Heorghe told her. “Did you think everyone just twiddled their thumbs waiting for you?”

      “You see, Ma’am, the Bard Alder was at the time a prisoner of the Pirates. Apparently, he arrived with the intention of, ah, earning the favor of the Queen. It did not go well.”

      “It went spectacularly bad,” added Zeeves. “Pallia hates musical numbers.”

      “He had no way of knowing that!” Moog said sternly. “In any case, Alder broke free of his bounds at the last second, and during the ruckus we managed to jump into his escape boat. We managed to survive the pirates’ arrows only thanks to Alder’s masterful display of illusions and escape skills—”

      “If by that you mean he screamed all the way back to shore—” Zeeves noted.

      “Bardic screams to mess with the pirates’ minds and throw off their aim, Zeeves, he explained it himself,” Moog said heatedly. “You know what? Whatever. I cannot tell a story with you jumping in every two seconds. In the end, Alder brought us to the Haunt, and we’ve been working here ever since.” He gave the worktable a dubious glance. “To be honest with you, Ma’am, I think Dungeon Lord Wraith is testing our usefulness by throwing us into hopeless research before letting us have a go at the real stuff.”

      Kes made a mental note to ask Alder exactly what in the Wetlands had he been thinking, trying to seduce a pirate that fancied herself a Queen.

      “Let’s see this hopeless research of yours,” Kes said.

      Artificer Zeeves reached for a hand-sized iron device carefully held by a wooden stand in the middle of the table. Kes thought the object resembled some sort of pocket cudgel an assassin may wield to smash someone’s back of the head. The way Zeeves held it was entirely wrong for that, though. “This is the Artifact that Lord Wraith brought to us when we first arrived at the Haunt,” Zeeves explained. “According to him, it’s devastating technology from his home world.” He examined the thing with a mixture of mistrust and admiration. “He called it a redoubler. It’s supposed to be some sort of projectile thrower powered by small chemical explosions. Whatever it is, it is beautiful craftsmanship.” The gnome took an appreciative look down the hole at the end of the redoubler’s long tube. “Just look at these ridges.”

      “Some parts in that thing are very small,” Heorghe pointed out. “There is nothing magic about it, I could make one in a couple of months. The problem is the projectiles. According to Ed, they are the source of the explosions, but the redoubler was loaded only with four.”

      “So it is like a rune?” Kes asked.

      Wizard Moog shook his head sadly. “If only that were so easy. The projectiles use a chemical like the ones found in toxins or elixirs. Lord Wraith called it ‘fun powder.’ I like the name, I certainly would enjoy wielding it. It’s supposed to be a siege weapon on itself, capable of bringing down entire fortifications, and only a few dozen grains are enough to power the redoubler’s projectiles.”

      Kes raised an eyebrow. She had spent long enough around Alder to mistrust any tall stories about anything she hadn’t seen with her own two eyes. However, Ed had acted pretty sure about the redoubler’s capabilities. A weapon like the fun powder could help deal with the Militant Army, if they could make it in enough quantities.

      She noted the amount of jars with murky ingredients strewn around the stands and the table. There was even a sack on the floor of something that she could swear was fertilizer. “So, can you make new fun powder and more projectiles?”

      “That’s the problem,” Zeeves said. “The secret of fun powder was closely guarded on Lord Wraith’s home world. It had to be, because he doesn’t have it—or is keeping it from us for some reason.” He pointed at one of the jars. “He claims it has something to do with sulfur, which makes sense because that’s as Dark an ingredient as they come, but also bat guano, and human pee.”

      “He has to be joking,” Kes said. “A fun powder made out of excrement? That’s something a batblin kid would come up with.” However, Ed didn’t really strike her as the kind of person that wasted people’s time on a tasteless jest.

      “Ed insisted,” Heorghe said, shrugging. “It’s not like he would hurt anyone but himself by wasting the gnomes on this instead of making him a trebuchet.”

      Not for the first time, Kes shuddered at the idea of the nonsensical rules that governed the world Ed had come from. The Plane of Earth, which consisted mostly of water, and whose inhabitants’ dung could explode at any moment. No wonder the Dungeon Lord of the Haunt had the reputation of an eccentric.

      “So, let’s assume Ed wasn’t hit in the head too hard during the Battle for Undercity,” Kes told Heorghe. “And that Zeeves and Moog figure out the secret of this dung powder. What does it do? Can you give me a tangible example?”

      Heorghe strolled past the wooden dividers that split the room in two, headed all the way to the end, and came back with a piece of armor that Kes recognized as Ed’s old breastplate, the one he had worn at Undercity during the fight with the Heroes. The old thing had taken hits so brutal that its enchantments had broken, and it was so bent and misshapen that it had been easier to just make a new one. The damage was the sign of an armor that had done exactly what it had been built for—saving the life of its user. “A direct hit from a redoubler does this.” Heorghe pointed at a small dent an inch off the heart area, almost invisible among the wreckage.

      “That’s… it?” Kes asked. In her mind, she raised the chances that Ed had gone slightly insane by a couple notches. “An enchanted arrow could do the same to an enchanted plate. Wetlands, add a Ranger’s talents and it would be much worse. How accurate is this thing?”

      “It has less range than a longbow, I’d say,” said Artificer Zeeves. “Also, when Lord Wraith spent a projectile to demonstrate what it could do, he didn’t seem very accurate with it. However, it’s very easy to use. He just took aim, pulled back the hammer—that’s this thing at the back—and pulled the trigger, like this—” Zeeves aimed at Kes’ general direction and pulled the wedge-shaped button at the front of the redoubler’s grip. There was an audible click. Somewhere in the back of Kes’ mind, Sargent Ria stirred uneasily.

      “If that thing is anything like a rune, don’t aim it my way again until you’re sure of what it does,” Kes said dryly.

      Artificer Zeeves shrugged and returned the device to its stand.

      “It’s unloaded—the projectiles are too valuable to leave around,” Zeeves said, although that did not ease Kes’ mood.

      “When Lord Wraith fired it, there was an awful lot of noise,” Wizard Moog added, tapping at his leather diadem, same as Kes and Heorghe’s. “Perhaps that’s the weapon’s true power. It deafens your enemies.”

      That didn’t make sense. There was noise enough in a battlefield already, like a thunderstorm of clashing steel and screaming. At first glance, Kes couldn’t think of any way the redoubler could be better than a longbow. Perhaps because it required less training? We have crossbows for that, she thought. Cheaper than a rune? No way, or at least not any time soon with the amount of research required.

      Then, what? What was Ed hoping to accomplish here?

      She gave Heorghe a dubious look, which the man understood at once. “Take a look at this,” he told her, walking back to the other side of the room. Kes followed him. Heorghe pointed at a meter-long tube of rough iron. It was like the barrel of the redoubler, but at a bigger scale. A small pile of misshapen lead spheres lay next to it.

      “Perhaps the problem is size,” Heorghe explained. “The thing with Artificers and gnomes in general—they are used to working with very small parts, not like most Blacksmiths. But, judging from Ed’s description, his redoubler thing sounds simple enough that I can understand it. Big boom powder goes at one end, then you add a projectile, then you add fire, and now you have a controlled explosion.” He patted the great barrel. “If that’s true, then this baby right here should do the same that his redoubler does, but better. Maybe at this size we get something that Alvedhra’s arrows couldn’t do better, right?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. It’s hard to imagine it without a real example,” Kes said. “For all we know, the barrel could blow up. Even if it works, the weight would be an issue.” She knelt next to the barrel and studied it closely. “Perhaps if we added wheels we could use a dozen of them on the battlefield. Even better, we could leave them along the walls of Undercity and defend the port that way. Assuming we get the fun powder first, of course. And it still won’t do us any good during the Endeavor—it’s too unwieldy.”

      Heorghe shrugged. “So it’s a hard puzzle to crack. I don’t mind. These kinds of projects are all kinds of fun. But maybe you can figure it out, Kes. I am a Blacksmith, the gnomes are Artificers. This thing right here is the tool of a warrior. Maybe a warrior’s mind can solve the riddle.”

      Kes hunched behind the barrel and gazed at the end of the room, where the open end was aimed. One of the training dummies stood there, as if challenging her to take it down. What can I do that these experts can’t? “I’ll think about it,” she said. “But don’t expect any miracles.”

      

      Strange metallic contraptions clanked and whirred along the ceiling of the Research Facility, and the powered-off Hero Rylan Silverblade seemed as if to sleep peacefully under the care of the dozen or so researchers that studied the crystal vat that contained it.

      Alder had no idea what half of the vials or glyphs strewn along the floor did, but the bookshelves that littered the walls brought him a bittersweet memory of the Bardic School’s library, where he and the other students—his first friends—had spent many sleepless nights cramming for the next day’s test. That life was long done and over, but sometimes, just before he went to sleep, the Bard wondered how different his life would’ve turned out had he just traveled through the Heiligian countryside like most of the students.

      Instead, he had listened to the call of adventure, and the merchant ship he had traveled along had run headfirst into a bunch of pirates. Since then, life had been a constant adventure, for good and ill.

      He gave the books one nostalgic glance-over. He probably wouldn’t understand them even if he tried. Only specialist Bards ever amassed the Knowledge: spellcraft ranks that these researchers had in their character sheets. A few of them even had talents that allowed them to remain awake longer as long as they were studying. Alder shivered. Studying had never been his forte, not even in Elaitra. That was more Lavy’s deal.

      Next to him, Klek looked even more out of place. One of the high-ranked researchers, a lizardman fiend from the Netherworldly region of Bregor, had tried to shoo the batblin out of the Facility before “the mammal dirtied something up.” His older coworkers had quickly explained that Klek outranked everyone there. Technically, with Lavy and Diviner Pholk off doing Murmur-knew-what in the Xovia citadel, Klek and Alder were in charge here.

      The lizardman, Churla, gave Alder a weary, resentful glance. “Is there anything we can help you with, Master Chronicler?” the fiend asked.

      Alder forced himself to take his eyes off the timid succubus doing some number-crunching near a corner. “Klek and I are here for a progress report. On the Hero research, of course.”

      “Of course,” Churla said. “No one ever wants to know about my additions to the Library’s classification system.” His black tongue flicked in and out of his mouth, tasting the air. “Very well. Follow me, Master Chronicler, Master Adventurer Slayer.”

      He brought them in front of the Hero’s vat. Alder saw his reflection on the glass, peering out with curious eyes.

      “On a general note,” the researcher said, “we’re doing fantastic progress on our studies. Our stands are filling with documents and blueprints on the inner ley lines of the Hero, or, using Lord Wraith’s terminology, its magical cirkuitry. Heroes are built mostly out of Ivalian technology—although a few of its protocols we haven’t seen before anywhere. Creating a Heroic body is not a huge problem… if you have the resources, the talent, and a preserved fragment of a Dungeon Lord’s heart.” The fiend shivered. For all creatures of the Dark, treating a Mantle like the Inquisition had been doing for years was akin to heresy. “To speak the truth, I think it was a good thing that the Militant Church made their Heroes so hard to capture. Otherwise a third kingdom could’ve stumbled into the secret and entered the war. That’s the last thing the Dark needs.”

      Klek shrugged. “The Haunt is that third kingdom. Or will be. Once we unite my country.”

      The lizardman stiffened. “As long as we strive for power and glory, we shall further the cause of the Dark. That’s Murmur’s doctrine. So third kingdom or not, I shall always serve the Dark.” A few of the other researchers rolled their eyes, and others nodded enthusiastically. It reminded Alder of Father Zachary, who for the longest time had refused to admit he had switched sides. The cranky old man still insisted he was converting Ed to the Light and celebrated every time the Dungeon Lord showed up to Oynnes’ chapel.

      “So, we have general improvement, that’s nice,” Alder said, to switch topics away from religion. “That doesn’t really tell me much. Can you give me something more specific? We’re on a tight timetable here. Ed—I mean, Lord Wraith—mentioned that your research might create better enchanted armor. Tell me about that.”

      “Always the same with Dungeon Lords and their minions,” Churla said. “They want better killing spells, swords with more edge, armors that never dent. But when you cannot find the right book on enchanting because the Library is a mess, their eyes go all blazy and the yelling starts.” He sighed. “Fine. It’s your gold. Come with me, Master Chronicler. I’ll show you the new armor.”

      He brought them past the main area, through a small corridor full with invisible, deadly traps, and into a room guarded by five animated skeletons wearing pristine iron armor and purple-and-pink Lasershark tabards. The room was where the research team stored any prototypes, and was directly connected by a short railway system to Heorghe’s forgeries, where the parts of those prototypes were built and assembled.

      Alder saw piles of scrolls, crystal balls with rows of magical brilliance swirling inside, a group of dented lead balls engraved with magical glyphs, undead parts from Lavy’s failed experiments, and trap contraptions based on new cursed designs. Klek took one look at the traps, which sparked with magical feedback at their proximity, and stayed a safe distance away.

      “Here,” said Researcher Churla, pointing at a pile of iron scrap easily bigger than Alder. “The new armor prototype.”

      Klek and Alder studied the pile. At first glance, it was merely rusty trash. On second glance, however, it was a gigantic set of armor, engraved with advanced enchantments and glyphs. As a Bard, Alder was a spellcaster, although his illusion magic relied more on talent and performance than raw knowledge. At a mere glance, he could tell that the raw magical consumption of that many enchantments on the same armor set vastly outpaced any mortal user’s natural emanation.

      In other words, “This thing won’t work,” Alder said. “It needs too much magical juice.”

      Churla nodded. “Our research is highly theoretical. It may be years before we come up with anything useful in the battlefield. But the potential…” He placed a proud hand atop the armor pile. “This prototype doesn’t feed on the natural energy of the user’s body. Take a look here, Master Chronicler. Perhaps you recognize this spiral pattern.”

      Alder squinted. The part that the lizardman pointed at indeed looked familiar. It was a sort of long spiral, like a tail sprouting from the back of the breastplate, that went down to leg’s length and opened up into eight long claws covered by a sheet of spidersilk. “It looks like an umbrella?” the Bard guessed.

      Klek took a few steps back, ignoring the disappointed sigh of the researcher. He placed a finger on the iron tail. “It reminds me of the smoke spiral that appears when Lord Ed finishes building a new dungeon room,” the batblin said.

      “Ah, you’re quite perceptive, Master Adventurer Slayer,” Churla said, clapping with delight. “Yes, indeed. You shall find the same pattern on all traps across every single dungeon in existence. This engraving pattern is a connector. It allows for the ley line of a dungeon to power traps, rooms, and most drones. It is Dark magic, though, and it only works as long as there is a Mantle connected to the Dungeon Seat.” He lifted the armor’s helmet with much difficulty—it was big enough to fit half of Klek, and placed his finger on a glyph under the visor while intoning an activation phrase. There was a buzz in the air and Alder’s nostrils filled with the smell of burnt ozone as the enchantments in the armor flared to life… and after a second, fizzled out. Churla looked slightly embarrassed.

      “Wetlands,” Alder muttered. During that brief instant, the armor’s defensive enchantments had reached Heroic rank.

      A Heroic set of armor was the sort of thing the gods gifted to their champions during the most difficult part of their quests—and they would take it back once the quest was over. A Heroic item was often created by legendary blacksmiths, forgotten elven artisans, and dwarfs as old as their mountains. The wearer of such a thing could withstand being launched through a marble pillar and merely feel a slight discomfort… if Bardic reports hadn’t exaggerated such events.

      “How did you do that?” Klek asked.

      Churla smiled. “The Light showed us. The center of a Hero’s chest is full of such patterns. They connect the piece of the Mantle at their core with the rest of the construct. These patterns also allow the Hero to connect with the ley line of a destroyed dungeon and transform it into energy. Thousands of experience points their reanimated Mantle can use to empower them.” He grunted and set the helmet down. “Master Lavina believes this is the secret of Heroic item creation.”

      Alder’s heart burned with desire. He wanted to name that armor right now and make up a history for it more interesting than “Heorghe probably put it together from spare parts.”

      “It is useless outside a dungeon, though,” Klek pointed out. “And the Standard Factory has no ley lines. Even then, this thing is too heavy. Lord Ed cannot wear it.”

      Alder winced, and forced himself back to reality, and away from his Bardic daydreams. “Is there a way to fix that?”

      “Yes and no,” said the lizardman. “The Heroes are Necromantic golems controlled remotely by long-distance magical signals. If Archmage Goviferus’ postulate is right, and every type of magical emanation is actually raw energy highly refined, we could learn to send those signals to an adequate receptor, using raw ley line energy instead. So we could feed energy at a distance for our artificial Heroic armor. But that may be decades away. We need to watch our step with every minor discovery, lest we incur Objectivity’s wrath. This would be a spellcraft revolution bigger than the invention of the rune. It would reshape dungeons everywhere.”

      “But it won’t help Lord Ed during the Endeavor,” Klek finished sadly.

      “Not even after that,” Alder said. “Unless the fight against the Militant Church lasts a couple decades.”

      The two of them exchanged disappointed glances.

      “I’m sorry to dash your hopes,” Churla said stiffly. “Anyone with higher spellcraft ranks would appreciate the sheer brilliance of what we have already accomplished. In any case, perhaps we could shave off a couple years of research time if our team had three times its budget. Make it ten times and we can hire Archmage-level researchers.”

      “The Haunt is using every cent,” Alder explained dejectedly. “Every extra Vyfara a team gets has to be taken away from some other, just as vital team. Even if your research could turn the Haunt into a powerhouse in about ten years, we need our Scrambling Towers right now or we won’t live so long.” He shook his head and frowned. “We have seen enough, Researcher Churla. You’ve done a great job so far, and I’m sure Lord Wright shall be pleased. But in the future, focus as well in our short-term survival, because otherwise we won’t make it into that future.”

      The lizardman stiffened. “I assure you, Master Chronicler, we’re going as fast as we possibly can.”

      As Alder turned to leave, he saw the succubus researcher standing timidly by the entrance, her leathery wings carefully folded behind her white coat. She held with both hands a wooden box with a red silken pillow over which stood a rough metallic device Alder had seen during the couple times Lavy had shown him around the Facility. It was the second Artifact of Earth that Ed had returned with during the Battle of Undercity. The Laptop. From such Artifacts, the Inquisition directed the Players whose Heroes scoured the countryside.

      “I may have something,” the succubus whispered. “That our Lord may find of use.”

      

      There were creatures lurking in the depths of Hoia Forest that even the bravest adventurer would think twice about challenging. Tonight, on Spriveska’s eve, with the twin moons shining pale and distant on the clouded sky, even those creatures remained far away from the clearing that Nightshade Jarlen of the Haunt oversaw, sitting calmly on a rotting log and waiting for the night’s entertainment. The ground in front of her log had been recently dug and reset.

      A grimy fog of necromantic pollution spread around the clearing, and the stench of rot was such that Jarlen could almost taste it.

      Every vampire that had lived enough years had an instinctual awareness of the time left before dawn. At a glance, tonight still had five or six more hours left, which were about enough to finish her business here and return to the tunnels, away from the hated sunlight.

      Her first guest arrived soon enough. The ground of the mass grave broke as a dirty fist reached for the sky, followed by an arm as its owner clawed its way to the surface from among a pile of waking corpses.

      The man wore the leather-and-mail armor set of an adventurer working for the Militant Church. In life, he had been a tanned Starevosi with rough and handsome features. In undeath, those features were erased, turned by the trauma of death into taut, gray skin strung along his skull like a hollow mask.

      Jarlen smiled pleasantly as her new offspring gasped for air, then immediately realized his lungs neither worked nor his body needed them to. The vampire—an adventurer no longer—studied his grimy hands, and the nails that curved like black spurs. The hands of a predator.

      “I was dead,” the man said, his voice like a distant grasp from underground.

      “No longer,” Jarlen answered gravely.

      The newborn lifted his milky eyes in surprise and recoiled at her sight. “You are Wraith’s vampire.” He instinctively reached for his waist, looking for a weapon that wasn’t there. Then he slowly passed a hand around his face and pricked his finger on the two sharp fangs protruding out of his open mouth. “I see. You turned me. I am as you are.”

      “You could be, if you live long enough,” she said, amused. The man had retained his quick wits after turning, which pleased her. Not all were so lucky. Not all were worthy. Then again, that was tonight’s point. “Right now, you’re but a baby with one point of Essence. Now be quiet. Your brothers are coming.”

      Another hand broke the ground, making the new vampire jump away and hiss like a common barn animal. More hands followed after, and arms, and heads and torsos. The confused moaning of the damned broke the silence of the forest. A flock of birds flew away from the nearby trees, and a dozen pairs of milky eyes shone silver under Camcanna’s light.

      Jarlen had gathered the fallen with the help of the ever helpful animated skeletons of the Haunt. Most had come from a bloody dungeon battle the day before, and a few came from Undercity’s mass graves, the usual rabble that ended on the wrong side of a knife one unlucky night.

      Despite Lord Wraith’s claims that Jarlen would reign over the new “Haunted vampire” strain that Lavina would develop someday, that was in the distant future, and despite having all the time in the world, Jarlen hated wasting time. Mortals had the annoying tendency to die with unfulfilled promises as reminders of their failure. Jarlen’s two former Dungeon Lord masters, Jiraz the Old and Jiraz the Young, were prime examples of that. Even the undead could learn, and she had learned to hedge her bets.

      Wraith had given her permission to create a team of five Nightshade warriors to help fight Heiliges griffins. As a minion of the Haunt, Jarlen’s best interest lay in serving a powerful Dungeon Lord with powerful minions and unassailable dungeons. However, first above all was ensuring her continued existence. Creating more vampires to serve and protect her was the way of her ancestors—the reason they thrived despite the incessant hunting by mortals. It was a risk as well, though, because those servants often betrayed their master, just like she had done an eternity ago.

      However, with the minionship pact to force them into compliance, Jarlen had the best of both worlds. There were only two things left to do: make sure the new vampires were worthy of entering the bloodline and following Lord Wraith’s order to the letter: only five new Nightshades.

      She could accomplish both by the end of the night.

      “What’s happening?” one newborn asked weakly. He was naked from the waist up, and someone had stolen his boots. The badly sewn cut along his throat revealed him as unlucky Undercity scum. Maybe his luck would change in death, although Jarlen doubted it. To her, blood was everything, and this rabble’s blood had been thin. “Am I dead? I cannot feel my heartbeat.”

      Jarlen jumped down her log. “You are creatures of the eternal night. Stop moaning. Unlife is a blessing from the Dark god Murmur himself. But this gift must be earned, little ones.” She looked like a shadow, dressed in all-black leather, up to the featureless mask that covered her face. She drew the sword at her side, and her cutlass’ silver edge—deathly to the undead—glinted in the moonlight. Every newborn vampire recoiled instinctively. “The Haunt is your new home. You answer to Lord Wraith… and to me. But we have only space for five of you. So either you choose which are worthy or I do.”

      She made a gesture and activated one of her new talents. Necromantic energy flowed from her hand, traveled down the open mass grave, and coalesced around a leftover pile of bones. The bones floated upward, dark glyphs burning on them, as the vampires spread away from the spell. The bones formed the skeleton of a huge warhorse, and two red pinpricks of light animated its eye cavities as the creature rushed to Jarlen’s side, smoke pouring out of its maw like a furnace.

      “This mass grave is one of the Nightshades’ ancient traditions,” Jarlen explained proudly. “Only the worthy shall survive. The weak shall be culled. I have hidden weapons and armor nearby. If an hour before dawn there aren’t five of you remaining, I’ll let sunlight take care of all of you. Anyone who tries to hide, I’ll find and destroy myself. You get one minute’s grace.”

      Adventurer, Militant soldier, minion, and cutthroat stood next to each other, their former rivalries washed away by the ultimate equalizer. In death, there was no emotion to cloud their judgment. Logic reigned supreme, and logic’s verdict was simple enough. Their old loyalties were over. The living would never accept them. If the newborns were to survive, they’d have to prey on mortals. In turn, those mortals would hunt them.

      All vampires’ main concern was to ensure their continued existence. Jarlen almost laughed as the newborns exchanged grim looks among each other. She could almost read their minds, but she didn’t need to. She knew what they were thinking because she had reached the same conclusion, so many moons ago.

      What course of action had the best chances of them making it to the end of the night? They could band together and try to overpower her, despite being much weaker. Even if they somehow managed it, most would be destroyed. Or they could get an early start on their brothers, which were only about as strong as they were. The first plan required most of them to cooperate, and everyone who chose to run would have a huge advantage on the others.

      Never in the history of vampire-kind had a mass grave ever chosen the first option.

      One newborn, the cutthroat from Undercity, turned tail and ran for the trees. The tension broke and every other vampire followed in a different direction, sprinting stiffly as their muscles accustomed to their new world.

      Jarlen laughed and mounted on her undead horse, her cutlass hungry and ready.

      The hunt was on.

      

      A bell chimed as the door to Clarence Coldren’s Trevil’s Runes and Relics (Summer Sale) opened and Lavy strolled in with the unmistakable swagger of someone who owns the place and everything in it, including the bell.

      The place had changed much since Lavy had taken over. The mysterious piles of random objects had been replaced by neatly ordered rows with detailed signs explaining what each item did. A line of half a dozen people, mostly old Witches and twitchy apprentices, waited patiently with baskets and shopping bags in front of the counter where Clarence Coldren carefully counted a long pile of Vyfara pennies.

      Coldren had never looked better. He was dressed in a smooth black suit with no dandruff, had a gnomish pocket watch hanging from a silver chain, and his shoes were of polished red drake leather with steel tips. His bald, oversized head was almost transparent, as if he could disappear at any time. Three miserable-looking eyes looked down at the pile of pennies.

      Lavy walked past a fireproof candle, and while waiting for the line to clear up, she thumbed a small tin locket that was cursed to make its owner forget what he was about to do when he entered a room. She decided to keep it, break it down, and see if she could modify that curse to create defenses for the Haunt. At the very least, she could annoy Alder with it.

      “Nice scarf,” a Heiligian swamp-Witch told Lavy as she got behind her in line.

      “Thanks,” Lavy said, caressing proudly the marten spirit she kept shackled to the neck of her dress. The ghost napped peacefully, keeping her body fresh in the Xovian heat. “I summoned it myself. Spirit fashion is for sure the next big thing, you know?”

      The swamp-Witch paid eight Vyfaras and a penny for a Ring of Dwarven Liver.

      “Management policy requires that I inform you the Ring is cursed to appear in the finger of someone who really needs to get drunk, then makes them immune to alcohol intoxication. Unless you take measures to keep it from disappearing, it will leave your person as soon as you no longer need a drink. If you wish to remove it before that, you’ll need a curse-breaking ritual, or somehow be completely immune to Dark magic.”

      “That’s fine. I only need it for that hag Hilda’s birthday party next week,” the woman said. “Ah, the face she’s gonna make!”

      Lavy set the tin locket on the table and handled Coldren, who hadn’t looked up, a couple pennies.

      “You’re short eleven Vyfaras and half,” the shopkeeper said.

      “Owner’s discount,” Lavy said nonchalantly, as she pocketed the item.

      The shopkeeper’s mercurial skin swirled in alarm as he recognized the voice and looked up. “Master Lavina, you’re here? Oh, gods help me…”

      Lavy threw a glance over her shoulder to make sure no Haunted minion was around. “Come on, Clarence, how have I ever done you wrong? Your store is doing amazing since you kindly sold it to me. You should thank me and cherish me, not fear me.”

      “Sold you my store…? Your thugs threatened me until I had to sell all my stock to you at a clearance, forcing me into debt, then you bought the store for a pittance!”

      “Well, hate the game, not the player,” Lavy said, shrugging. “I also bought your debt to the bank, so you’re welcome. Without my help, some ogre may have thrown you out of the citadel without a floating buff to soften the fall.”

      “My family has sold cursed items to the unwary for generations! All my life, I dreamed of amassing riches by teaching people moral lessons through carefully selected cursed stock to match their flaws in character.” The man pitifully buried his face in his hands. “But now look at me, forced to work at my own store, little more than a slave—!”

      “Whoa,” Lavy said quickly. “We don’t use that word around here.” It usually ended with someone fed to Jarlen, and it sure as hell wouldn’t be Lavy. “You are a proud Trevil’s Runes and Relics associate, Clarence, with a nice salary and dental better than you had before. Don’t make send you to the motivational retreat. Again.”

      Coldren’s lips trembled. “The retreat? Please, not that. Forget I said anything. How can this associate be of assistance, Master Lavina?”

      “Now that’s the spirit. Did our agents find the item I asked for in my last letter?”

      “Of course, Master Lavina. Allow me to fetch it at once.”

      He hurried to the back. Lavy nodded in approval. Coldren had the potential to provide a satisfactory customer service, he just needed to be properly motivated. She made a mental note to talk with the Runes and Relics HR department about that. Perhaps they could come up with a motivational chant the associates could sign at the start of each day. Add a couple discrete suggestion canticles, enchant the floor of the back-store, and presto, you had a ritual to magically keep associates happy.

      Lavy grinned. She was in her element, dealing with the accursed magics of customer service.

      “Here,” Coldren said, setting a box on the counter, sealed with leather straps engraved in shoddy silver runes and prayers of protection. Lavy eyed the handiwork with a critical eye. Whoever had made those runes needed to grind their skills way higher. “The Canopy of Quebenef, a nasty piece of Akathunian history, courtesy of your friends the Adventurers Guild. This bad boy not only contains the undead brain of Grand Vizier Quebenef, ever hungry to siphon knowledge from the mind of the unwary, it also makes for excellent table decoration.”

      The box seemed to lie in wait, like a predator wetting its lips. “Perfect,” Lavy said. “It is just what I need.” She handled the shopkeeper a bag full of coins to cover the expense.

      Coldren looked sullen. “It is what you think you want,” he said sadly. “But what you really need is to learn a moral lesson about greed and humility.”

      Lavy grabbed the box, which was not all that heavy. Her carriage waited for her outside. As she turned to leave, she said over her shoulder, “Greed, right? Didn’t you say you dreamed about amassing riches? Because it seems like I granted your wish, while at the same time teaching you an important moral lesson about humility.”

      Realization struck the shopkeeper like a sack of bricks. “Oh, fuck me—!”

      Lavy left her store, closing the door behind her, carrying the canopy on one arm.

      Diviner Pholk, the abnatir, waited for her floating next to her carriage. “Did you find everything you looked for?” he asked pleasantly.

      She grinned and raised the box so he could see.

      Who dares wield the dreaded Canopy of Quebenef? asked the Canopy of Quebenef, somewhat muffled by its box. Oh, it is just a young girl. Darling, today is your lucky day. How many wonderful sights I can show you, if only you just open your sweet innocent little soul to me!

      Don’t bother, Canopy, today is not your day, sighed a second voice coming from inside Lavy’s purse.

      The Canopy jerked in surprise. Brief Introduction, is that you? By Tormegris’ balls, what are you doing here?

      Oh man, do I have some bad news for you, Brief Intro said sadly, as Lavy stepped into her carriage. She whistled happily. Studying an intelligent brain in a jar would do wonders to speed her research. She’d have to learn how to vivisect an undead appendage though, but learning was the name of the game, and she loved to play.

      Vivisect? asked the Canopy of Quebenef with a trembling voice as Pholk closed the carriage door behind Lavy and the spectral horses whinnied and pulled the vehicle through the crowded street. Now, now, madam, let’s not get carried away…
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Chapter Seventeen

          

          Spriveska

        

      

    

    
      The sun shone brightly over a pristine blue sky during the week previous to the Spriveska. The breeze was warm and placid and men and batblin were often found napping under the shade of trees all around the Haunt. Fruits and vegetables sprouted juicy and shiny, and the smell of warm grass cooling slowly on the long afternoons awoke memories of childhood to all parents, and the promise of a never-ending summer to their kids.

      As the day of the festival approached, the marketplace between the Gray Highway and the dungeon entrance dressed itself in the colors of harvest. Brick brown and bright orange ribbons fluttered lazily atop every stand, and bushels of delicate flowers brightened every corner, nook, and cranny. Someone gave the fountain a crown of wild margaritas, and several farmer families left offerings to Hogbus and the spirits of the harvest all around the plaza. The smell of burning incense mixed with the aroma of blossoming flowers, and the happy chatter of the Haunt’s population as they welcomed the ever-growing line of visitors was like a melody in itself.

      Hoia’s birds chirped, the trees waved contentedly, and even the nights were fresh and quiet.

      The morning of Spriveska, Dungeon Lord Edward Wright and Klek Adventurer Slayer sat on the ledge of the Observatory to oversee the preparations below, as the drones hurried along Starevosi musicians, Herbalists, Shamans, and Witch Doctors to their assorted places. This vantage point gave both Ed and Klek an eagle’s view of the slumbering storm clouds as they blotted the horizon, a fine black line at first over the sea, and then a rolling mass of wind and water that rushed toward the forest, and in mere instants extinguished all dreams of summer warmth and replaced it with a curtain of water and wind that slapped Ed’s face like an insulted goddess, and threatened to send Klek tumbling down the Observatory.

      Below, on the marketplace, the crown of the fountain all but dissolved into petals that rose skyward faster than any avian, the offerings to the spirits turned to slush and scattered along the mud, and the dance of the brown-and-orange ribbons became frantic and desperate as the storm tried to rip them apart.

      Autumn, the last guest of the festival, had arrived.

      

      Dungeon Lord Edward Wright sighed as he helped Klek down the ledge. “I don’t know what else I expected,” he muttered. But what was he to do, roll his eyes at the changing of the seasons? Below, the Haunt’s inhabitants scrambled for the safety of the dungeon.

      “Every year, the same thing happens,” Klek screamed over the wind, his face completely covered by his sloshing fur. “My father used to say the spirits get all excited because the party is about to start, so they make a mess of things.”

      “They could’ve waited for the after-party to screw everything up, like normal people,” Ed said as they ran back inside, trying not to slip on the polished stone floor, which was now as deadly as any trap.  Ed made a quick mental sum and realized there was no way he could fit both Haunted and visitors from the rest of the Constantinian countryside inside the dungeon. “Say, Klek, you think we can fit everyone inside the Gray Highway?”

      Back inside, the batblin shook the excess water out of his fur and almost drowned a passing drone. “It will be cramped,” he said. “That’s good. We’ll be warm.”

      “Gray Highway it is,” Ed said. His eyes sparked green as he activated dungeon vision and his gaze traveled all across the Haunt. He used his drones to rally the wet, grumpy crowd, and directed them back outside, through a sea of mud, toward the entrance to the Highway. The drones brought spare furs to the young and old, and whoever had parasols and umbrellas wielded them like spears against the spirits of the storm as the procession exited the dungeon, their magical torches like pinpricks in the darkness.

      “Sorry about that,” Ed muttered as they went. The Haunt’s security protocols demanded that the Highway and the dungeon weren’t directly connected, in case they needed to collapse the Highway as a last resort during an invasion.

      After dealing with the crowd, he sent more drones to the kitchens to help package anything the rain might ruin—mostly food, firewood, and the musicians’ instruments. Finally, he sent a couple messages to Governor Brett and Father Zachary to handle the rest, and checked on the rest of his friends.

      Kes, Alder, and Researcher Arieselle were just coming out of the Research Facility. They all looked like they needed some sleep. Arieselle carried the laptop’s container with her, which gave Ed a small prong of anxiety, but he and Lavy had drilled the importance of the object to every researcher and the succubus held it with utmost care, almost reverently.

      Kaga and the rest of the Haga’Anashi had arrived after the crowd inside the Highway. They fared worse in the rain than Klek did, because kaftar warrior clans weren’t exactly big on personal hygiene, and judging by the way people stood away from them and pinched their noses, wet kaftar weren’t exactly pleasant kaftar.

      Andreena and Heorghe were among the crowd, helping Zachary and Brett organize the musicians. Zachary was in the middle of a heated discussion with a batblin shaman from a distant cloud, and Andreena and a couple other Herbalists were dousing the food with what Ed recognized as Vitality potion, probably to avoid flu from spreading like a pandemic among the cramped crowd.

      Finally, he couldn’t find Lavy anywhere. He found out why a second after, when the disheveled Witch passed him and Klek on the corridor, carrying a bunch of scrolls, coils of copper wire, and something that resembled a paper kite toy fashioned like a bat.

      “There you are!” Lavy exclaimed at Ed, her face hidden by the stuff she carried. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere. Can you give me access to the Treasury?”

      Ed pointed a finger at her and cocked his head in curiosity. “You… aren’t going to explain what for, are you?” A couple days ago, right after he had come out of the Infirmary, Lavy had asked him to build her a dungeon room right next to the Aviary with some strange specifications. Seemingly, she was headed that way now.

      “No,” she said simply. “That would jinx it.” Whatever it was, she seemed excited about it.

      “Fine,” Ed said. “Just don’t bankrupt us.”

      “Don’t worry,” she said as she hurried upward. “I enjoy seeing those piles of gold in the Treasury way more than you do.”

      Klek watched her go with a confused frown. “I thought she hated that thing Alder does where he keeps stuff secret until the last second.”

      “I think she only hates it when people do it to her,” Ed mused. He shrugged. “Let’s hurry, if people wait for us a minute longer before the feast we’ll have a riot on our hands.”

      

      The underground festival was like a flood of music, color, and heat as people dressed in traditional Starevosi garments danced and shook around the bonfire in what was both a dance routine and divine ritual.

      Kes sat placidly on one of the kaleidoscope cloths set around the bonfire for people to watch the ritual, and sipped at her tzuika horn, enjoying the warm fruity flavor travel down her throat. She glanced down at the half-empty drinking horn and wondered just who had drunk all her booze without her realizing.

      That’s a mystery for another time, she thought, waving the horn at a passing drone until she caught its attention. Thankfully, her years as a roaming mercenary allowed her to hold her drink as well as any dwarf, because otherwise she would’ve been tipsy already.

      “So?” asked Arieselle, who was sitting next to her. “What do you think?”

      The Marshal coughed to dismiss a burp that filled her mouth with the taste of berries. Yup, dwarven resilience alright, she thought, as she took another sip. “Sorry, you were saying?”

      “I don’t understand the point of these festivals. It’s autumn. Harvest already came and went,” Arieselle said, crossing her arms when she realized she was being ignored. “In the Netherworld, the only parties we have are to praise our Regent for not eating us.”

      “In a way, Spriveska is similar,” Kes said, summoning every inch of her Spirit attribute to not slur her words. “It’s set after springtime to thank Hogbus and the spirits of the harvest for not letting people starve during the incoming winter. All of this—” she waved at the dancing and the musicians playing their instruments “—is really an excuse to gather with your loved ones and feel grateful you all get to live another year.”

      Arieselle flicked her hair as she pondered this, in a way unconsciously designed to be as seductive as possible. A lot of eyes kept close tabs on Kes’ cloth. The avian chuckled and took another sip of tzuika. “I hear the Lotians throw really nice parties,” Arieselle said. “I’ve never been to one, though, researchers don’t get much free time.” She turned to Alder, who was sitting in front of the two women. “What about your people, Chronicler Alder? Do the Heiligians celebrate anything other than carnage and warfare?”

      Alder blinked, and Arieselle had to repeat the question. “Ah, the Dance of Flowers in spring,” the Bard said. “I don’t think the entire kingdom celebrates it, but Elaitra does. The Horticulturist Guild sponsors it. For a couple days, entire streets are filled with exotic flowers, and people come out to dance and cook. It was during one of those festivals that I met the fabled Bard Soileau.”

      “Why is he famous?” the succubus asked, edging forward. Kes grimaced, sure that Alder was about to dash into an hour-long meandering anecdote.

      He merely gave the two of them a distracted shrug, though, and said, “He had the Bardic School longstanding record of concurrent partners.”

      “How many?” Arieselle asked, hugging her knees, clearly intrigued.

      “About four or five, I think. Interesting fellow. There’s this tale where he jumped down an active volcano… ah, but that’s a story for another day,” Alder said, before gazing up and visibly forgetting about the conversation.

      Arieselle turned to Kes. “Good for that one, but to be honest, Alder seems a bit… meek. Aren’t Bards supposed to be these legendary lovers? From the sound of it, a Lotian prince gets more action between his morning pee and breakfast than your average Bard.”

      “Remember that Bards wrote all the stories about Bards,” Kes said, holding up a laugh. “Anyway, our good Chronicler is distracted by something. Give me a second, I’ll have a word with him.”

      She switched places to be next to the Bard and gained his attention with a slight elbow to the ribs. “What holds you, friend Alder?” she asked, taking another gulp of her drink. “Usually you’d be slobbering all over Researcher Arieselle. And she seems to be into bookworms, so what’s your deal?”

      “Well, I’m kinda already seeing someone,” Alder said, wriggling his hands nervously. “It’s sort of… a complicated relationship.”

      Kes raised an eyebrow. “Really?” She had to admit she hadn’t been expecting that answer. “Who? If Heorghe comes at you swinging, I’m not going to save your butt from that one.” The blacksmith had shoulders wide enough to make her believe he could make the shaping of steel a manual labor in the literal sense.

      “It’s not one of his daughters,” Alder said. “Anyway, I shouldn’t talk about it or I may end up as fish bait.” He stood up, then looked around. “If you ladies will forgive me, I must convince those fine musicians to let me join their next piece.”

      Kes and Arieselle exchanged a confused look as the Bard headed toward the musicians. “What now?” the succubus asked.

      The Marshal refilled both their cups. “Oh, I’m sure we’ll think of something,” she said smoothly, then raised her cup. “Cheers. To bookworms.”

      

      The anger of the storm almost reminded Shrukew of the monsoons of his home. The distant crash of thunder, the pounding of the rain against the tarp of his tent, the wind trying to rip the supports out of their hinges and smash the tent and all its inhabitants against the rocks below the Aviary.

      Shrukew sighed with satisfaction, warm and content among his mates. Feathered wings brushed against his back as someone shifted in their dreams. He carefully lifted someone’s arms out of his way and he stood up quietly. Relieving oneself in the middle of a storm wasn’t the best experience, but it was necessary, and his wings had the waterproof talent, anyway.

      As he left the safety of the tent, the cold seeped into his bones. That did remind him of home, and not in a good way. During winter, the carrion avians retreated into their caves high atop the hills. According to Stranded Kessih of Greene, during Starevos’ winters, it snowed. He had barely survived the experience with Lord Wright and the frozen expanse of the Netherworld, he wasn’t keen on trying his luck again. Soon enough, he and his would return home. It was still to be seen if they would come back after that, with the rest of the clan.

      He was midway through relieving himself when his acute avian ear, capable of picking up the screech of prey below in the middle of a tornado, caught a rhythmical, dull sound coming his way. Footsteps.

      The carrion avian turned around, one hand fumbling with his trousers and a dagger in the other. “Who’s there?”

      She appeared as if spawned from the very darkness, black hair like angry tendrils on the wind, febrile violet eyes like sullen gemstones cursed with madness. For an instant, Shrukew thought an apparition from the depths of the Netherworld had come to claim his soul. Then the woman stepped forward.

      “Head Researcher Lavina,” Shrukew said. “What are you doing here?”

      The human regarded him with cold eyes, and Shrukew had the worrisome sensation that she wasn’t seeing him at all. “Don’t point that thing my way,” she said at last.

      Shrukew put his dagger away.

      “The other one, too.”

      “Oh. Right,” Shrukew said, fastening his trousers. “Apologies.”

      The Witch ignored him. She carried what appeared to be a coil of copper wire fastened to a paper bat—which somehow wasn’t dissolving in the rain—with a metal disk engraved with runes hanging in between. “I figured it out,” she said, hollowly. “How Murmur made the fucking Tormegris discus cooperate with the thrice-damned Colcotar array.”

      Both of them stood in awkward silence. Shrukew was the first to budge. “Ah, I have zero ranks in spellcraft,” he said nervously, wondering if it would be polite to scramble back to his tent. Lavina seemed completely unaware that it was freezing cold here, despite being dressed only in those scant dresses that non-feathered females wore in these strange lands. “So… that sounds like gibberish to me.”

      “It wasn’t because of divine spellcasting,” she went on, his concerns utterly unheard, “at least, not entirely. Raw power does the trick. I need to hook my creation up to a powerful enough source.”

      Shrukew glanced nervously at his tent for an instant, and when he turned back, Lavina was now almost right in front of him, violet eyes glimmering with fever and intensity. The carrion avian yelped and stumbled back. “Ah, don’t you—don’t you have the power of the dungeon at your disposal?”

      Am I about to get my ass sacrificed for the experience points? was the question that Shrukew didn’t dare ask.

      “The flow of the ley line is not enough—it is too steady, too… controlled. To start an explosion, a trickle of fuel is not enough. You need a spark.” She pressed forward and shoved the paper bat into Shrukew’s confused arms. She also got out a hammer and a huge iron nail from somewhere in her dress, which had no pockets whatsoever, and gave them to the man. “Hurry, the astronomical conditions may not be right again for months. Get the kite as high up the mountain as you can possibly fly, then coil a length of wire around the spike, like this—” she used spiral motions to tie the copper wire around the iron nail. “Hammer the spike somewhere solid, but make sure not to break the coil. Then come back. And quickly. It’s not safe to fly during a thunderstorm.” Rain dribbled down her cheeks and sloshed hair, yet she didn’t seem to notice.

      “Of course it isn’t safe, have you gone nuts? I may get turned into roasted bird by lightning!”

      “All worthy science has its dangers,” Lavy said. “If we are to tame thunder, we must risk thunder to lash at us in anger.”

      “Tame thunder?” Shrukew hollered above the rain. “You come here out of nowhere to get me to fly into a thunderstorm? That’s not worthy science, that’s mad sorcery! You are mad!”

      Barely contained Hex magic oozed and poured off the Witch in purple and green lashes that drove the stench of burnt ectoplasm into Shrukew’s nostrils. He could hear the distant screech of the spirits around him as Lavina’s power weakened the barrier between the living and the dead. “Only if I fail, my dear.” She gave him a smile full of teeth. “If it works, then I’m a genius.”

      Roaming spirits manifested all around the carrion avian and the Witch, floating through lazy spirals that sizzled with smoke under the heavy rain. Shrukew stepped backward, wondering if the Witch was about to coerce him into doing her bidding.

      “Sorry, but this is an order. You are a minion of the Haunt, and my interest is the dungeon’s interest. Don’t worry, though, my spirits shall guide you safely through,” she said. “Just follow in their wake.” She brushed her hands at him in a childlike gesture. “Now hush, off with you! I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but it’s really fucking cold out here. Even my future intelligent zombies are cold up to their tits, and they haven’t even been born yet!”

      The spirits lashed playfully at Shrukew. Their touch was cold in an entirely different way than the storm was. Like pressing naked skin against frozen metal. Almost out of instinct, Shrukew jumped up, and extended his wings, trying his best to take off while carrying Lavina’s kite and wire along.

      Best to do what the crazy Witch wants, he thought, as he followed the spiral of spirits through a—for the moment—relatively tranquil air current. I don’t want to find out what she’ll do if I refuse. At least the spirits should keep him safe.

      He was already inches off the ground when he felt the current turn suddenly violent, and then all pretense of direction was out of his hands—his body jerked forward, a leash in the wind, without any control at all. Only then did it occur to him to scream the obvious question:

      “Can spirits really know how to dodge thunder?”

      Lavina’s answer came faint and distant, masked by a crack of lightning above, “Worthy science is all about experimenting! So let’s find out!”

      

      Lavy watched with satisfaction as the carrion avian disappeared into the storm, his face frozen between excitement and fear.

      Wetlands, girl, said the Canopy of Quebenef from the leather bag that Lavy kept pressed against her chest to keep it dry. You all but strong-armed that poor sod.

      “Well, this is the Haunt, so what did you expect, really,” Lavy said as she hurried back to the dungeon’s bowels. “If I had to always ask nicely, we may as well be called ‘Happy Underground Farm with Ed and Pals.’”

      Oh, trust me, I intended it as a compliment, said the Canopy.

      In any case, that’s what happens when someone makes Charm his dump stat, added Brief Intro.

      

      The horseshoe drew a perfect arc as it left Ed’s hand. At the last second, it went wide, though, and way off the mark, bouncing against the small wooden post next to the one Ed had been aiming for.

      “That counts for something?” he asked hopefully.

      “Sorry, Your Accurateness, no points for hitting the wrong mark,” said the vendor with a nervous grin.

      Ed glanced at his last horseshoe. He handed it to Klek. “Maybe you’ve better luck,” he told the batblin, although a part of the Dungeon Lord was sure the horseshoes were somehow weighted. He had spent eight red Bolt rings—the equivalent of three Vyfara cents—so far, with no success.

      Then again, perhaps it was the Xovian wine. He finished his cup as Klek took position, his big round eyes glimmering with focus. The batblin took aim and launched.

      “Well done,” Ed said. The horseshoe gyrated happily on its post. “I didn’t know you had such a good aim, Klek. Perhaps you should train with the bow instead of the spear.”

      Klek shrugged modestly. “Bowstrings are too hard to draw for batblins. But I used to practice with the sling when I was young.”

      “I’m not sure that shot counts, though,” the vendor said, scratching his patchy beard as he studied Klek. “Thanks to your height you only needed to throw in a straight line.”

      “Nowhere in the rules does it say that a batblin cannot play throw the horseshoe!” exclaimed an angry villager nearby, pointing at the rule board atop the improvised stand. A few other bystanders cheered him. The vendor, seeing himself outnumbered, raised his hands in defeat and handed Klek a huge caramelized apple.

      Ed and Klek left the stand and walked through the Highway, partaking in the games of the Spriveska. Alder joined them at moments, only to disappear again, and reappear later, more drunk and disheveled. Klek proved his aim hadn’t been a fluke by winning round after round of darts, to the point that Ed and Alder made a nifty profit by betting on him. Later, the Haunt’s kids raced them on long wooden stilts. They reinforced a batblin team against a kaftar group on a tug-of-war competition and ended up face-first in the mud for their efforts.

      At some point, there came a crack of thunder muffled by the stone above their heads, and the magical torches that lit the Highway all turned off at the same time, only to come back at full power a second before Ed could start to worry.

      “How strange,” he told Klek. “For a second there, I felt as if the entire flow of the Haunt’s ley line had gone somewhere else.” Dungeon vision, though, showed that everything was fine, except for a pair of drones that had been summoned and re-summoned a couple dozen times as if glitched. He ended up chalking it up to the Spriveska’s mystical background. Supposedly, the veil between the world of the spirits was thin tonight.

      In the end, sloshing with mud, happy, and bone-tired, they arrived at where they had started. The bonfire roared as the column of smoke disappeared through the carefully hidden vents in the ceiling, and the dancers seemed like vaporous spirits themselves, as the silken ribbons of their costumes fluttered through each step as their movements grew frantic.

      The dance was meant to represent the changing of seasons, according to Alder, and the fire represented the sun itself. Ed sat and watched in silence, allowing the bonfire to warm his bones, his belly full of drink and festival sweets. If life was a string of hardship with periods of happiness in between, today was one of those happy breaks, and more precious for its rarity. Around him and Klek, people laughed, and sang, and wrestled. Giggling couples with cheeks burning with booze left hand in hand, looking for a private corner. A Witch Doctor’s rhythmic beating on a drum added a hypnotic pattern to the entire experience, making it dreamlike, separate from reality.

      But it was the fire that claimed Ed’s attention, pulling him back every time he got distracted by the flurry of noise and sound. Although the sun in the Spriveska dance was meant as a benevolent entity that gave life, the Dungeon Lord found something bleak hidden in the flicker of the flames. He delved further into the shifting smoke, and the longer he gazed into it, the sound of music and merriment became muted, even twisted, dizzying notes that reminded him of a song he had heard a long time ago, back at the time when Kharon the Boatman had taken from him his human heart and replaced it with the black Mantle of a Dungeon Lord. Following this dark music he discovered a secret second dance that happened behind the performers, as their long, sharp shadows danced on the stone walls around them, like specters preying on the unsuspecting dungeon-folk, malformed claws reaching for the soft, pink necks, closer and closer…

      Ed blinked. The shadows went back to normal. The music was cheerful and innocent. Children laughed and played. Alder’s voice joined someone’s song. But the Dungeon Lord was now a stranger in his own home, and there was a black, inky blotch poisoning the core of his joy. As he clapped to the beat of the dance of the young men and women that had been children when the Haunt was but a cave, his soul was prey to a deep sorrow he could not understand.

      The Dungeon Lord took his eyes away from the fire, but its spell lingered. Next to him, Klek had fallen into a sort of happy trance, half asleep next to the fire, belly full and patches of fur sticky with candy remnant. Ed followed the batblin’s gaze. One of the she-batblins, the leader of the Brewers, dutifully guarded the barrels of wine as the rest of her team refilled the drinking horns that Ed’s drones carried around in tin trays. Sas, Ed recalled, was her name. Klek, Tulip, and Sas had fought together against Nicolai’s men during the Haunt’s invasion when the batblin quarters were breached.

      Sas turned around and gave Klek a grin. The batblin turned away nervously.

      “Go talk to her,” Ed told him, looking at the ceiling as if he had seen nothing.

      Klek almost jumped, as if caught by surprise with his hands in a jar of honey. “What if she laughs at me?” he asked quietly.

      “She won’t,” Ed said. “And even if she did, that’s on her, not you. There’s no shame in facing your fears, and any person worth their salt would at least respect you for trying, I think.”

      With a careful motion, Klek tried to tame a shaggy patch of fur, only managing to make it sticky with molten candy. “But what do I say? Perhaps I should ask Alder for advice—”

      “Let’s… better not, okay? Alright, tell you what. First you go wash your hands, then you go say hi. You’re the Adventurer Slayer, this is a worthy quest. You got this.”

      Klek mulled this over, ears thoughtfully lowered, then turned to Ed. “But you will be alone if I go,” he said.

      “Don’t worry about me,” Ed said, as he waved at the chatty crowd around them. “I’m never alone in the Haunt.”

      “Sometimes, I get the impression,” Klek said timidly, wriggling his fingers, “that you think you are. You get this look in your eye—like you have right now—and you slowly inch away from everyone else, and you spend hours or days looking over the dungeon. Lavy says that you need time to be alone… but I think what you really need is a friend to make you company.”

      Ed kept very still, feeling as caught as Klek had a minute ago. With a motion he hoped was discreet, he rubbed off a bit of ash that had somehow wandered onto his eye, making it water. “Thank you, Klek,” he said quietly. “Let’s say there are quests our friends must face on their own, and we cannot always be there for them.” He pointed a finger at Klek’s chest. “But we are anyway, where it truly matters. Even when I’m not with you, my strength is yours. And knowing you’re there for me, that makes me strong when I’m at my weakest.”

      Very slowly, Klek stood up. Ed could see the faint glow of the Evil Eye, which he could never fully turn off lately unless he focused, reflected on the batblin’s eyes. “Alright, Ed. I trust you. I’ll go talk to her.”

      “Good man,” Ed said. He clapped Klek on the shoulder and carefully fixed a couple of stray hairs on his neck. “You’ll do just fine, buddy. You’ll see.”

      The Dungeon Lord watched as Klek made a bee-line for the Brewer, completely forgetting to wash his hands of the candy in the process.  Sas watched the batblin with a small twitch of her ear. In the distance, Klek told her something. Sas gave him a confused look. Klek seemingly repeated himself, louder this time. Sas smiled, then answered. The two of them began to chat, awkwardly at first, but warming up to a friendly prattle fast.

      Ed let out the breath he had been holding and got up to leave.

      

      “Are you sure this is not just grape juice?” Ed asked, eyeing his empty cup with disgust. “Because I swear it’s not doing anything.”

      The drone gave him a poignant look.

      “Great, just what I needed. Now the drones are judging me.” Ed set the empty cup on the imp’s tray and replaced it with a new one. He took another sip. It tasted right. Then again, the rest of them had tasted right as well yet they had done nothing. He sighed and waved the drone away, who was happy to scurry off.

      Music and the wavering lights of the festival came muted from a distance. Ed relaxed against the wall of the Gray Highway, alone except for the magical torches that extended through the tunnel as far as his eye could see. The air smelled faintly of tobacco and unstirred dust. He nursed his drink and sat on the cold stone floor.

      The Endeavor was so close he could almost taste it—like an old copper penny on the back of his throat. The Dungeon Lord stirred, uneasy, and tried his best not to think about it, to no avail.

      Despite the distance, he could still hear the hypnotic cadence of the Witch Doctors as they told ancestral stories of the region. He also heard laughter, and the sound chilled his bones. A baby gave a sharp cry of joy and Ed’s heart skipped a beat, filled with dread.

      His cup drew an arc marked by a line of red wine as he threw it hard against the opposite wall. The cup clanked and bounced on the stone, its contents glimmering darkly under the torches’ light like fresh spilled blood.

      “That’s some good wine you’re wasting,” a man said jovially, way too close to the Dungeon Lord, who until then had been sure he was alone with his thoughts. He almost drew the dagger he kept hidden under his shirt, but the man next to him had a friendly demeanor, arms to his sides and palms open to show they were empty. He walked slowly and stopped a few paces away from Ed. He had come from the Gray Highway, away from the party. A late newcomer, perhaps.

      Furthermore, Ed found something familiar in the man’s face. “You’re the owner of the Galleon’s Folly,” the Dungeon Lord said.

      “Former,” the man said. “The Galleon found its final folly during the Battle for Undercity. Burned to a crisp.” His skin had the complexion of tanned leather, shiny and golden, and his auburn beard had many white hairs. Judging from his build, before being a barkeep, he may have been a mercenary or an adventurer.

      Even though he sensed no danger from the newcomer, Ed kept his right hand on his knee, which he hugged to his chest so he could draw the dagger at a moment’s notice. “Sorry to hear that,” he said. “The Folly was Katalyn’s favorite tavern in the entire city.”

      “Ah, I remember young Kat Locksmith,” the barkeep said. “You would’ve thought she hated the place, though, from the amount of fights she picked in there. She hasn’t been around in a while, though. The rumors said she was overseas. Do you reckon she’s still alive?”

      “Unless someone else is writing letters with her handwriting, she is,” said Ed.

      The man nodded. “Good. The world would be a less interesting place without her around.” He stretched and scratched his ass in the vulgar way of an Undercity dweller. “Do say, will I get stabbed if I sit with you for a few moments?”

      “Go ahead. I won’t stab you unless I really need to, but I can’t promise anyone else won’t.”

      “Good enough,” the barkeep said, sighing with satisfaction as he sat down next to Ed. “Man, these old bones really needed a rest. The stiffness gets worse when it rains, you know? Sometimes I fear I’m going to lie down and then I won’t be able to stand up again.”

      Ed cracked a smile. “Come on. You are not that old.”

      “True, but age is relative. Ask a wolf and he’ll say you’re downright ancient. You’ll live for many of his pack’s generations, after all.” He turned to Ed and gave a friendly nod. “Name’s Max, by the way.”

      “Nice to meet you, Max. I’m Ed.”

      “Lord Ed,” Max pointed out. “Word is, your kind gets twitchy if you forget to address them by the proper honorific.” He pointed at Ed’s dented cup, which had rolled to a stop next to the iron railing of the Highway. “Maybe that’s what that poor wine did to earn such treatment—it forgot to call you Lord.”

      “Eh. It was more juice than wine, it seems like.” Ed waved his hand as if trying to dismiss Max’ train of thought. “Let’s give the titles a rest for tonight, though. After all, it’s Spriveska. Gods and spirits are wandering around, although I haven’t seen one yet. Seems silly to worry about my rank with such visitors around.”

      “A humble Dungeon Lord,” Max said. “That’s one thing I hadn’t yet seen in all my travels.” The barkeep gave Ed a glance-over. “But I think I can see the problem. You’re in dire need of getting drunk under a table, and something is getting in the way.”

      “An insightful barkeep,” Ed said. “I suppose that’s a skill that comes with the profession.”

      “Here, lend me your hand,” Max said, extending his, “let’s see if I can put my insight to good use. Right hand. Come on, I won’t bite.”

      Ed raised an eyebrow, unsure of Max’ intentions. Slowly, he shrugged and did as the man requested.

      “See? That’s the problem right here,” Max said. With a small flourish, he took a small ring off Ed’s finger.

      “Where did that come from?” Ed asked. He hadn’t realized he was wearing that until Max took it. The ring looked like any normal copper trinket, but Ed could swear he saw the faint glow of magic as he looked through the hole at Max’ smile.

      At once, the unmistakable feeling of having drunk too much wine came rushing into Ed, making him dizzy and warming his hands and feet. He brushed off a strand of black hair and tried not to slide down the wall.

      “You had contracted a small curse. Nothing unusual, given the number of unprotected people you came into contact with today.” Max kept the ring in the pocket of his vest.

      For a few minutes, Ed and Max sat in silence, while the Dungeon Lord enjoyed the blankness brought by the drink. The effects didn’t last long, though. He could feel his talents, old and new, metabolize the poison out of his system, clearing his blood and then his mind. He rested the back of his head against the cold wall and clicked his tongue. Great, now I can’t even get drunk. He hadn’t imagined that would be part of the price of power.

      Max tapped his dirty fingernails on the floor, spat, then turned to Ed. “Here’s another barkeep insight, if you’ll allow. No man tries to get drunk at his own damn party unless he’s running away from something.” He pointed at his own forehead. “Does something in here haunt the Lord of the Haunt?”

      Ed’s first reaction was to tell the barkeep to mind his own business. However, he stopped his tongue from lashing out at the last second. He closed his mouth. What’s the danger? Max has nothing to do with the Endeavor. And there was the way Max listened, earnestly, as if it was a skill in itself that he had mastered.

      But where to start?

      “The beginning is as good a start as any,” Max suggested.

      “Right. Well. Let’s see.” Ed took a deep breath. “All my life, before Ivalis that is, I thought—or hoped, more like—that I had potential. If only the world would give me a chance, if only I could find the right quest, I was sure there was fight in me. My life was spent in a haze, like a game’s cutscene, waiting for shit to get real. As if the real gameplay would come later. But it never did. There were only crappy job after crappy job, and an apartment whose rent I could barely afford. The right quest never came. And I guess that made me angry. That anger—” he stabbed a finger at his chest “—lingers. It gives me strength. When Ivalis happened, after Kharon’s deal, I was eager to prove myself. And shit, prove myself I did. I’ve never stopped. And yet. The anger lingers.”

      Max nodded. “Go on. I hear you.”

      “A few months ago, I met someone from before. In my other life, he was a sort of small tyrant. A Mid-Boss in the mediocre quest that had been my life so far, an enemy to vanquish. And then, after all this time, I saw him again, and he was no enemy. No Boss. Just an angry child whose insecurities had been manipulated by a god so he wouldn’t realize he was a pawn in some… pitiful, meaningless, revenge scheme. The angry child never had a fucking chance, and yet here he is, thinking he’s some sort of Chosen One.” Ed chuckled. “I guess you see where I’m going with this.”

      “Gods can be a pain in the ass, can’t they?” Max said. “So. You see your reflection in that former enemy of yours.”

      “Everyone in the Haunt believes I’m someone extraordinary,” Ed said quietly. “They need me to be, because their lives are in my hands. If I fail at any point, they’re fucking gone.” He snapped his fingers. “So I stand tall and tell them everything is going to be okay because they need that from me. So far, I’ve managed to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat. But it’s always a close call. It always takes me pushing myself further and further. One day, though, I’m going to meet someone who is simply beyond me.” Despite having healed, the pain in his chest from Vaines’ kick still lingered, like one of Lavy’s spirits. “Someone who all my tricks and last-ditch efforts won’t work on, because they are the real deal. And then, before the end, I shall have to face the truth. I’m but a man whose anger tricked him into thinking he had potential to change the world, and because of that presumption, everyone I care about is going to die.”

      He grimaced, tired all of a sudden, as if the way Max listened in almost complete silence had been a magic unto itself, allowing Ed to reach deep, to the black corners of his mind where he had shoved his fears and doubts so they wouldn’t distract him as he tried to keep his Haunt from falling apart.

      Barkeep Max scratched his beard and spat again, then was silent for a while, long enough that Ed thought the conversation was over. Just as he was about to get up to leave, the man stirred. “You’ve spoken from the heart. It is only proper to repay honesty with honesty, so I shall tell you the truth—I came all the way to the Haunt in this night of Spriveska with the hope of asking you one single question.”

      “Well, ask it.”

      “Why the batblins?”

      “What?”

      “Why the batblins?” he repeated. “Why let them live?”

      Ed turned to the party, then back to Max. He pursed his lips in confusion. “I’ve no idea what you are talking about—”

      “Kharon brought you to my forest for a reason, Edward Wright. Batblins are common critters. Ask Vaines, ask Everbleed, ask Sephar himself, they’ll say the same thing. Batblins are useless minions except, maybe, as arrow-fodder. They cannot fight worth a damn, they’re rowdy, dirty, stupid. You appeared where you did because the Boatman hoped you would kill the batblins, take their experience points, and secure the loyalty of your first two minions. An easy start. Instead, you forgave the batblins and earned the friendship of the Hexwoman and the Skald the hard way. And in doing so, gained something else.”

      The man’s voice had changed in a small way that Ed found hard to describe. Perhaps Alder would’ve had the right words. Ed could merely think that it was as if Max’ lungs were like hot coals, and his throat was full with the smoke. “For a long time, you’ve raged against the gods, Light and Dark, trying to set yourself free from the chains that bind your fate. You are a fool, Edward Wright. The gods are great and man is small. The great plans of the immortals cannot be thwarted… except, maybe, in small ways. You are a fool because in the very day of your arrival in Ivalis you achieved without realizing it the very same thing you still strive for.” Now Ed could swear a trail of smoke had come out of the barkeep’s mouth, but it only happened once. “Klek, son of Virp, was meant to die that day. Yet now he lives. A small change. Inconsequential in the deep schemes of the Dark and the Light. I doubt Kharon has even noticed, and he wouldn’t care if he had. But to the batblins, this tiny change is everything. Until the day he dies—and the line of his life extends far beyond yours, Dungeon Lord—Klek, son of Virp, shall speak your name to his people, but it will be his virtues they see attached to it, not your failures. A small change. But there are ancient ways, forgotten traditions older than the Dark, older than Objectivity, and for them, small changes are everything. So I ask again, son of Wright, for the third time. Why let the batblins live?”

      Perhaps it was something in the way Max spoke. Perhaps it was simply because he had a huge Charm attribute, although Ed couldn’t see a smidgen of his character sheet. In any case, the Dungeon Lord believed that it was crucial, maybe life or death, that the only thing that left his lips was the absolute truth.

      So speak the truth he did, even if it wasn’t as impressive as what a Bard could’ve come up with. “I was scared, and so were they. We fought, but then we found a way to break it off. I was glad to. Maybe a true Dungeon Lord wouldn’t have been scared. But I was. And I don’t know. I hit one in the head and it felt like hitting a kid. It just didn’t feel right. That’s all.”

      “I see. A small reason. Fitting.” Max grinned. “Gods truly are a pain in the ass, are they not? They come and take, take, take. In the ancient times, before mortals knew them as gods, they prayed so the gods would remain in their divine seats, so mankind would have a chance to go about their business in peace.” Groaning, the man stood up, his joints cracking as he did. “Gods have meddled in your business for a long while. It is only fair once in a while one lends you a hand. Objectivity likes its balance, after all. Consider it a blessing. In the grand scheme of things, the batblins do not matter, and because of this, they are my favorite. You’ve done me a service.”

      Ed gave the man an inquisitive look, as if he saw him for the first time. “Who are you?”

      “Will you accept my blessing, Edward Wright?” He extended a hand, but then raised a single finger. “But first, a warning. In the old days, a blessing was a terrible thing. Even when trying to help the gods could not avoid their nature. Many heroes accepted the blessing and later regretted it. Do not make this decision lightly.”

      The Dungeon Lord’s hand froze midway. Around both men, it was as if reality itself had acquired the golden quality of a dream. The light of the torches was dim, distant. The music, at some point, had stopped. It was as if they were alone in the world, as if time itself held its breath. Eldritch green eyes and molten gold eyes locked gazes.

      “Who are you?” Ed asked again.

      Something old stirred in Max’ eyes. Something downright ancient, like burnished gold buried for generations. “You already know. Mine are the freshets of dawning spring, the creeping thyme, and the untamed ginger. Mine is the starving wolf in white winter, a drop of crimson blood on broken bark, and the stiff corpse under a bank of snow. My left hand brings blight, and the right harvest. I am the crunching bite and the jackdaw’s song. I am the forest.”

      For a brief instant, Ed thought the man’s leather-skin was framed by glimmering golden scales. Then the Dungeon Lord blinked. Max was but a man beaten down by the sun, tired eyes and unkempt beard.

      “You are Hogbus,” Ed said, standing up, face to face with the ancient being. He extended his right hand. “An unaligned god. I shall take that blessing.”

      Max’ grasp was like a vice. His skin was impossibly hot to the touch, as if the furnace in his lungs kept his bones white-hot under the surface. “Once have you stolen life from death’s gates and torn victory from the jaws of defeat. May you escape twice more, and no further, for denying death has consequences, and worst among those is life. You shall live long enough to see your every triumph turn to ash, Lord of the Haunt. Build it, and it shall crumble. Grasp it, and it shall slip from your fingers. Love it, and it shall leave you. Only when your black heart is returned to the halls of its maker, shall you find a chance to bring the seed of lasting life to your Haunted Kingdom. When the time comes, may your gamble strike true, Edward Wright. And in the meantime, may you find the will to endure what is to come. This is the forest’s blessing. Thus, you are blessed.”

      The surge of heat traveled down Ed’s arm like an electric current, reaching up his shoulder and into his heart in the blink of an eye. Stars exploded in his field of vision, and he stumbled backwards until his back struck the wall of his Highway. Then, bit by bit, the heat dissipated. Ed grunted and pressured his temple to hold the incipient headache that was building up. He looked around, but he was alone with his thoughts.

      “What an asshole,” he muttered. Then, louder, as he turned around, looking for Barkeep Max on the empty tunnel, “You call that a blessing? Fucking Wetlands, that was a curse if I’ve ever heard one!”

      However, once he managed to gather his bearings and focus his vision, he saw a small prompt through his Evil Eye:

      

      
        	Congratulations! You have unlocked a new talent option: Hogbus’ Stubborn Resilience - (50 experience): After sustaining damage, this talent allows the user to bolster his Endurance with up to half of the user’s Spirit ranks, as long as he passes a Spirit contest with difficulty depending on the amount of damage received.

        	Energy Drain: None.

      

      

      Ed fumed as he bought the talent with the last of his experience points. “Well,” he said darkly, studying his updated character sheet. “At least it’s better than nothing.”
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Chapter Eighteen

          

          Final Preparations

        

      

    

    
      The six black-robbed figures stood like statues on the edges of the crimson summoning circle as the Dungeon Lord entered the room where the ritual would take place.

      It was the edge of midnight on a moonless night, and the dim torches cast long shadows on the hooded men and women of the circle, which had the stillness of death. Ed felt as if he had missed a turn somewhere and had ended up in a mausoleum.

      He distinguished Jarlen because she was shorter and slimmer than the others. “So, you ended up creating your Nightshades, after all,” he said.

      “I figured tonight would be an appropriate time to make the introduction,” Jarlen said, bowing stiffly. “During our absence in the Endeavor, my progeny shall keep the Haunt’s holdings safe.”

      Ed faced the rest of the Nightshades, who still hadn’t moved an inch. Not even their chests rose up to take a single breath. “Did you follow our deal?”

      “In their former life, they were all enemy combatants or bandits,” Jarlen said. “They were already dead when I found them, and thanks to our Dark mercy, they have a new chance at serving a higher purpose.”

      The Dungeon Lord came closer to the nearest vampire, until he saw through his black hood an ashen face, middle-aged, yet whose death and reanimation had covered in deep wrinkles. “You’ve met with a terrible fate,” he told the undead. “Even though you may not feel that way now, I doubt your former self would’ve agreed to this. For that, I apologize.”

      “No need, my Lord,” rasped the vampire as his chest moved for the first time, if only to get him enough air to speak. “We are the Lucky Five, the best of the games of the grave. I was dead, and now I am something else.” He showed the Dungeon Lord his long, sharp claws. “I choose life eternal over blank oblivion. Master Jarlen brought me back, and for that, I serve her, and you through her.”

      The five gazes of the vampires fell on Ed with undead intensity. Something like guilt stabbed his own chest, and he took a step back, away from the abominations.

      “Don’t you love them?” Jarlen said, her voice almost a purr. “They are so… passionate about undeath when they first awaken. As if their hearts still remember what it feels like to beat.”

      “The ritual,” Ed told Jarlen dryly. “Is everything ready?”

      The Nightshade nodded. “Cursewing summoning is not the hardest ritual I ever had to perform, even with the… special modifications that you required, my Lord Wraith. You should see what the ritual to summon a Devil Knight involves. Two months and six days of daily preparations, and a year before those to plan everything up.” She shook her head, amused. “Hard work. But good times.”

      “Well, I don’t think we’ll ever get a Devil Knight in the Haunt, so good times are over,” Ed said. “Shall we begin?”

      “We are not waiting for Master Lavina?” Jarlen asked.

      “Demonology is not her specialty,” Ed said. Lavy had been the minion of two Dungeon Lords before Ed, and she had witnessed her fair share of fiendish Netherworldly rituals, many of which involved human sacrifice. She wasn’t a fan, exactly, and Ed didn’t wish to remind her of those times. So he had gone to Jarlen, who couldn’t care less.

      “As you wish,” Jarlen said. “Step to the center of the circle, Lord Wraith.”

      Jarlen’s vampires, the Lucky Five, as they called themselves, began chanting in unison, in the old language of the Netherworld, which many scholars considered the language of the Dark itself. It was an ugly thing, this language, with harsh words not designed for a mortal’s windpipe, and clashing consonants that threatened madness if paid too much attention. The vampires had probably spent a couple nights practicing these few lines.

      Ed thought they sounded as if the lovechild of Cthulhu and Hitler had just smashed his toe against the bedpost.

      Jarlen stepped forward, carrying a perfumed black wooden box engraved with unholy glyphs. Ed fought back the desire to roll his eyes—rituals required a modicum of adherence to form for them to work. “In the name of the Great Dark One, I come in the night, bearing gifts,” she intoned, opening the box. “Royal ointment, meant for the ultimate king.” She brought out a glass vial full of embalming fluid and set it on one of the three inner circles drawn between her and Ed, whose need to roll his eyes grew harder to ignore by the second.

      Oftentimes, he suspected the fiends of the Netherworld actively tried to be as cartoonishly evil as possible.

      “A fistful of holy ground, thoroughly desecrated,” Jarlen went on, taking a pouch full of dirt taken from a corner of the Haunt’s cemetery where a drunk batblin had been caught pissing during Spriveska. She set it on the second circle.

      “The heart of an innocent virgin, plucked before its time,” she said, her tone oozing scorn as she brought out a bloody organ the size of a fist, and set it on the last of the circles. “Listen to our summons, O Dark One. With these offers, the doors are open. Step forth—” she uttered the true name of the cursewing creature, which sounded as if a unicorn was choking on a depressed teenager’s diary.  Then, Jarlen lifted her chin in Ed’s direction, expectantly.

      The Dungeon Lord sighed. “And a drop of royal blood seals our covenant,” he stated matter-of-factly, as he drew a small silver knife from his belt. With a deliberate motion, he pressed hard against his arm.

      He blinked. There had been no cut, despite having felt the pressure and the cold bite of the edge. Narrowing his eyes, he pressed again, this time trying not to unconsciously summon his Spirit to bolster his Endurance against expected damage. A stab of pain, and then a line of blood so red it was almost black slid down his arm and onto the ground. Almost instantly, the tiny wound burned pale blue sparks as his spectral regeneration took over, and the skin closed, leaving only a trail of sulfurous smoke as evidence there had been a wound at all.

      Perhaps I have more in common now with this fiend we’re summoning than with a normal man, Ed thought, troubled.

      The blood on the ground shone bright red. There was a distant song that was becoming way too familiar to Ed. The chanting of the Lucky Five grew in intensity, and all the torches went off at once, at the same time that the three offerings were engulfed by flashes of fire that reduced them to ashes.

      And then the lights returned. Even the vampires looked bewildered. The summoning circle had all burned out, but nothing else had changed. There was no cursewing fiend anywhere around.

      “Did we do something wrong?” Ed asked, furrowing his brow. If he had wasted an entire talent on a dud, he’d be fuming for weeks.

      “Impossible!” Jarlen claimed. “We did everything by the book. Except that damn heart, of course. Lord Wraith, if only you had allowed me—”

      Somewhere above Ed came a sound like a heavy drape falling over. Ed saw a wide shadow around his feet, growing bigger. He raised his head in time to see something like black silk, tiny fangs everywhere, flutter his way—

      

      “What in the name of every single of the Light gods’ genitals is that thing?” Kes asked, arms closed, keeping well away from Ed. “And what is it doing on your arm?”

      The prototype storage section of the Research Facility was crowded with the amount of people reunited there tonight. The Dungeon Lord, the Researchers, Klek, Alder, and Kes. Only Lavy was absent, but she had kept to her quarters for a while now, working frantically in the shadows, cackling here and there.

      Ed raised his arm, which was draped up to his shoulder by a creature best described as a gothic flying stingray. The upper side of its body was inky black. Its inner half had been bright red, but it seemed to have a degree of shape-shifting, because soon after the ritual was done it had changed the red to a Haunt-appropriate pink-and-purple. Judging by the concentric rows of fangs, this part was its mouth. If that was the case, the creature was half mouth and half… well, whatever the rest of it was.

      “This is my new cursewing, remember? From the talent,” Ed said awkwardly. “It’s my new cape.”

      Kes cocked her head. “I… don’t know what to say. It doesn’t look like a cape. But at least you’ll stop using that damned green Thieves Guild rag you keep around.”

      “You don’t mean his enchanted Hood of Silence?” Alder asked. “That thing is a classic. It started a fashion trend on the Haunt!”

      “I like it too,” Klek added, for moral support.

      “Now that you mention that hood, where is it?” Ed asked. “Haven’t seen it in a while.”

      “Maybe some batblins mistook it for a cleaning rag and used it to shovel dung from the hell chicken hatcheries,” Kes said. “In any way, good riddance. It made you look like a dirty minotaur commander.” Ed narrowed his eyes at the Marshal, suspecting that his favorite cape had been the subject of a political assassination in the name of fashion.

      Alder strolled forward and carefully jabbed a finger at the cursewing’s black hide, which didn’t react to his presence. “So what does it do?”

      Ed showed him the fiend’s character sheet:

      

      
        	Cursewing, unnamed. Exp: 100. Brawn: 6, Agility: 10, Spirit: 5, Endurance: 13, Mind: 5, Charm: 5. Skills: Disguise: Improved I, Brawl: Basic V, Survival: Basic I. Talents: Cursewing Shape-shifting, Thermal vision, Fiendish Nature, Familiar.

      

      

      “Uh,” Alder said. “Those stats are way too low. Did you get a defective fiend? Can you return it and get another one?”

      Ed was about to scratch the back of his head, realized the cursewing covered his hand, and shook it until the creature shifted to leave his fingers alone. “Well, no. If I did the ritual again, the same one would reappear. That’s what the familiar talent means, we’re bonded.”

      Researcher Arieselle, a fiend of the Netherworld herself, although of an entirely different type, approached timidly. “Can I take a look, Lord Wraith?” she asked. Carefully, she caressed the soft hide of the cursewing. “It is but a baby. The adults of his kind are much bigger and have a hide as tough as enchanted leather, and elders can even turn into terrifying weapons of teeth and bone. Did you… ah, skimp on the summoning ritual somehow?”

      Sitting on a corner, still grumpy from the ritual’s failure, Jarlen scoffed loudly.

      Oh, boy, Ed thought. “I was hoping no one would ask. The ritual called for a young virgin heart, so—”

      “Those are a pain in the ass to find, are they not?” Arieselle asked, commiserating. Then she blushed, perhaps for being too familiar with the Dungeon Lord.

      “So,” Ed went on, “we used the heart of a gray hell chicken butchered for the Spriveska.” Then, at seeing the scandalized expression of the fiendish Researchers, he felt compelled to add, “What? The instructions didn’t specify a species.”

      “Nice dodge,” Klek whispered, as the fiends expressed their disapproval as loudly as decorum allowed.

      “Thanks.”

      Arieselle pursed her lips and flicked a lock of brightly colored hair off her face. “That’s that, then. Your Deviousness thought it fitting to skimp on the offering, and the Dark Powers found it fitting to skimp on the cursewing’s age as well. Fair is fair, I guess. In time, it will age. In the meantime—” she petted the fiend “—I have to admit it’s really cute. Like a puppy.”

      “That’s not how I would describe it,” Kes muttered. Then, to Ed, “Is it sucking your blood?”

      Ed shrugged. “Eh. It only takes a little. With spectral regeneration and the rest of my new talents, it doesn’t even sting, really. Hell, it’s actually quite comfortable, once you get used to the texture. And having a living demon-cape reminds me of this badass old movie I saw once, so all in all I’m happy with my choice.”

      “Dungeon Lords,” Kes muttered, making it sound somewhat like a curse. “Ed, I love you like a brother, but sometimes I think you’re the weirdest person in the room, and look at the company we keep.” She gestured at the flying pufferfishes, the lizardman, and the succubus from Ivalian hell.

      “You only just noticed?” Alder asked her, grinning. “He keeps a spiderling in his boots everywhere he goes. That should have clued you in.”

      “You don’t?” Klek asked. “How do you find out about the latest rumors, then?”

      Alder opened his mouth, then visibly changed his mind. “Well, nice baby fiend you’ve got there, Ed. How about we take a look at the new toys your minions cooked up for the Endeavor?”

      “Hell yes,” Ed said, perking up.

      Alder rubbed his hands. “That’s what I wanted to hear. Bring them in, guys.”

      

      Heorghe strolled into the room the same way he did everything—boisterously. Following after him came his apprentices, who pulled a wheeled post covered by a sheet. “Your new set of armor, Lord Edward,” he said proudly, as he unveiled the post. “Made it following your specifications, this beauty is the bleeding edge of the Haunted armories.”

      Ed whistled as he circled the gleaming armor display. “It truly is a beauty.” The breastplate was so polished he could see his reflection, distorted by the silver gilding and the shark design etched along its chest and belly. The design was more sober than his exuberant old one, and the plate was not as thick. The Y-shaped helmet was round and sloped at its lower end to help deflect a blow away from the neck. The plate parts were smaller than the other armor, leaving more body unprotected, but underneath them was a fine mail tunic and under that, a snug spidersilk vest. The air around the entire set buzzed with protective enchantments.

      “It is lighter than your last one,” Heorghe explained. “Which shall give you the versatility you’ll require to survive the unknown dangers of the Endeavor. Your helmet packs an advanced momentum-diffusion enchantment, so you won’t snap your neck if thrown against a wall or something of that sort. The mail is infused with silver, so you’ve a degree of protection against undead there. The spidersilk vest you already know, but Empress Laurel sewed it herself to show her concern for your health. We managed to give it a small protection from the elements enchantment, so you don’t overheat under so many layers. The plate is, of course, also enchanted with the latest designs of our Research wing.” He gave a nod to Researcher Churla, the lizardman, who stepped forward.

      “Much appreciated, Forgemaster. Lord Wraith, thanks to our study of the inner components of the Laptop Artifact,” Churla said, “we designed better glyph-layouts for item enchanting, not unlike the pattern of the new fireball rune.  Our new layout is smaller at no sacrifice of complexity, which allows for a set of armor that packs a denser magical pattern.”

      “Good job. We just unlocked miniaturization on our tech tree,” Ed said. Churla’s tongue darted in and out of his mouth, his chest bursting with pride. If—when—the Haunt managed to create batteries that could hold magical charge, they would have access to weapons that could challenge the Heroic-rank. Let the Inquisition sort that one out, Ed thought savagely.

      “Just try not to break this one, it’s ten times more expensive than the last. Now, for weapons,” Heorghe said, as his apprentices hurried to drag a large mahogany chest inside. The Forgemaster reached inside and brought out a longsword and a fine black sheath. “Your standard enchanted blade. Steel, silver runes, very flexible. You stick the baddies with it hard enough, blood comes out. Repeat until you win or you somehow manage to numb the edge. Which you’ll probably manage, anyway, so I’m adding a short sword to the list, as backup. Let’s hope all those fancy talents let you handle all the weight, eh?” He sheathed both swords, then set them aside and brought out a leather sling. “Silver throwing knives, but these pack a twist, courtesy of Chief Kaga himself, sent with his regards. The knives are tied to a small fireball rune. I’m sure you can figure the rest out yourself.”

      After the knives came an adventuring backpack that contained a set of Thieves Tools, courtesy of the Guild. Ed had learned a bit of what to do with most of them, although not as well as Alder, given the lack of time. The rest of the backpack’s contents was the standard—a pouch for a variety of runes, a first-aid kit, small provisions in case the Endeavor lasted too long, even a ruby in case somehow Ed managed to find a ley line, create a dungeon, and set up a Portal. There was also space for a set of potions, but it was still empty.

      “Thank you, Heorghe, everyone,” Ed said. “Thanks to your efforts I’m closer to making it out in one piece.” He bit his lip. “What about the gnomes’ secret project? Any last-minute breakthroughs there?”

      Heorghe shook his head. “The fun powder. No, Ed, I’m sorry to report the gnomes are still stuck. So far, we managed to get the cannon, as you call it, to fire its projectile by using a fireball rune instead of a powder charge. It… does the trick. However, it’s way too heavy for you, and I doubt you’ll be able to drag it along the Nightmare Factory, even if we add wheels.”

      Ed rubbed his chin. “Can you get the revolvers to fire the same way?”

      “Absolutely not. The explosion is too strong, the barrels just turn to slag. Wizard Moog almost lost a hand trying.”

      “A shame,” Ed said. He had high hopes for that project. He could almost see the face Vaines and the others would’ve made if he and the rest of his minions stormed the complex with blazing, magic-enhanced flintlocks. However, unlike in his favorite videogames, in real life not every secret project paid off just in time for the final battle.

      “We do have a small surprise,” Alder announced. “It was mostly Arieselle’s idea, but Kes, Klek, and I came up with the concept,” he said happily, as Arieselle hurried to retrieve a small parcel from the pile of prototypes.

      “It’s a shield,” Arieselle said, as she unpacked a sort of thick, wide vambrace. She strapped it on her own forearm and held it in front of her. It was definitely not big enough to be a shield, Ed thought. “Although we cannot yet build a device that stores magical charge, we managed to create an item that transfers it. It’s not a breakthrough, most advanced Enchanters can make items like these—however our method is a bit cheaper. This shield is built to cast a basic barrier spell, which Kes—Marshal Kessih, that is—says you don’t have in your spell list. Unlike a trap, which has to be charged beforehand or connected to a ley line, you simply establish a connection to the device, then feed it one of your daily basic castings. Like this—barrier!”

      A floating, semi-transparent shield built out of concentric, fiery half-spheres appeared in front of her, coming from the vambrace. Behind the succubus, the Researchers mumbled with interest and envy, while Churla stared daggers at her.

      “Fantastic. Thank you. I won’t have to worry as much about a fireball to the face, with this in my load-out,” Ed said, as Arieselle handed him the vambrace. “You’re much closer to solving the battery issue than you know. If we could give a hundred Haga’Anashi shields like these with five charges, we would have a force to be reckoned with.”

      Kes winced. “Yeah, and we would also be bankrupt. It’s cheaper than building an advanced magical item, not free.”

      “The road to a huge discovery is paved by small steps,” Ed said. He turned to the Researchers. “Thank you all for the extra effort you’ve put in the last months. You’re saving the life of our warriors with every bit of progress and furthering our chances at victory.”

      Researcher Churla scratched his back, unsettled, clearly not used to a Dungeon Lord’s praise. “Think nothing of it, Lord Wraith. It’s also our own skin hanging on the balance.”

      Ed took a step forward and placed his human hand on the clean surface of the new breastplate. It was cold to the touch. “Very well. Time to assemble the team.”

      

      Ed tapped his cheek, nervously, sitting in the War Room. His friends weren’t going to like what he had to say. Better to get it over with soon.

      “The Regents have a truce,” Ed explained. “To avoid turning the Standard Factory into a battlefield, there’s a limit to the number of minions each Dungeon Lord may bring to the fight. This way, there’s not as big a chance that someone blows up some important piece of machinery.” He raised three fingers. “Three minions per Dungeon Lord. One of them, you already know. The second is Jarlen. The third… well.”

      Kes’ hand gripped the edge of the table until her knuckles turned white. “You are not bringing any of us with you, are you?”

      “Of course he is,” Klek said. “Me and Tulip, the two of us, shall be the third. A batblin and a horned spider should count as a single minion.”

      The words of the god of all of Starevos’ forests ringed in Ed’s ears. His curse. And every stolen victory shall turn to ash in your hands… love it, and it shall leave you…

      “I don’t think we can get away with that,” Ed said, grinning sadly. “Sorry, guys, but Kes is right. You are all too valuable to the Haunt—and to me—to risk. Chances are, none of the minions that I’ll bring with me are making it out alive, even if I manage to win.”

      Just as he had suspected, his friends didn’t take this decision lightly. Kes scoffed and cursed in some language she had picked up in one of her trips. Klek wriggled his hands, troubled. Even Alder had a dark look to him. The Bard was the first to speak:

      “Ed, it sounds as if you were going there to die.”

      “After all the effort everyone has made…” Kes added. She composed herself. “Ed, if you go there without believing—truly believing—you can win, then your attacks shall lack conviction. Without conviction, a warrior is dead on his feet. If you think this is a suicide mission, then just don’t go.”

      She was about to say something else, but Ed raised one hand that cut her off mid-sentence. “The Endeavor is our only hope at surviving the Militant Army. I’m going, no matter what. And I’m winning. No matter what. You, more than anyone else, should understand what that means.” There was a weight to his voice that hadn’t been there before the Battle of Undercity. There, Ed had led men and women to their deaths. Because of his decisions, people on both sides had lost their lives. By his hand, men that thought themselves good had met their gods to face judgment.

      After that, there was no going back to the person he was before.

      He thought the cause just—without the Haunt’s intervention, thousands of innocents would’ve died. To stop that from happening again, he would fight, and kill, which meant more people would die under his command.

      Warring for peace was an oxymoron, clamored a voice in his head, the voice of the young man with a human heart. With every person the Dungeon Lord killed, as blood pooled around his feet, that voice grew fainter.

      Kes and the others were quiet. They were his friends, and he would gladly die for them. But he was also their leader. There could come a time when they may have to die because of a failed call he would make. Although no one would ever have acknowledged it, Ed knew this meant there was an unsolvable distance between Dungeon Lord and minions.

      This was the price of power.

      So be it, he thought fiercely. “In the Factory, I may have to make a call that ends with one or all of my followers dead. I won’t do that to you. The solution is clear.” He shook his head. “The Haunt’s needs you. Kes, you are my second-in-command. If I were to fall, you are to take over. Find a way to go on without a Dungeon Lord, or find an allied one, somehow, or take up the Mantle yourself. We have the fragment of the Hero’s preserved Mantle, have the Researchers pull something out of their ass. Fight, if you believe you can win, or evacuate as many as you can into the Netherworld otherwise. Lavy’s Research is too important to risk her. Alder, your Chronicle is your life’s work. It won’t go unfinished if I can help it. Tell our story. Make the world listen. And Klek… your people need your guidance. You are the one they look up to. Show them how far they can rise.” He steeled his will, and met all their gazes, unflinching. “My decision is final. We are not debating this one. According to the minionship pact—to the ancient traditions of the Lordship—all minions are supposed to lay down their lives in defense of the Dungeon Lord at a moment’s notice. However, the Haunt shall have its own traditions. The Lord of the Haunt is the servant of the Haunt. If I am not willing to risk my life for the protection of this place, of its people—of you—then I am not a leader worth following.”

      The silence that followed was so thick he could’ve drained its Endurance with his skeletal hand. The Evil Eye, which had flared during his speech, slowly drained to an ember as his emotions eased.

      “Dungeon Lords are creatures of the underground,” Kes said, very quietly, after a while. “My soul was born of cloud and sunlight, even if I was cast down. If you fall, I shall lead our people as best I can, but I won’t become a second you.”

      “That is fair,” Ed said, just as quiet.

      “And if you fall,” Alder said, louder, “I’m ending your part in the Chronicle with ‘and we went down like a massive asshole, leaving us all to fend for ourselves.’”

      “Not so fair,” Ed said. “At the very least add your saddest musical piece to that scene.”

      The Bard cracked a small smile. “I have been practicing the violin. Let’s compromise. You get a slow violin piece, but your character is acted by a horned spider standing on her hind-legs and wearing a green cape.” Kes snorted, and Klek let out the breath he had been holding. That was Alder all right. Holding up a temper wasn’t in his nature. Thanks to him, the tension in the table was broken, and everything was back to normal, as if a spell had been broken.

      But there was still the invisible distance. Perhaps wider today that it had been before. Love them, and they shall leave you, the voice of the forest whispered on the Dungeon Lord’s ear, and sorrow stabbed his heart like an ice needle.

      So be it, he told himself. As long as they live.

      

      “Who will be the third minion?” Klek asked.

      Ed’s smile grew wider. With dungeon vision, he could see Lavy listening just outside, apparently cleaning some dust from her eye while waiting for her cue. He wasn’t about to rob her of her big moment, though, so he said, “Well, I was thinking of either an ogre or one of Laurel’s Spider Queens—”

      The doors smashed wide open. “You shall do no such thing!” Lavy exclaimed dramatically as she barreled inside, purple cape fluttering behind her in a way only achievable by a discreet breeze spell. She was followed by a big, shambling something that made Kes and Klek immediately spring to their feet and reach for their weapons.

      “Put those down,” Lavy said. “They wouldn’t do any good, anyway, so don’t bother.” She pointed a finger at the Dungeon Lord. “Ed! I heard it all. There’s no need to say more.”

      Ed raised his hands and tried his best to act surprised. “Lavy, what is the meaning of this?” he asked.

      “You think you march alone from the Endeavor to protect your friends,” Lavy said. “Our noble Dungeon Lord. But I shall not allow it. Behold, the fruit of my labor. The result of a lifetime’s effort.” At a gesture from her, the gray boulder of a man scooped her over with a wide, stiff motion and placed her on his shoulder as if she were a child. He didn’t even tilt, as if she weighed nothing whatsoever. “There’s no damage he can’t survive, for he is already dead. Fearless, obedient, modular. Through him, I fight by your side. This is Lavy’s monster—my Rolim!” she finished by jumping down with a theatrical flourish that surely could’ve qualified her to take Bardic talents.

      Rolim just stared straight ahead, his bald, scarred, stitched face expressionless, misty eyes of different colors focusing on nothing.

      “So that’s why everything smells of formaldehyde,” Alder noted. “You finally went off the deep end, eh, Lavy? You sure that zombie thing can take what Vaines can dish?”

      Lavy’s smile widened. “Not any zombie, little Alder. An intelligent zombie. Empowered by what I learned of the study of ancient Necromancers and Unholy Clerics before me. It can take what Vaines can dish, and then some. Give it a mace or something heavy, and he’ll be the one bringing on the pain.” She then whispered, “Who is the genius now, Frederick?”

      Ed studied Lavy’s creation for a long while. It was as strong as an ogre, and way more durable. There were also all the resistances the undead had, and judging from his character sheet, a handful of other upgrades. He was about to praise his friend when Kes jumped to her feet, as if struck by lightning.

      The Marshal rushed to Lavy’s side. “Can it aim?”

      “Well, he has a seven in Agility,” Lavy said. “Why do you ask? Arming him with a bow would be a waste of his strength.”

      Kes’ smile was fierce. “No, not a bow.” She turned to Ed, face flush with excitement. “If Lavy doesn’t mind I’ll hitch a ride on her show. Maybe a part of me gets to fight with you, Ed, after all.”

      This time the Evil Eye shone with excitement, not sorrow. “Let’s do this,” Ed said. “All those Lotian Lords won’t know what’s about to hit them.”
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Chapter Nineteen

          

          Interlude: Gallio

        

      

    

    
      Gallio almost made for a sorry sight as the doors of the upper floor of the concert hall parted to let him through. The Inquisitor had cleaned up as an afterthought before leaving the palace, that much was clear, but that was the only clean thing about him. His boots left a trail of mud and congealed blood in his wake, his breastplate was dented and murky with smidgens of gore, and his cheek sported a long, thin gash that the Clerics hadn’t gotten around to healing yet.

      The reason he didn’t make for an entirely sorry sight was in his eyes, bloodshot, pupils small like pinpricks, and in the way his right hand rested as an afterthought over the handle of the sword resting by his side, as if a part of his mind wasn’t entirely sure that the killing was done for the day.

      It wasn’t so strange, then, that when the highly trained Militant guards that watched over the pavilion stepped in his way, they did so nervously, like a kid that has fallen into the wrong side of a fence and is staring eye-to-eye at an enraged warthog.

      “Eminence, the Examiners are not taking visitors for the duration of the concert,” said one of the guards, the oldest, his knuckles white as he gripped his halberd.

      In the distance below, the voice of Uta Stribei, famed Galtian singer and performer, traveled down the stage like a haunted breeze, weaving into the harp and the violins of the Heiligian musicians as they grew toward a frantic crescendo that simulated divine ecstasy.

      Gallio eyed the guard for long enough that the guards shuffled in place, uneasy. In their place, he would’ve felt the same—a sunwave in a tight enclosure would’ve had catastrophic results, for the building and any sinner caught in the blast alike. And everyone knew that none was without sin in the eyes of the Light.

      Still, their fears were unfounded. Gallio sighed, and relaxed his sweaty back against the elegant, crimson and gold wall. “Until the end of the concert, you say? Fine. I shall wait,” he said.

      The guards stood there, gaping, unsure how to react. On one hand, Gallio was the Starevosi Inquisition’s golden hero. Since Wright had erected those accursed Towers, Gallio’s powers had saved the skin of many brave, young men and women. Some of which, probably, were friends and lovers of the guards here.

      A richly dressed couple passed them, hand in hand. They exchanged hushed comments as they passed the guards, and the man laughed loudly. The woman sniffed, scrunched her powdered nose, and turned to Gallio with a disdainful look, which turned to alarm as she took notice of his uniform. She then practically dragged her partner away, out of the Inquisitor’s reach.

      “You may as well take an empty seat and enjoy the concert, Eminence,” said another of the guards, a young woman, pretending not to take notice of the couple’s reaction.

      Gallio doubted, for a second. He felt wrong, out of place, here in a place of beauty—a place of worship of a different kind—bringing the stench of pain and death with him. Alvedhra had often joked that Gallio was only comfortable in the field, the sun at his back, and a sword at his side. Everything else was a distraction.

      The truth, however, was the opposite. Gallio thought that only the field was comfortable in his presence. Civilized society had no place for him.

      “Good idea,” he told the guard. She guided him to an empty private booth. The concert hall’s security made no move to stop them, although it wasn’t as if the Inquisition owned the place… at least not officially.

      Despite himself, the velvet sofa felt as a goddess’ caress on his mauled back. Alita’s talents turned him into an almost inhuman killing machine, able to fight for hours without stopping, capable of withstanding wounds that would’ve killed an untalented man by shock alone. However, his back hurt afterward all the same.

      Pain, it was said, was the flame over which zeal was forged.

      As he sat, the guard nudged his elbow and muttered, “When they hear you’re here, they’ll try to scurry away before the concert ends. They won’t expect you to be in this booth.”

      Gallio nodded his thanks as she left. He bent over the polished brass railing of the booth. Next to him, many faces under elegant hairdos did the same, gazes fixated on Uta Stribei and her vaporous dress as she extended her arms and reached notes out of the reach of an untalented throat. Sweat glistened on her smooth arms.

      The song was religious in nature, an ode to the sacrifices of the Light, guiding the Galtian children up the right path. Thus the presence of the Examiners and other high-ranking members of the Militant Church. Gallio had no idea if they would be pleased by Stribei’s performance—he had no frame of reference between a bad concert and a good one, as long as no one missed an obvious note.

      He wondered what the Galtian audience, which was about half of the attendance tonight, thought of Stribei now that she was under the payroll of the Militant Church. Was she a traitor? Or merely an artist doing what she must under the grip of an invading force?

      What, for that matter, thought the concert-goers of themselves? Traitors or survivors, or both?

      No answer came by the time the Inquisitor heard, through a brief lull in the song, the shuffling of feet somewhere behind his booth. Voices, hushed, most of them deferential. Two giving orders.

      Gallio stood and exited the booth and ran into Examiner Bartheny and Examiner Harmon and all their sycophants.

      For an instant, rail-thin and strict Bartheny widened her eyes in surprise and visibly withheld a gasp before regaining control of herself. “Inquisitor Gallio. Back already from the frontier?” She gave his clothes a disapproving glance-over. “Straight here from the battlefield, I take it. Not from the love of the art, of course.”

      “Of course, Eminence,” Gallio replied, bowing and making the gesture of the Light with his right hand.

      Both Examiners were dressed in their finest garments, the kind they would’ve worn on King Varon’s court. The jeweled earrings in Bartheny’s ears could’ve paid for several raids against the Haunt. The same applied to the golden cuffs in Harmon’s wide wrists.

      In this, they were at a disadvantage. The uniform didn’t make the man, but it announced his arrival. Despite the overwhelming difference in rank, Gallio was the one wearing a dented armor with broken enchantments, steel marred with the blood of the enemies of Heiliges.

      Examiner Harmon gave the courtiers and rich merchants around him a look that said, “Get lost.” They understood the message, to no one’s surprise. It was their job, after all.

      Gallio watched as the attendants exited the hall. The Inquisition was prideful, and they had reason to be. They were the most fearsome force in Ivalis. However, pride was a sin for a reason. If the Examiners thought that strength and zeal were reasons enough to ensure loyalty, they were in for a rude awakening. These conquered people were the sons and daughters of those who had known Starevos as a free kingdom. If the father’s past became the son’s dream, then the Inquisition’s Starevos hung by a thread named Edward Wright.

      Traitors or survivors. What would they call the Lord of the Haunt if he arrived at Galtia’s doors with an army at his back?

      Monster or liberator?

      “So now a mere Inquisitor thinks he can dispose of the time of his superiors at will?” Harmon asked, his voice hard like the hammer-blows he had used to crush his enemies long before his rising through the ranks straight out of the battlefield. Now the violence in his heart was reserved for those who displeased him. “You are here. It better be for a good reason.”

      “My reason is to serve the Light’s interest, as is yours, Eminence,” Gallio said, bowing again, the perfect image of the obedient son. “After the latest raid, which I’m happy to report was a success—” Not that you asked, he thought grimly “—it came to my ears that you planned a strike against Wright soon, acting on information provided by our informant in the Constantinian frontier.”

      “It came to your ears?” asked Bartheny sardonically, raising an eyebrow as thin as the rest of her. “Classified information just comes to you now, Inquisitor? Truly must be another blessing of the Light that we unworthy are not privy to.”

      “Or, more likely, someone ran his mouth again,” said Harmon through gritted teeth. “Dear Examiner Bartheny, I believe we’ve been too lenient with the new recruits. Our rank and file are in urgent need of a lesson about the value of discipline.”

      Gallio shook his head. “No one but me had anything to do with my inquiries, Eminences. I accept full responsibility. However, before you think of a punishment, please heed my warning first. Wright is luring you into a trap.”

      Again, the raised eyebrow. Through years in the High Court, Bartheny had perfected that gesture into a true art-form, one with which she could convey myriad emotions, all of them a different flavor of scorn. “A trap, you say? Interesting, seeing as the informant was your idea. Go on, Inquisitor, you may as well. You’ve until we reach the exit, and then we shall decide on an appropriate punishment. Right now I’m thinking a month without leave, prayer on your quarters whenever you’re not training or fighting.”

      A day full of prayer is not a punishment for the faithful, Gallio thought. He didn’t say so aloud, though. There were limits to the degree he dared push the Examiners. They were his superiors, after all. Without submission, peace crumbled. He followed after them and spoke as they walked. “My proposal was to double-bind Wright’s spying set-up, we were not to take his claims seriously. Those laxer minionship terms he uses for captured dungeon minions are done on purpose—they do not fit with his personality, or Kessih’s. The entire point of the minotaur was to learn of Wright’s plans by listening to what he wasn’t telling us. Yet now the Inquisition plans to delve straight into what is clearly a trap? He even gave Mohnuran all he needed to make a summoning circle on his own, for the Light’s sake! How obvious can it be?”

      “Pretty obvious, for the sound of it,” said Bartheny.

      “We should step down from our positions and let you do the job, since you’re clearly better suited at it than us,” added Harmon. He turned brusquely to Gallio and jabbed at him with one huge finger. “What do you propose as an alternative, Inquisitor, are we to ignore this Endeavor? Allow Wright—or any other Dungeon Lord, for that matter—to capture a military resource of incalculable value? You weren’t alive in the times of Saint Claire and Tillman. You don’t know of the damage they and that damn factory of theirs did to our kingdom.”

      Gallio stiffened, cheeks burning with shame despite himself. “The Endeavor has failed over and over again. For what we know, Evangeline Tillman designed it so only Dungeon Lords cooperating with each other can have a chance of success. This goes against their nature. The Endeavor is unwinnable by design. If we go there, by giving them a common enemy, we risk uniting them through a shared enemy. This could very well be Wright’s plan all along.”

      “This obsession of yours with Lord Wraith clouds your mind, Inquisitor,” Bartheny said. “You failed to stop him in time, and now everyone is suffering for it, and your guilt stops you from seeing the bigger picture. Perhaps that’s the reason Alita empowered you—in her infinite mercy, she gives you a chance to make amends.” She shook her head, and smiled a thin, nasty smile. “Start by working on your humility. You are not talking to two recruits here. As Examiners we know to look for the bigger picture. Wright is not our only target. If we destroy the Factory and everyone inside, Heiliges will get rid of many dangerous enemies, including Aramis Vaines and Victor Virion. That is enough to justify the risk.”

      Examiner Harmon mirrored Bartheny’s smile and added, “And this is a final lesson for you. We humored your plan to spy on Wraith, Inquisitor, that doesn’t mean the minotaur is our only source of intelligence on the comings and goings of the Dark. If Wraith thinks he’s duping us as he duped you, he’s in for a mean awakening. The Inquisition is not arriving into the Endeavor on his terms.”

      “What?” Gallio almost stopped dead on his tracks. “What are you talking about? We cannot just summon a strike team into the Netherworld without Mohnuran’s help.”

      “We have a second informant in the Endeavor,” Bartheny revealed, her words dripping poisonous joy inappropriate for her position. “The Inquisition is not as easily manipulated as you seem to think. We go into Tillman’s Factory to bring Alita’s judgment into Hell itself. The Dark won’t recover from this blow in decades, if ever.”

      Gallio’s confidence had left him. A second informant? It made sense, now that they mentioned it. Lord Wright wasn’t the only Dungeon Lord in the world. He was merely the only one in Starevos.

      Could it be that the Examiners were right? Was he obsessed with Edward Wright because of his own failure? He bit his lip. Everyone else was just so sure of themselves. Sometimes it seemed as if he were the only one riddled with doubts and fears.

      “Finally, it seems you understand your place,” Harmon said. “And just in time. Our chat is over, Inquisitor. Report to the barracks straight away. You shall be confined to your quarters for the rest of the month. Solitude shall give time for our lesson to take hold, I think.”

      “This is a mistake,” Gallio said. “Something is wrong here.” Are they blind? How can they not see it? he thought. “At least send me with whatever team you’ll bring. I can help. What I can do—”

      “What you can or cannot do,” Bartheny cut in, “won’t matter a bit after we’ve maimed the Lordship. You should be glad, Inquisitor. Soon enough, the Examiners shall rid the world of your mistake.”

      

      Gallio was halfway back to the barracks outside the Palace when it started to rain. He trudged on, ignoring the cold as it turned the steel of his armor into a constant bite that stole the warmth from his body.

      A white carriage caught up to him and matched his stride. It was smaller than average, and it was led by ponies. The wooden door opened to reveal the red face of the third of the Examiners.

      “Get in!” Hatter exclaimed over the noise of the rain.

      Inside was warm and bright, magically so, probably the result of a spell. Examiner Hatter, of gnomish blood, was a powerful spellcaster, although you wouldn’t be able to tell by looking at him. He was wide and short, like a pumpkin, and reeked of stale beer. Oftentimes Gallio thought Hatter was the only sane member of the Inquisition in the whole Starevos.

      “Are you feeling alright?” Gallio asked. “You look ashen.”

      “Don’t worry about it. Just a headache. I take it your meeting with the Examiners didn’t go as you hoped,” Hatter said, his tone commiserating.

      “It went as you expected, though,” Gallio said, as the color returned to his cheeks. “But I had to try, anyway.”

      “Always the hero,” Hatter said. “Even when defeat is assured.” He got out a tin flask from seemingly out of nowhere, uncorked it, and took a big swig. He offered Gallio some, which he declined. “A damn shame. It’s Galemoorian wine. You wouldn’t believe what I had to do to summon it here.”

      “Is there a way you can smuggle me into the Endeavor?” Gallio asked. “You are an Advanced spellcaster, are you not?” He would easily believe it if Hatter had one or two Heroic castings in his arsenal, even.

      Hatter massaged the side of his head. “I could, and you would probably die for it, alone with no support. Then I would lose my position as Examiner, and Harmon and Bartheny would be free to run amok unchallenged. Would that be worth it, Gallio? To die uselessly in the name of your revenge?”

      “Wright cannot go unchallenged.”

      “Do you genuinely think he has a chance at taking the Factory? We’ve been fighting Aramis Vaines and the other competitors for decades. The question pains me, but I must ask anyway—are you sure your anger against Wraith is not clouding your mind?”

      “Harmon and Bartheny said the same thing,” Gallio said sourly. “I’m not sure myself. But a year ago, everyone knew there was no way he could take Constantina and defeat the Heroes, and yet here we are.”

      Hatter pondered this. “There is a reason Alita chose you as her champion, Gallio. Maybe you are right, and I should have more faith in you. The young Inquisitors certainly do. However.” He paused. “Go to the Endeavor alone and you will die. Your kingdom still has a need of you, Inquisitor. You’re not yet allowed to quench your flame.”

      “So what am I supposed to do,” Gallio said, clenching a frustrated fist. “Just sit and wait while others go into what is essentially a suicide mission?”

      “That’s one option,” Hatter said. “The other… A year ago, I told you there was something wrong with the Inquisition. We’ve been biding our time, keeping Harmon and Bartheny in check as much as stalling Wraith’s advances. During the Endeavor, both sides shall be distracted, their gazes locked on the Netherworld. That’s the perfect time to make a move.” He bit his lip. “Travel to Heiliges, Inquisitor, out of the Examiners’ reach.”

      A cold rush that had nothing to do with the rain traveled down Gallio’s spine. “Back to Heiliges? Hatter, what are you talking about?”

      “A suspicion,” Hatter told him. “Nothing more. Circumstantial evidence, at best. The actions of Harmon and Bartheny are too ambiguous, and yet, I cannot help but wonder… Could it be that the Militant Church lost Alita’s grace because it has strayed from her Light?”

      “That talk is treason,” Gallio whispered.

      “If the Examiners have turned corrupt,” Hatter went on, “even the king may be in peril. Lord Wraith is not the only danger that besieges the kingdom. Perhaps the Dungeon Lord is not the reason you hold the power of the sunwave. Perhaps that reason is to protect us from ourselves.”
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Chapter Twenty

          

          Interlude: Everbleed

        

      

    

    
      The great expanse of the Netherworld stretched as far as the eye could see, a crimson sky without a sun, perennial twilight overlooking a scorched landscape, desert and ruin all the same, through which impossible rocky formations rose high like pustules on the carcass of a rotting giant.

      A sea of red dust swirled furiously on the windless waste, whipping the backs of the men, women, and fiends under the scant protection of the colorful forest of tents that had sprouted throughout the last couple days as the participants of the Endeavor arrived, along with their entourage, as well as Dungeon Lords merely there to watch and speculate—those brought their entourage too.

      Mentioning the tents gave the gathering no justice. A small city had sprouted out of nowhere in this hellish wasteland, their inhabitants unlike those of any city in Ivalis or the Netherworld. A sea of flags sprang along every street and improvised avenue, each of them representing a different fiendish faction, Regent, Lotian House, or Dungeon Lord.

      It seemed as if everyone of any importance was here, and they all brought their servants and minions in a display of lavish power. Assassins, fiends, Warlocks, Necromancers, and of course, Dungeon Lords. The High Clerics of the four Regents arrived last of all, each on a different edge of the field, as far away from each other as possible. Drones and slaves traversed the improvised streets formed by the tents, and long-time rivals met on those very same streets, their old enmities still lingering.

      It was hard to believe, judging by the thousands of citizens of this unholy city, by the myriad Dark powers they wielded, that the Light not only stood against them, but had them on the brink of extinction.

      But those who had lived long enough remembered a time when a gathering such as this one would’ve brought ten times its number. They would’ve known of times when Devil Knights were common sights as High Minions of most Dungeon Lords, when the ancient Oldbloods and their obsidian-armored armies of undead were more than a folktale to scare children to stay in their rooms at night. A time when the forges of Saint Claire and Tillman worked day and night to arm an entire country, and the engines of war pumped steel and eldritch magic to seed distant shores with bodies torn asunder.

      Archlord Alaric Everbleed was one of those few—fewer every year!—that had lived long enough to see the decline of the Lordship. The former great ruler of Lotia watched the city from his private tent, situated on the rise of a dune that gave him a vantage point along the entire field. Here and there, steels flashed, Assassins tried their luck as they slipped into unsecured tents, and explosions and smoke rose as angry minions maneuvered against their Lord’s enemies.

      Never a move against those that participated in the Endeavor, though. That would mean incurring the wrath of the Regents.

      “How exciting,” said Lady Golsa, sitting next to Everbleed, a parasol protecting her skin from the dust as she slumped on her favorite summer chair, which looked as much a relic as she herself was. “Everyone’s nerves are raw. Can you feel it, dear Everbleed, the tension in the air? A huge bloodletting is about to happen, I just know it!”

      “Dear Golsa, every Endeavor ends with blood spilled,” Everbleed told her.

      They made for one hell of a sight, these two exiled Dungeon Lords. Gossip Golsa that had once been feared and respected until the Heroes destroyed her legacy and, quite possibly, her sanity. And Broken Everbleed, whose maimed body had turned into a Dungeon Jewel long ago, forcing him into perpetually possessing his own minions in order to experience the world outside Korghiran’s vaults where his Jewel resided after the fall of his last dungeon. The minion he inhabited today was the black Devil Knight that had served and protected the Archlords since times immemorial. The massive span of his wings and a bulk that made an ogre look like a puppet made even voluminous Golsa look like a child next to him.

      A hell of a sight indeed. Golsa reached for a cookie and took a sip from her teacup. “Today’s special, though. I can tell,” she said, tapping the side of her nose knowingly. Truth be told, Lady Golsa may have had a few glasses of wine too many. “Perhaps a Dungeon Lord may finally get lucky.”

      “Perhaps,” Everbleed said, not really paying attention. “One way or the other, the Factory returns to Lotia’s hold.” He gazed in the distance and found the banners of the Regents’ Twelve. Vaines’ hydra with the three hurricanes underneath, Vandran’s blue peacock with its feathers spread under a field of roses, even Wraith’s… gray aquatic thing, hovering past a purple and pink landscape. “The time is almost upon us.”

      “They’ll expect a speech,” Golsa said through a mouthful of cookie.

      The has-been ruler of Lotia felt a nudge of dread stirring on his Devil Knight’s chest. Was there a banner missing? He counted again. Molmeda’s banner was there. Helens as well. Tenebris too. Regents’ Twelve. If he had been anyone else, Everbleed would’ve shrugged. Perhaps the Devil Knight’s unease was because he wished to compete, as well.

      Not this time, old friend. Not this time or any other, for that matter. Let the new generations do their thing. The Dark knew he and Count Bastavar had done enough to screw things up already.

      However, the dread was still there, biding his time. He gave Golsa a side-glance. Lady Golsa’s Evil Eye had been famous, once. A talent build that allowed her to see the present, a form of scrying that, when mixed with instinct and wit, almost turned into precognition. Gossip Golsa had neither instinct nor wit. Yet sometimes, flashes of what she once had been surged through her eyes.

      Golsa had said a bloodbath was coming.

      “So be it,” the Archlord said, standing up and flexing his black wings. As long as the Factory comes back to us.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            21

          

          
            



          

      

    

    







Chapter Twenty-One

          

          The Wasteland

        

      

    

    
      The air in the Haunt’s open tent was heavy with tension and activity.

      One of Lavy’s spellcasters maintained a barrier against the elements to keep the dust away from the expensive magical equipment that Diviner Pholk and his team were busy setting up, while a team of Kaga’s best Monster Hunters gave dirty glances at anyone who dared come too near the pavilion. In a corner, Lavy worked on some last-minute adjustments on Rolim’s stitches to account for the Netherworldly conditions, and Alder kept a curious eye on every important person—and fiend—in attendance.

      Klek, Tulip, and their Spider Riders patrolled the area just in case some “friendly” fights sprouting here and there like wildfires came their way. Jarlen was busy giving her Lucky Five vampires some last-minute instructions—she had brought a coffin that they were supposed to protect with their lives, because that was the one she would respawn into if she was destroyed during the Endeavor—without a nearby Portal into her coffin in the Haunt, she risked final death otherwise.

      Even Dungeon Boss and secret Inquisitorial spy Mohnuran was busy double-checking the equipment he was supposed to bring in a backpack to summon reinforcements from the Haunt. If the minotaur suspected anything about Ed’s double-crossing him, he gave no signs of it, although at one point Lavy had had to drag Alder away, because the Bard kept winking every time someone mentioned Mohnuran’s deal in all of this.

      Ed found it a bleak sort of funny that among the frenzy of activity surrounding him—because of him—he was the only one with nothing better to do than carefully sharpen his sword, over and over again. His part in the prep was over. He had trained, and with the help of his friends, gathered information on his rivals, advanced the Haunt’s research, and kept the Inquisition at bay all throughout the Constantinian frontier.

      It was time to find out if everyone’s efforts would pay off. Victory or death, and nothing in between.

      He oiled his whetstone yet again with the special ointment Andreena had prepared for the task, and gave the edge another pass, although by now he was sure the sword was so sharp it could cut spoken words as they drifted through the air.

      The repetitive movement helped with his nerves, almost a sort of mantra, like the ones the halfling monk that instructed Kaga and the Haga’Anashi made them repeat during hours of meditation. There was ritual hidden in every pass of the whetstone, a secret prayer to that unnamed, thirsty god that all warriors served. After every deep breath, Ed’s nerves sharpened as did the steel, fine-tuning his focus and clearing his mind of anything but the task at hand. Survival, then victory.

      He was well-rested, bristling with energy, every fiber of his body full of expectant strength.

      Never in his life had he been as strong as he was today. There was magic in his sinew and in his blood, and his heartbeat had the depth of a war drum. Never before had he felt so exultant on the eve of combat, so vulnerable. So human. The fear, the rage, and the pain would come later, he knew, but right now, in this very moment, he was alive.

      The glare of the Evil Eye as reflected on the blade had a joyful shine to it. There was no denying it. He had been born for this shit.

      

      A tug on his arm brought the Dungeon Lord out of his revelry. Prayer time was over. His cursewing familiar, still unnamed, gave his arm another nudge as it wrapped around it. Ed raised his eyes as Lavy approached.

      “Everything is ready on our end, Ed,” she said. She handed him a brass necklace with a black jewel hanging from it. “Wear this, so we can scry straight on you. In case anything goes wrong, we may be able to help… as long as you don’t mind waiting a few minutes.”

      It was an empty promise, Ed knew, meant to ease him. There was no way that his friends could reach the Factory’s insides and bypass their defenses in time to help him if anything went sour, short of a summoning circle—which was no option without an insider.

      Still, he grabbed the necklace and wore it under his breastplate. “Just enjoy the fireworks, Lavy. We are about to conquer our own monster-making factory.”

      She gave him a nervous look, quickly masked into a confident scowl. “Make sure my Rolim doesn’t get too scratched. Stitching him back together is a waste of time.”

      Somewhere in the distance, a trumpet’s call pierced the chatter of the crowd. Everyone, from the mightiest High Cleric to the lowliest servant, went quiet. The time had come.

      Ed stood and sheathed his sword, made sure the sheath was secured on his belt. With almost automatic motions, he checked the rest of his gear. Everything was in order.

      “Show-time,” Ed said.

      “Be careful,” Kes told him, as they grasped each other’s forearms tightly. “Dungeon Lords are treacherous. When in doubt, fireball first and ask questions later.”

      Alder patted his shoulder. “Come back alive, Ed. No pressure, but if you don’t, we’ll all die horribly.”

      “You got this,” Klek said, earnestly, as he pointed his spear at the marching columns of the other eleven Dungeon Lords as they headed for the end of the tent field. “They underestimate us because we are not as big, don’t have enough gold, or experience points. If you hide in a corner while they kill each other, you can teach a lesson to whoever remains.”

      Behind Ed, his chosen minions gathered. Jarlen wore black armor, built to her size, made in the Netherworld for shape-shifter fiends and Nightshades. She was armed with a poisoned rapier with a silver edge.

      Mohnuran’s weapon was a huge axe, enchanted to bypass magical buffs and defenses by sheer overwhelming Brawn. His armor was a mercenary set-up, thick iron plates and mail under a tabard with the Haunt’s colors.

      Rolim was an ogre-sized figure at the end of the team, covered head-to-toe in a ragged cloak that, by its size alone, could qualify as canvas.

      Ed straightened his back. Two rows of Haga’Anashi took position next to him, every kaftar carrying a banner with the Haunt’s Lasershark. The Dungeon Lord waved at his friends one last time, trying to project an air of confidence, and then he led his column to join the others.

      The Endeavor had begun.

      

      A crowd formed at the end of the camp after the columns had gone by. Every Dungeon Lord joined with their allies, leaving an arrow-shot of distance between the four factions.

      Everyone stared down the empty wasteland as swaths of red dust danced and swirled in chaotic patterns.

      “So… is the Nightmare Factory invisible?” Mohnuran whispered, somewhere behind Ed.

      “Quiet,” Jarlen hissed. “The Archlord is about to speak.”

      Being honest, Ed was as confused as Mohnuran. There were no signs of the Standard Factory anywhere. Perhaps it was past the dunes in the horizon? If that was so, they were in for at least a day’s march.

      A lone figure, taller and wider than Rolim, went past the columns, scaly black wings moving clumsily past a sea of banners. Everyone turned to watch as he passed. Archlord Everbleed, I presume, Ed thought. He had heard a bit about the man, mostly from Jarlen and Lavy. He had led the Dungeon Lords during Lotia’s glory days, before Count Bastavar’s rebellion. He would be remembered, however, for being Archlord during the decay of the Lordship. He spent his days in exile in Korghiran’s palace in the Xovia Citadel.

      The Devil Knight he inhabited was a giant even among its own species. Ancient, too. Its horns were chipped and its obsidian muscles were riddled with bright scars. From what Ed had heard, the Devil Knights were the most powerful type of fiend, although few remained, and even fewer the Dungeon Lords with the power to summon one.

      There was one in Lord Molmeda’s column. Smaller than an ogre, but broader, to an almost comical result, with fiery crimson skin and curved horns. Ed tried not to think too much about that. Like Klek had said… Molmeda was Vaines’ problem.

      Hopefully.

      He stole a glance the other way, at Vaines’ column. Argent Planeshifter—Ryan—was there, of course. His armor was elegant and very expensive, with rows of encrusted gems, possibly enchanted. He even wore a silver circlet. A pang of pity took Ed by surprise. He couldn’t deny that Ryan had made his own bed. However, from Ryan’s point of view, he was living the dream. Chosen by important people, gods, even, to do great things. What could possibly go wrong? Everything worked out for the hero at the end, no matter how dire things looked.

      You poor fuck, Ed thought. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.

      Lady Vaines met Ed’s gaze. Even in the distance the Dungeon Lord could distinguish her confident grin. Lord Virion, on the column next to hers, stared daggers at Ed. There was killing intent in those narrowed eyes. Ed decided to keep an eye on that one as well.

      What the hell did I do to you? he wondered. Perhaps something he’d said at dinner?

      Xorander and Steros’ columns were nearby. They were Ed’s supposed allies, the three of them fighting under Korghiran’s flag. He was unsure how far would that alliance go, but for starters, it was best to face eight as three than ten as one.

      Dolmanak’s Dungeon Lords were out of view, past Vorgothas’ columns. Sanguine and Redwood stood on their columns at opposite sides, Sanguine obviously trying to make eye-contact with Ed. He pointedly ignored him—Sanguine was a target of opportunity at most. However, if Vaines and Vandran sandwiched him, things could get hairy.

      Ed considered his starting position. Between Vaines and Sanguine, he was at risk of being ganged-up on or getting caught in the crossfire. A hazardous start. He’d need to be careful.

      Lord Everbleed reached the end of the columns and spread his wings, as if about to take flight. A faint breeze buffeted Ed’s cheeks. The patterns of the red dust changed, gained speed.

      “People of the Dark!” Everbleed bellowed, loud and clear, his inhuman lungs lending potency and clarity to his voice. “It is the year 851 of the Old Calendar, time for the great Endeavor to start anew! For eight hundred years has the Lordship thrived, and thrive again it shall, for the Dark arrives as surely as the night after the sun runs from the moons. The weak believe that our age is over, unable to withstand the tests of Murmur, they think that their downfall is our people’s downfall. The strong, however, know that pain and tribulation is a chance to grow stronger still while the weak perish! Can you feel the winds of change?” As if summoned by his magic, the dust grew frantic now. Ed squinted and covered his forehead with his steel-clad hand. “The accursed Militant Church of Heiliges has grown corrupt and complacent through fifteen years of their Heroic summons waging war in their stead. And meanwhile, the Lordship bid its time—we withstood the tide, and now we shall ride it, if we are worthy! Dungeon Lords of the Endeavor, you represent today the Dark itself. The Standard Factory is your great opportunity. Those strong enough to convert chance into power deserve victory, and those unable to ride the tide of fate deserve oblivion.” He lifted one huge black fist to the sky. Behind Ed, someone cursed in surprise. A shadow, like a dark cloud, had appeared in the red, otherworldly sky, and it was growing by every second, as the wind became a gale. “And above all, remember!” Everbleed exclaimed, then lowered his hand and pointed an accusing finger at the columns. “If anyone starts throwing fireballs at their enemies before entering the Factory again, we will kill you, no matter how important you think you are.”

      “I think he’s speaking to you,” Mohnuran said, behind Ed.

      Jarlen shushed him again, then added in a whisper, “The very first Endeavors ended right as they started. All Dungeon Lords are cut from the same cloth.”

      “We shall see about that,” Ed said. But he pocketed his eldritch fireball rune.

      The shadow in the clouds became a monstrous creature, and the gale became a giant’s whip as eight pairs of colossal wings pushed impossible amounts of air across the wasteland. Along with Ed, humans and fiends hunched over, and batblins and smaller critters clawed to the ground. The pressure in his ears grew painful, and the smell of ancient necromancy overwhelmed his nose. He could taste power as it overflowed the wasteland, copper and static and something else—oily, refined, polluted.

      A living dragon, he thought at first, but then the creature came into view and he realized the truth, and suddenly he understood why the Lordship only tried to conquer the Factory once a year—that was the only time they could reach it.

      Pillars of reinforced stone grew above a ribcage like a castle, bridges of steel and iron crossed the space between bones as distant and deep as a maw. The colossal skull had sharp, yellowed fangs that could’ve torn asunder the reinforced walls of any ancient dungeon, and the skeletal tail could’ve crushed the sea’s mightiest galleon and tossed it like a children’s toy.

      And the Standard Factory grew atop the undead dragon like the shell of a turtle or the turret of a war elephant, pillars of smoke and industry flowing from a dozen towers, and the fires of a hundred furnaces bellowed on the creature’s belly, which was a vault of steel and stone fastened to its spine by steel and magic beyond even the rank of Heroic.

      Legendary magic, Ed thought. The kind that no mortal could handle in this age, that was what sustained the Standard Factory. That was what made it irreplaceable. An Artifact. This had been Lotia’s tool against the Militant Church, long ago, before the greed and infighting of the Dark took it away. Until now.

      Ed took in the fires, the smoke, the metal claws meant to devour raw materials, the legs and arms belonging to what must’ve undoubtedly been the apex predator of Primordial Ivalis.

      A few seconds ago, he had intended to conquer the Standard Factory to save the Haunt. But standing like a flea against such majesty, now he understood why others were willing to kill and die for it.

      The things he could do with that Artifact!

      He wanted the Factory. Maybe enough to kill those willing to die for it.

      The Standard Factory landed, and the wasteland trembled. The unsuspecting fell on their faces. Ed managed to remain on his feet. He saw the steel claws go down, watched them tear chunks of rock as big as small houses and feed them into the open maw of the undead dragon’s steel belly. He realized that the metal “belly” was actually the raw material vaults of the Factory. He saw tiny stairs, meant for human hands, leading into its depths. Those stairs were awfully close to the stone hills that fed the Factory…

      “People of the Dark!” Everbleed said, through the constant crash of thunder of rock being torn apart. “The Endeavor begins!”

      The Haga’Anashi’s rows turned to face one another, and they crossed spears above Ed’s head, creating a roof of steel. The Dungeon Lord ran, and eleven other Dungeon Lords raced alongside him.
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Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          The Standard Factory

        

      

    

    
      Ed wasn’t even halfway to the Factory when trouble began. From the corner of his eye, he could see the other Dungeon Lords rushing alongside him, slightly past arrow reach. He saw clearly how Lord Virion, Vaines’ second, broke away from the Ember’s columns and closed in on Ed’s group, followed by his three minions—a slow abnatir, a cloaked Cleric, and a Ranger carrying a longbow.

      Lord Steros caught up with Ed. “That one’s meaning violence,” the young swordsman told Ed, not even winded by the flat-out dash for the Factory.

      “What the hell did we do to him?” Ed wondered aloud. He glanced over his shoulder. Mohnuran was close, followed by Jarlen, and Rolim way behind—whatever Lavy’s creation was, it wasn’t fast.

      Steros had brought a similar team as Virion—two casters and one ranged user. To the other side, Lady Xorander had someone under a black cloak that was most certainly a Rogue, then Maser, and a mercenary wearing exotic linen garments and carrying two serrated scimitars at each hip. Ed tried to think about all of them as a single unit, their capabilities and their limitations.

      On the side of Ed opposite incoming Lord Virion, Sanguine and the Flesh teams were also closing in on Ed’s team, although not as frantically as Virion.

      If we keep going, we’ll get squashed between them, Ed thought. He was sure Sanguine was a vulture, looking to strike if there was a chance to do so at little risk to himself. Virion, on the other hand, was Vaines’, and there was no predicting his intentions… although from his furious scowl, they weren’t friendly.

      Could Ed’s group outrace the others? At this speed, they would reach the Factory’s underbelly in a couple minutes. Vaines was in the lead, of course, followed by Molmeda. Even if Ed managed to leave Virion behind, he and Sanguine would arrive right after, and now there was the risk that Molmeda or Vaines would join the party as well.

      As he pondered this, Mohnuran caught up with him and Steros—minotaurs were much faster than what their bulk implied. “Aren’t we supposed to be under truce until we reach the Factory? Because those dung-for-brains don’t act like they want to parley.”

      “What are you, an Inquisitor?” Steros asked. “Those are Dungeon Lords. If you want someone to play by the rules, go to Heiliges. Virion will attack as soon as we’re too far away for Everbleed to do anything about it.”

      “You people make me miss the bandits,” Mohnuran grumbled.

      Will Virion and Sanguine pass us by if we stop? Ed thought. Starting after everyone else may be a clever move—let them fight among each other. However, Virion was a henchman, and so was Sanguine—to Molmeda. Chances were, if they could take the entirety of Korghiran’s chosen, they would trade their advantage for it.

      Ed realized he was thinking like some noble hero—waiting until the enemy came to him, playing by the rules and hoping to win in the end despite the unfairness of the situation. He almost laughed aloud.

      “Steros, take Xorander and reach that manhole over there,” Ed said, pointing at a section of the Factory’s underbelly under a thin jagged rock, far enough from Vaines and Molmeda to not be easy pickings as they went in. “Dig in and hold it as long as you can. If you get a chance to do some damage, take it.”

      “Where are you going?” Steros asked as Ed gestured to his minions to follow and broke away from the formation.

      “To call someone’s bluff!” Ed answered, grinning savagely, fine sweat damping his forehead.

      He ran at a slant angle toward Sanguine’s group. At first, Sanguine’s long pale face looked bewildered as he maintained his course. Then he realized Ed was coming to him and hesitated.

      A few facts: Ed’s group consisted of two undead, which never tired, and a minotaur with a huge Endurance rank. Sanguine’s group was mostly spellcasters—two miragefiends and a human that had been in Vaines’ mansion. Molmeda and Redwood had better physical ranks and were farther ahead—they hadn’t taken a detour. If they wanted to help Sanguine, they would need to sacrifice their advantage. Perhaps Redwood might, but would Molmeda want to give Vaines time to prepare an ambush for him inside the Factory? Would he want to go alone?

      Sanguine reached his conclusion almost as Ed entered fireball range. The Lord of House Vandran decided he didn’t want to fight, after all, and dashed straight for the Factory.

      That’s what I thought, Ed told himself. Behind them, Virion had chased after them at first. Had he kept going, it would’ve ended up in his death—because now Ed turned away from Sanguine and headed in the opposite direction, toward Steros. Virion saw this, realized that he was about to get flanked and overwhelmed in three-to-one odds, and pulled back.

      Thus Ed and his minions reached the skirts of the Standard Factory without spilling a drop of blood—for the moment. The message sent to the other Dungeon Lords had been clear. The Haunt is here to hunt, not to be someone’s easy pickings.

      

      Everbleed had flown back to his tent and watched the start of the Endeavor from Golsa’s crystal ball. All over the encampment, Illusionists and Diviners worked together to create huge floating screens of mist and illusion to show the first maneuvers of the Endeavor.

      “That one’s quick on his feet,” Golsa said when Lord Wraith countered Virion and Vandran’s attempt at taking Wraith out of the fight before it began. The public watching the screens cheered and booed according to their allegiances—or who had they bet on.

      “Reckless,” Everbleed said. “He should have sent Lord Steros or minions alone to handle Vandran.” On the screen, Steros and Xorander had reached the maintenance chutes of the landed Standard Factory, and were helping Wright’s minions along, while he stood guard at the rear. “A commander who leads from the front shall earn many songs for his bravery, but he won’t live to see old age.”

      “Ah, don’t be so gloomy, Everbleed,” Golsa reprimanded him. “Sit back and enjoy the show. Have a cookie.”

      The image in the crystal ball rose away from Regent Korghiran’s chosen. Vaines and Molmeda were already inside the Factory. Wraith and the others boarded at the same time as the Flesh Lords. Those of Dolmanak’s were last, to no one’s surprise—Necromancers weren’t famous for their athleticism.

      This is no show, Everbleed thought. This is life or death… but not to me, though.

      He grabbed a cookie between two long fingernails.

      

      The maintenance tunnel was hot and dry, cramped enough that Rolim had to crawl like some possessed giant from a movie. A constant breeze came out of the darkness ahead and out of the chute. Ed and the others ventured forward, Maser and the rest of Xorander’s team leading the way—the Factory would be trapped, so Rogues were in high demand.

      “I suppose we don’t have a map?” Ed asked.

      “The layout changes every time,” Steros said. “It’s as if the Standard Factory had a spirit of its own.”

      “You mean, the spirit of the huge fucking dragon it’s hitching a ride atop,” Mohnuran said. He held his axe at the ready, back against a sealed iron door, laden with rust, listening for movement.

      “Perhaps, or perhaps not,” Steros said, not giving the minion much attention. “Careful with your spellcasting, everyone. It’s called the Nightmare Factory for a reason. There are living creatures lurking here, and some of the worst of them are attracted to magic.” He shrugged. “Or so the survivors say.”

      Xorander, hanging back while her minions did the dirty work, smirked. “Careful now, are we, dear Steros? And here I thought you two brave Dungeon Lords would charge at the others by your lonesome. Lord Wright here almost did so, a few moments ago.”

      “And because of that we’re still unbloodied,” Ed said. “We can be reckless once we know what we’re up against.” He bit his lip. He really wanted a map. Perhaps he ought to have brought Pholk instead of Jarlen, he could’ve tried to scry ahead… if the Factory wasn’t shielded against that, which it probably was. “In the meantime, Rogues take point, followed by us. Spellcasters in the middle, Rolim and Mohnuran at the back. Jarlen, you’re with the Rogues, unlike them, you can take a hit.”

      “Fantastic,” said the Nightshade, bowing sarcastically. “I’m glad to serve as a meat-shield for other Lords’ meat-shields.”

      The corridor was badly lit by magical torches that looked downright ancient. Their light flickered and lacked the range and intensity of the Haunt’s. It was the first obvious sign of what Ed could only describe as technological advancement in Ivalis. This corridor and everything in the factory could be about a hundred years old, although Jarlen wasn’t sure of the exact date of Saint Claire & Tillman’s founding.

      As they delved through the iron tunnel which smelled of disturbed dust, stagnant magic, and faint coarse chemicals, Ed heard something like a boulder being crushed by a massive fist in the distance to their right, over-and-over again, mechanical-like. He hazarded a guess—the noise came from raw materials being processed.

      Was the Factory truly self-sufficient? How many landings did it make every year, out of reach of the Regents? He doubted something like it could survive outside the Netherworld for long, like the ice giant had suffocated outside its frozen habitat.

      A flicker of movement on the ceiling caught his attention. He gripped the handle of his sword, as he saw a shadow scuttle mechanically through the rail-like ridges of the ceiling. Many shadows, at that. “Rogues?” he asked, trying to keep his voice level. “Ceiling.”

      “I don’t think they know we’re here, Lord,” Maser told him, voice level, business-like. “Or care. They’ve been coming and going for a while, not paying us any mind. I’m happy to return the favor.”

      Ed squinted, unsure if he ought to believe the Spymaster. Back on Earth, he had seen enough horror movies to have a natural distrust for tiny critters “not looking our way” because that often ended with the creatures suddenly deciding they did care after all, and were kinda hungry, often after the main characters were hopelessly lost.

      “Beetles of some kind,” Jarlen said. She pointed at a thing caught halfway on a tear in the latticed floor, twig-like legs kicking frantically by its sides. As they watched, the beetle-bot pushed itself out of the tear. It was bulky, rough and straight-angled, its carapace dented and scorched in some places. It had no eyes, but its mouth held a tongue-like metallic appendage whose function Ed couldn’t guess at first glance.

      The creature placed its tongue on the tear as if about to lick it, and a blue flame sprouted from a section of the appendage. Very slowly, it fixed the damage on the metal floor.

      “A maintenance robot,” Ed said to himself. Then he shook his head. Ivalis had no robots. He wasn’t even sure there was any silicon for a basic circuit-board. He was looking at some kind of… artificial drone. A magitech drone-golem. Judging from the activity by the ceiling, and the size of the Factory… he had no idea how many there were, but the number was big.

      He filed this information in a metaphorical cabinet in his mind in case it came in handy later on.

      The corridor dead-ended after a few yards. There was a hatch on the ceiling and another on the floor, both of them leading to maintenance ducts too small for anyone but Jarlen in her mist form to fit. There was an iron door for human-sized folks, but its hatch was heavy with rust and refused to turn after the Rogues had cleared it of traps.

      “Step back,” Mohnuran said, in the resigned tone of someone used to being drafted for heavy-duty jobs. He grunted and specks of rust broke out of the hatch as it turned a fraction. Another push, this time with his back into it, and the door opened, its grinding noise like nails on a chalkboard on a silent classroom. Ed could even swear he heard an echo.

      “Alright, even the dead know we’re here,” he said. “Everyone, be on your guard.”

      Two maintenance hatches later and the mechanical beat of machinery grew stronger, until conversation had to be done screaming over it. The air became hotter, and Ed could feel the back of his vest soaked with sweat. They arrived onto an intricate web of catwalks that oversaw a vast vault that could’ve easily fit a stadium. Huge magitech claws of yellow bone and iron grafts delved to the bottom of the black abyss and came up with chunks of black metallic dust, which they threw onto cauldrons with mechanical precision. Ed glanced down and heard something like huge blenders grinding rock—a constant stream of uninterrupted explosions.

      Ordered rows of beetles lined the walls, around the claws, fixing tiny failures in the machinery. It was as if the Factory was a living organism, and the beetles its red cells. Ed wondered what would the antibodies look like, if the Factory thought of the Dungeon Lords as an invading virus.

      “By the gods,” Mohnuran said, looking around. “Are those furnaces? We have delved into the depths of hell itself!”

      “We did that many hours ago,” Jarlen told him. Behind them, Rolim was quiet, still as a statue. “This is where hell builds its army.”

      Ed followed the path of the raw material as it was transformed. His eyes rose up, and further still. The dust became molten metal that the claws poured into containers that then disappeared upward into a shifting branch-sky of claw and transporting belts. The Dungeon Lord grabbed tight the railing of the catwalk, prey to a sudden bout of vertigo.

      “Let’s head up,” Ed told the others. There was little chance that Tillman’s office was nearby. “Anyone see stairs?”

      Lady Xorander set a hand on his shoulder. “Do you hear that?” she asked, glancing up. Ed shook his head—he could only hear the metal cacophony. “Someone just cast a spell.” Her Evil Eye shone bright eldritch green. “Area-of-effect. Advanced. Possibly used by a Dungeon Lord or a minion.”

      Ed didn’t ask her how she could tell—there was a reason most dedicated spellcasters spent a lifetime studying the basics of magic. “Weapons at the ready, everyone, someone just started the party without us.”

      

      Kes grimaced as Pholk’s scrying ball showed how Ed and the others eventually found a set of solid-looking stairs and slowly made their way up the processing plant of the Factory. They had been very lucky so far—a skirmish between the Dungeon Lords of Flesh and Bone had already drawn blood in a separate vault, with a Nightshade minion of Bone falling down into the grinders below. His mist-form had already returned to one of the coffins set in line in Dolmanak’s part of the encampment.

      The fight had ended after that, much to the fiendish audience disappointment. Most Dungeon Lords hated risking their skin. The participants of the Endeavor were already an exception to the rule, although, Kes knew, some more than others.

      “Take a look, Kes,” Alder told her, pointing at the illusionary screens floating around the camp. These showed fragments of the Endeavor for the common public to enjoy. Since most unaligned casters lacked the resources of a Regent’s Cleric or a Dungeon Lord, these images lacked the clarity of Pholk’s scrying ball, and often faded to black due to the natural overflow of magical energy of the Factory, or because of an area shielded from scrying.

      In the screens, after running from the fight, Molmeda, Redwood, and Sanguine arrived into a section where weapons were produced. Kes had never seen one of Saint Claire & Tillman’s Dungeon Lord’s First Weapon Set, but she knew her way around steel, and from gaze alone, the swords and spears forged by the machines pouring steel into molds lacked even a tenth of the quality of Heorghe’s—decades without supervision had corrupted the process, it seemed. And if the Weapon Sets were enchanted like the Basic Hell Chicken Farm kit… She shuddered.

      As she watched, one of Redwood’s minions tripped something. Possibly a trap, because an alarm blared, and everyone scrambled for cover, whoever could cast gesturing protective wards. Green gas poured from vents in the ceiling, and thick metal sheets fell to cover the exits. Most of them fell instantly, although some dragged, and one at the far end got stuck midway.

      Molmeda and Redwood, along with their minions, were closer to this malfunctioning exit. The Dungeon Lords went first, as Sanguine and his minions rushed for a different exit as the chamber slowly filled with the gas. Molmeda and his minions made it out, as well as two of Sanguine’s, but the weight of the sheet suddenly freed itself of whatever obstruction was impeding its fall, and it fell atop the third minion, square on his lower back, squishing his belly like a bug’s.

      Some spellcasters in the Haunt’s roster made gagging noises. The audience cheered, blood-thirsty, fiendish fists up in the air, clamoring for more violence.

      Lavy looked sick. “I hate this place,” she told Klek, the two of them next to Kes. “Lord Ed always wondered why the inhabitants of the Netherworld acted like… villain parodies, he called them. I think I know why. This is entertainment for them. They have fun, watching people suffer.”

      Klek gave Researcher Arieselle a poignant look. “Not all of them.”

      On the screens, Sanguine and his minions sealed the chamber with a type of Improved-ranked wall spell. They were separated from their main group and their most powerful Dungeon Lord, but Kes wouldn’t count it as a victory just yet—they walked down a long corridor that looked awfully like the one Ed and the others just had arrived to.

      Worse yet, Ed’s group was twelve people, and only a few of those were Rogues. They made noise. If Sanguine went the right way, Kes was sure he would hear them coming before they did. And Sanguine had ambushed Ed before, in Undercity.

      “Pholk,” she said, thinking fast, “can we get a dungeon message to Ed?”

      “It’s against the rules,” Pholk said nervously. “And the Standard Factory is protected against most incoming spells, if they lack the right signal.”

      “Screw the rules, everyone’s cheating their asses off, including Ed, so we may as well,” Kes told him. “You saw how that gas trap failed to trigger—Tillman’s automatic maintenance is not enough to keep the Factory going. There is bound to be a hole in their protections. Find it. Your Dungeon Lord needs you.”

      “Yes, Ma’am,” Pholk said, and floated off to the part of the tent where a small field lab was set up.

      Tulip tugged at Kes’ tunic. “What if Sanguine’s minions do the same to us?” she asked. “Lord Wraith is in some of those screens as well, you know.”

      Kes bit her lip, the pressure of command threatening to drown her better thinking. Focus, Marshal, Ria’s voice snapped at her, somewhere far away. By some twist of fate, people’s lives are in your hands again. Do not fail them this time.

      Kes turned to Alder and gestured at Arieselle to come closer. “You two. An Illusionist and a succubus. You could easily pass for House Vandran’s minions.” Alder’s distracted expression turned worried when he saw the glint in her eye. “Infiltrate Vandran’s tent, either sabotage them or get Everbleed to fuck them up. Make some noise, Alder, that’s your specialty.”

      “Ah… shit, I’m on it,” Alder said, not sounding confident at all. “Are you going to give me an inspiring speech first?”

      Kes looked down at the scrying ball, where Ed and the others already were deep through the corridor. “No speech. Do it fast. Take the vampires with you in case you need to book it out of there.”

      Alder and Arieselle grimaced. “Well, I suppose this is the kind of dangerous heroics I’m known for,” Alder said nervously. “Let’s go, fair succubus, our people need us.”

      “And, Alder?” Kes asked over her shoulder. “Don’t get caught. I don’t want to imagine what Sanguine’s minions would do to you.”

      “Thanks, Kes, thanks a lot for that image,” Alder said dryly as he left.

      

      “What in the Dark’s name is this?” Spymaster Maser wondered, as the Dungeon Lords huddled behind him.

      It was an obsidian block, neatly sculpted, with a brass plaque underneath, the sort of thing Ed would’ve expected to find on a park bench or a historical building just renovated. “What does it say?” He couldn’t decipher the glyphs—it was written in the awful language of the Netherworld.

      “Welcome to the Museum,” Xorander read. “Kindly sponsored by Director Saint Claire to commemorate the one century’s anniversary of Saint Claire & Tillman’s operations, bringing joy to the Dark and doom to its enemies.” She turned to Ed and Steros. “We are at the start of some kind of guided tour, I’d say, dear Lords.”

      “Of course we are.” At this point, few things could surprise him anymore. He rubbed his chin. “A Museum, then? Perhaps we can find some sort of map here. And I doubt a visitor’s wing is trapped, so we should be safe.”

      “Don’t count on it,” Lord Steros warned. “Lord Zethras famously died when he tripped a mine on a bathroom in the third floor. Wasn’t he your uncle, Lady Xorander?”

      “Such a shameful defeat. My family likes to pretend he got erased by Objectivity,” Xorander said.

      The Museum was a welcome change after the iron jungle of the lower levels. They passed through a tall brass arc into an elegant antechamber with a black-and-white lacquered floor and elegant, powered-off magical torches that sprang to life with a yellow glare as soon as the group stepped forth. The other end of the antechamber was covered by a red curtain, and the walls at the sides sported two huge, elaborate paintings. The colors had dimmed with time, and parts of the paint had peeled off long ago, revealing the concrete behind.

      “Careful,” Jarlen told Ed as he examined the paintings up close.

      As the Rogues secured the antechamber and the following room past the curtain, Ed studied the paintings. One was a tall, sturdy man standing proud atop an open field under a twilight sky. He wore a black suit, white gloves, and a top hat. The trees didn’t look anything like those in Hoia, so Ed guessed the man was in Lotia. The forest by the antechamber’s entrance was lush and green, but further into the room it became a dry field, devoid of trees, forges and machinery replacing the greenery. The sky became a cold night, the artist skillfully taking into account the dual sources of light from Camcanna and Ullira on the gleam of the metal forges.

      “Saint Claire, I presume,” Ed said.

      “He was much shorter in real life,” Jarlen said. “But I suppose every artist needs to choose between realism and their own survival when the man they’re portraying is a Dungeon Lord.” She pointed at the forges. “Lord Saint Claire never fought a battle in his life. He was a master of trade and industry, extending his influence that way instead. In his heyday, he was one of the richest men in Lotia.”

      “Not your type, then,” Ed told her.

      “On the contrary, my Lord. Those city-states that challenged his rule often found themselves buried by debt, their coin worthless, their competitors suddenly able to undercut all their prices. Famine often followed.” She smiled fondly. “Good times.”

      Ed walked to the other wall. Evangeline Tillman had been a beautiful, middle-aged Witch with eerie, long, flowing hair and a haunted expression. She could’ve been Lavy’s aunt, although there was something of Jarlen’s sharpness to her features. The artist had clearly agonized to give her gaze a dreamy look, set in the distance. Instead of a dress, she wore a man’s vest with big golden buttons, black trousers, and held an obsidian walking stick with a silver skull on top, charms dangling all around. The background showed a terrible storm in the Netherworld, like a hurricane devastating the land in its wake. Ed studied the storm and realized it was made out of specters, and it wasn’t devastating the land in so much as drilling through it. In the next scene, the storm was over, leaving a huge crater behind, the yellow ribs of the undead dragon partially uncovered at the bottom.

      “Tillman was the soul of the project,” Jarlen explained. “A mad dreamer who spent her youth traveling to dangerous, far-off places and risking her life to master long-forgotten magics. Some called her a fool, in love with the distant past. As you know, however, sometimes the past still has gifts for those brave enough to uncover its secrets. In her case, she found power. And madness.” She stood next to Ed, an inch from Tillman’s likeness. “I never liked her.”

      “Why?” Ed asked.

      “Ah, that was a long time ago.” Jarlen’s smile revealed an inch of her long, white fangs. She waved a hand at the red curtain. “After you, my Lord. The Endeavor awaits.”

      

      Warlock Agumin, second-in-command of the minions of Lord Vandran, was having a rough day. He had served his Lord for many years, so he knew Vandran wasn’t fond of failure—then again, few Dungeon Lords were.

      From the corner of his eye, he could see Lord Vandran as he and his minions walked through the maze-like corridors of the Museum, trying their best to regroup with Lord Molmeda without tripping any more security measures.

      And a few yards away, he could see a screen where Lord Wraith, Vandran’s enemy, entered that very same Museum. It was a chance that Lord Vandran wouldn’t wish to go to waste. In fact, the Dungeon Lord would be very disappointed if Agumin failed to warn him. And House Vandran knew the art of inflicting pain as much as it knew the dances of pleasure. Agumin wasn’t keen on being on the receiving end of Vandran’s attentions.

      The plan was to set up an anti-scrying field around the tent so the other Regents wouldn’t know he was about to contact Lord Vandran.

      However, he had a pressing matter to attend to first.

      “You must believe me,” said Ougan, a low-ranked miragefiend minion, who stood in front of Agumin with his two sets of hands pointing in accusation to the creature next to him. Both of them were barely restrained by a pair of very confused guards.

      “No,” said Ougan, standing next to Ougan and pointing angrily at the first Ougan, “you must believe me, Master Agumin. This is an impostor. Kill him at once!”

      The first Ougan recoiled in anger, then blared his fangs. “Liar! You are using illusion magic to impersonate me, but it shall not work! Warlock Agumin knows me too well!”

      In fact, Agumin only knew the minion’s name because of both Ougans insistence to scream “I’m the real Ougan!” every few seconds. He threw the scrying ball another glance—Vandran was still in the Museum. The Warlock tugged his long beard and frowned, wondering if it wouldn’t be faster if he just blasted both minions at the same time.

      Both creatures had the same character sheet, but the Warlock had expected that, after living in dungeons filled with miragefiends for so long. Any decent illusionist could create a fake character sheet and set it in front of his own—which couldn’t be tampered with—to fool an observer, as long as he was aware he was looking. If the illusionist was very good, he could fool an entire room this way, as long as he knew where everyone was.

      “Liar, you say? I am the real Ougan!” said one of the Ougan’s, Agumin wasn’t really sure which. “Master, destroy this impostor at once!”

      “Enough of this,” Agumin said, his anger rising and clouding his better judgment. He could hear the other minions in the tent snickering at this farce, some of them possibly even hoping he would make a fool of himself, so they could replace him after Vandran got rid of him. “If it’s illusion magic the impostor is using, the solution is simple. I shall harm both of you hard enough the illusion drops.”

      “Good!” said one Ougan.

      “Fine by me,” said the other one. “I’ve nothing to fear. However, Master, make sure your spell is powerful enough, in case this fake’s combat casting skill is high enough to keep concentration through pain.”

      The first Ougan grimaced. “Sure. Of course. What he said.”

      “Ah, don’t you two worry,” said Agumin, raising a hand shining with black tendrils of unholy energy. “I won’t pull any punches.” At least he would get to blow off some steam, this way.

      Both Ougans flinched, but right before he was about to unleash arcane devastation, someone got in the way. “Wait!” exclaimed the succubus, throwing herself at the arms of the Warlock like a fainting maiden. “Wait, please, I know the real Ougan!”

      “Who the hell are you?” Warlock Agumin said, pushing her off, his unreleased spell wasted.

      “A mere servant in one of the pleasure houses,” said the succubus, lowering her head. “Master Ougan is one of my regular clients. By the Dark’s grace I was passing by and heard the commotion. Let me be of service, oh, great Warlock. The real miragefiend has a purple birthmark under his lower right armpit.”

      “That is not true!” said one of the Ougans, clenching his fists. “This succubus is an impersonator as well!”

      “So now everyone but you is a fake?” the second Ougan said. He has a good point, Agumin thought. He had enjoyed the warmth with which the succubus had called him “a great Warlock.” This Ougan raised his arms and turned to show Agumin and the rest of the tent the purple birthmark under his lower right armpit.

      Agumin’s hand crackled with arcane devastation once more. He took aim at the unmarked Ougan.

      “Wait!” this one exclaimed. “Wait. All of House Vandran’s pleasure servants are marked with a glyph on their back. If this succubus is who she says she is, she has one!”

      Agumin lowered his hand, another spell gone to waste. “That… is another good point. Undress, succubus, show us the glyph of Vandran.”

      The succubus hesitated. “I—”

      “Enough of this!” exclaimed the other Ougan—at this point Agumin was sure he would go mad soon. “Master, look!” he pointed outside the tent, at a corner of the street where five cloaked figures pretended not to observe Vandran’s tent. “Those are the agents that came with the impostor, they surely work for another Dungeon Lord! If I were the fake one, would I have betrayed my loyalty?”

      Agumin’s gaze fell on the five figures, which stood uneasily now that they realized they had been found. These had no illusory character sheet in place. They were Lord Wraith’s! Anger flooded through the Warlock like fire from a furnace.

      “Why, you—” said the other Ougan, but no one ever knew what he was about to say, because Agumin blasted him into ash with a beam of disintegration which turned the lowly minion into a pile of ash, and almost did the same to the guard behind him, who only saved himself thanks to a dodge talent.

      The second Ougan—the only Ougan, actually—gaped at the pile of ashes. “You got him. Thank you, Master, for listening to reason—”

      “What reason?” Agumin growled. At no point had his eyes ever left Wraith’s minions. “I aimed at random. Now, servants of Vandran, teach those damned minions of Wraith a lesson! Let none escape, or suffer my anger!”

      The expression of the five vampires as the tent of Vandran exploded toward them in a rush of angry minions was almost comical—somewhere between betrayal and disbelief. They ran.

      

      Miragefiend Ougan gave the pile of ash next to him one last concerned look and wiped a bead of sweat from his face. I aimed at random. He very quietly walked out of the tent, but no one paid any attention to him anymore. From the distance came the sound of spells, shouts, and the clash of steel as Vandran’s minions made a mess of tents and passersby as they chased the Lucky Five all the way to the Haunt’s tent.

      The succubus from the tent approached Ougan once he was outside. “That was so close! You told me nothing would go wrong,” she chided him. Then her eyes narrowed. “Alder, it is you, right?” she asked dubiously.

      Ougan pointed an accusatory finger her way. “Who in Murmur’s name is Alder?” he asked. “And who are you, for that matter?”

      He raised his open hands as the succubus’ eyes widened in horror. “Just kidding!” Alder said, as he dropped the illusion. He grinned ear to ear.

      “Dung-head! You scared the Dark out of me,” Arieselle said, smacking his shoulder, hard.

      “See, dear Researcher? By this point I’m a professional infiltrator, I know what I’m doing,” he lied. “Nothing went wrong, as I said. Except for the Lucky Five, though… I hope they already bought their mist-form talent, now that I think of them.”

      Arieselle shook her head. “I hope this is as close as I ever get to the enemy ever again,” she said. “I’m a student of Magic, not a fighter.” Though, she smiled a bit. “Although, it was a bit fun, now that my heart is not trying to beat off my chest and go hide by itself.” She shook her head. “So this is what it feels like to do Kes’ work.”

      “A terrible feeling, I agree,” Alder said. “Don’t worry, it goes away.”

      “Here,” Arieselle said, handing him a rune. “I pocketed it out of the Warlock’s robe when I hugged him.”

      “A dungeon message rune,” Alder said. He grinned slowly. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “That we should run away before they come back?”

      “No… but good idea, nonetheless.” They scrambled. As they tried to walk off as inconspicuously as possible, Alder activated the rune and said, “Hey, what kind of name is Sanguine, anyway? Did your mother hate you when you were born or you changed it yourself? We name our hell chickens like that. You could be Eye Gouger’s brother.”

      He tossed the rune away, its magic spent.

      “Lord Vandran won’t receive that,” Arieselle told him. “A dungeon message cannot be tampered with or have the sender impersonated, it’s in the spell description.”

      Alder smiled his best mysterious smile. “The point wasn’t to send the message. It was to activate Sanguine’s rune in an unsecured location. Agumin may have aimed at random, but I don’t think Everbleed will.”

      

      The commotion of the chase was soon enough visible even near the Haunt’s tent. Men and fiend dove for cover as the group of Nightshades made way, pushing and shoving and even shanking, away from their furious pursuers and closer to Kes.

      “The idiots are about to implicate us if they come our way,” Lavy said, putting Kes’ thoughts into words. “What the hell happened to Alder, did they get him?”

      A crowd was gathering by the Vandran’s tent. Maybe to watch an execution—Kes could see the black mole of Everbleed’s Devil Knight when people parted to let it pass. “The fastest way to find out is through the vampires,” she said. A part of her hoped she had not just sent her friend to a senseless death. However, there was still time to do something about it—if she stopped wasting her time with sentimentality.

      The Marshal turned to Klek. “Can you and the riders go stab them a bit?” she asked. “Pretend they aren’t from the Haunt, tell them to go to Camp Dolmanak instead. I bet they’d give intelligent undead some cover over there. Also find out if Alder is in trouble.”

      Without a second’s doubt, Klek brandished his spear. “Let’s go, Tulip, time to poke some vampires in the rear,” he said as he jumped astride his companion.

      “Cross your fingers they won’t mind,” the spider Princess said. “Or we’ll both become snacks.”

      Klek, Tulip, and the rest of the riders charged into the crowd, avoiding mercenary kaftar and a pair of territorial werewolves. At first, the Nightshades seemed to think that help was coming, but Klek’s spear changed their minds rather quickly. The pursuers behind them cheered.

      Kes saw how the riders exchanged muffled words with the vampires’ leader. The Nightshade must’ve heard him, though, because he gestured to his companions and ran to Dolmanak’s camp. The spider riders “chased” them, staying close behind while inconspicuously parting the crowd and getting in the way of Vandran’s minions.

      “Watch him go,” Lavy said, while Klek and Tulip, without breaking stride, “accidentally” webbed together a pair of naga spellcasters that were about to roast the Lucky Five. “Little guy may be more of an adventurer than a critter nowadays.”

      “Gods help us, he is,” Kes said. The riders turned a tight corner and disappeared, leaving a bunch of overturned carts behind them, several angry fiends slipping in mud pools, and a flaming tent.

      Back on the screens, Lord Vandran and his miragefiends were setting up an ambush for Ed and the others. Vandran’s forces were outnumbered, so Kes assumed they meant to take a few shots at Ed and then escape, using the traps to buy themselves time.

      And we know who they’ll focus their fire on the instant he steps inside, she thought. Ed wasn’t invincible, as she knew very well. “Now or never, people, how is our message coming along?” she asked.

      “Pholk, that’s your cue,” Lavy told the Diviner, who was floating above a small chalk circle and adding silvery symbols with a telekinesis spell.

      “Step inside the circle if you please, Marshal,” the abnatir said, huffing from the effort. “It’s an anti-magic variant, with a few basic bits of glyph-work taken from Master Lavina’s Scrambler Towers—with permission, of course. The circle should mask our magical footprint to outside observers. They’ll know a message was sent, but not from where.”

      “Are you sure?” Lavy asked. “Everbleed was rather clear that cheaters get the axe.”

      “Well…” Pholk didn’t look sure. “Just in case, perhaps the Marshal ought not to send too many. I’m sure the High Clerics have some talented Diviners in their employ.”

      Kes grabbed one of the dungeon message runes that Ed had left them and hurried inside the circle. “Noted, Pholk. Lavy, if you see Everbleed’s minions coming our way, we Portal out—we are no use dead.”

      Lavy nodded. “I have the spare ruby ready. Klek won’t like it, though.”

      The Marshal stepped inside the small circle and readied the message.

      

      The Museum came to life when Ed and the others stepped past the brass archway. Elegant chandeliers spouted flames—real ones, not magical, or so it seemed. A happy mechanical tune, the kind one may find in a music box, echoed through the empty halls.

      Polished statues and old sets of armor stood guard at every corner as far as the eye could see; huge paintings that could’ve been at home in the court of a majestic king hung from positions of honor on alabaster walls; and wax scenes from the Factory’s history came to life under the light of the chandeliers. The Main Hall was ruled at its center by one huge, winged dirigible replica hanging from steel cables. A brass sign announced “The Standard Factory’s first mobile prototype” right under the shadow of its many pairs of wings.

      “Fantastic,” Spymaster Macer said sardonically. “Now every Dungeon Lord in town knows we are here. Can anyone shut off that damned music?”

      Mohnuran eyed the corners of the place as if he expected a zombie to leap out from a set of armor. “It’s not the Dungeon Lords we should be worried about. This is the Nightmare Factory, after all.” He leaned in to whisper in Ed’s ear. “If the legends about the horrors born here are even slightly true, perhaps we ought to dig into a safe zone and call for reinforcements.”

      “This isn’t time for that,” Ed told him, suppressing a grin. The Haunt’s spellcasters had equipped Mohnuran with what Lavy had described as a “Witch Lavina’s Summoning Circle Kit for Dummies.” Mohnuran thought the plan was for him to summon reinforcements from the Haunt; kaftar and hell chicken mounts. The truth was, his real intentions were exactly what Ed was hoping for… as long as the Inquisition ruined the day of his enemies and not his. For that to happen, timing was everything. “Soon, though.”

      The Dungeon Lord took in his surroundings. Three wings broke off the Museum’s Main Hall, each of them helpfully labeled. There was the “Memories of Iron and Necromancy,” “Saint Claire and Tillman’s Today,” and, finally, “A Prophecy of the Future.”

      “They certainly weren’t humble,” Lady Xorander said appreciatively, reading the signs along with Ed.

      “We need a map,” Ed said, fully aware they couldn’t afford to waste any time. Maybe after the Endeavor was over he could come back and take a good look at the Museum. “I’d say we’re bound to find it in the Today section.”

      “As good a start as any,” Xorander said. “If only the rest of the Endeavor were so pleasant.”

      Atop the wooden furnishings of the wall next to the Dungeon Lady, Ed saw a long set of parallel dashes—left over by a set of claws. Parts of the tiling of the floor showed similar damage. “Don’t lower your guard,” he told Xorander.

      The Today section showed signs a battle had started—and ended—right in this place. Wax statues were melted partially, there were missing chunks from the walls, as well as crimson stains on the carpet that the beetles hadn’t managed to remove.

      Present circumstances not considered, he thought, Alder would’ve been at home around here. The wing had five floors. The first showed the entrails of the Factory represented by replicas. The group followed the path of a chunk of iron as it was refined into a child-sized trebuchet, which was then enchanted by a team of naga spellcasters on the next floor, and finally brought via summoning circle to the waiting hands of a wax Dungeon Lord. The second level showed parts of the Factory they hadn’t seen yet, including a huge crystal greenhouse housing exotic plants from every corner of the Netherworld. Evangeline Tillman’s statue kept tabs on wide glass tubes annexed to the greenhouse. Cotton strings painted purple traveled through the tubes into vats on the third floor, attended by wax statues of round abnatir Warlocks and pale gnomes with sharp teeth.

      “What is that purple thing meant to represent?” one of Xorander’s minions asked. “It’s all over this floor.”

      “I’ve seen it before,” Mohnuran said, to the group’s surprise. “It’s all around the Haunt’s lands. Some kind of mist?” He shrugged, not very interested.

      In the next scene, the gnomes refined the purple cotton of the vats and doused a a rabbit in a cage, while wax Tillman watched and took notes. The scene after that showed a rabid rabbit the size of a wolf bursting through its cage and biting one of the gnomes in half. Tillman grinned as the surviving gnomes retreated.

      Ed blinked as realization set in. “That’s the smoke the Netherworldly plants spit out,” he said, reaching for the scrying necklace Lavy had given him. “Are you watching this?” he told the necklace. “I knew the damned thing was dangerous.”

      Jarlen gave the mutant rabbit an appreciative whistle. “Dangerous indeed, my Lord, but not for the recipient, by the looks of it.” She paced through the scenes. “This may be how Saint Claire & Tillman created most of their unique monsters. I always wondered how they did that.”

      “We eat those fruits,” Ed said horrified, thinking of the Haunt’s children.

      “So do we, Lord Wraith,” said Lord Steros, giving a shrug. “Never have I seen a minion grow to thrice his size and go on a rampage after eating an apple. Saint Claire & Tillman process that smoke—it’s probably harmless in its natural state.”

      “Giant batblins,” Jarlen said. “Think about it. I wonder how far we could take it. Giant vampire batblins riding giant horned spiders. Perhaps I should have applied for minionship with Saint Claire after all.”

      Ed went past a floor with a miniature farming setup and saw a model zoo with dozens of cages filled with figurines, most of which he had met before—as his pixelated enemies in Ivalis Online.

      There was a pair of lampagos, a type of creature he had fought with his first Wizard character, as well as all kinds of acid oozes, harpies, even a lone hydra in a spot of honor. Ed had to fight the need to pocket the figurine—a hydra had been the first non-End-Boss monster to wipe his party. He furrowed his brow just as he extended his hand. If Saint Claire & Tillman had a hydra around somewhere in the Factory, he sure hoped somebody else had dealt with it already.

      Just as he made the decision to avoid the zoo section of the Factory just in case, Kes’ dungeon message opened a prompt screen in front of his eyes. He froze for an instant, reading with his reflexes activated, and then dismissed the message, trying to act as inconspicuously as possible in case some of the Regents’ underlings had a Diviner watching his behavior.

      Hoping his friends wouldn’t get in trouble after such a shameless cheat, he walked to the railing and found Steros and Xorander, rummaging through the floors below.

      “Lady Xorander, Lord Steros, a word?” he asked casually. “I, ah… heard a noise we should check out.”

      

      Warlock Agumin knelt, hands bound and mouth gagged with silken ropes enchanted with silencing magic, completely unable to cast a single basic spell to save himself. Next to him on the raised dais of the open plaza with tents all around knelt the rest of Lord Vandran’s High Minions.

      They had been so close to catching Wraith’s minions, but at the last minute, they had slipped away into Dolmanak’s territory, where the vampires had been welcome. Lucky fuckers.

      But now Agumin had little energy to spare on hating the undead. All his focus was on the black legs that stood close to him, and the horned face of Everbleed’s Devil Knight. Never in his life had the Warlock felt as small as he did in this moment.

      “The High Clerics detected a message going off to Lord Vandran soon before the fight with Lord Wraith broke out,” Everbleed said, turning to face the crowd of onlookers that surrounded the dais. “Interfering with the Endeavor once it starts is a crime punishable by death,” the former ruler of Lotia announced.

      The crowd roared their approval. Apparently, the grisly fate of Lord Vandran hadn’t satiated their thirst for blood. Nothing ever did. And whatever allies Agumin may have had among the Netherworld made themselves scarce now that Vandran was gone.

      It cannot end like this, Agumin thought. He was a servant of House Vandran. Even with Sanguine gone to Murmur’s black halls, the House would protect their valuable servants, wouldn’t they? It certainly wouldn’t end like this. Agumin had survived years as a minion of a Dungeon Lord, had survived closer calls than facing the lapdog of the Regents.

      Somehow, no matter what, he would get out of these bindings. If only he could defend himself, expose his perspective—no message had come out of the tent… it had all been Wraith’s trick.

      It was Wraith’s minions who deserved to be on the chopping block. Certainly they would be, once Agumin managed to sort this mess out.

      In the meantime, Everbleed paced around, hands raised, speaking to the crowd as if he were still Lotia’s highest Dungeon Lord. “Interfering with the Endeavor is interfering with Lotia’s fate,” he said. “It is the Dark’s will that only the worthiest Dungeon Lord returns Saint Claire & Tillman’s Standard Factory to its rightful place. To stand in the way of such a noble mission is treason. By my hand, the sentence shall be delivered. Is anyone among you is brave enough to challenge my judgment?”

      I am! Agumin thought furiously, trying and failing to wriggle out of his bindings. You are nothing, Everbleed, nothing and no one! If he could only get a spell out, he could disrupt the Murmur’s reach spell that Everbleed used to bind the Devil Knight, then send the former Archlord back into the Dungeon Jewel where he belonged… but he could not break the ropes’ hold!

      Just as he was about to lose his mind to desperation, someone spoke up. “I am,” said the High Cleric of Vorgothas, a powerful red fiend that had helped Lord Molmeda summon the Devil Knight he had brought to the Endeavor. The crowd parted for this great man, this great fiend, to pass, and he stared Everbleed down as if there was no size difference between them.

      Hope flared bright in Agumin’s heart. He was saved!

      “These minions are servants of Vorgothas,” the Cleric told Everbleed. “You, whose true form famously resides in Korghiran’s palace, have no claim to their lives.”

      An excited silence claimed the crowd, although a few of the cleverer fiends elbowed their way out of spell range.

      “I serve all the Regents, and the Dark first of all,” Everbleed said calmly. “These former minions were caught breaking the truce among the Lordship, which could have spread chaos and risked the Factory. They were also caught contacting their Lord—an even worse betrayal. Do you challenge the logic of their sentence? Are they to live only because Korghiran and Vorgothas are enemies, even to the detriment of the Dark as a whole?”

      Yes, you idiot! Agumin thought. Tell him, High Cleric, tell him we are not of the Light! Who cares about the rules? The Dark does what it wants!

      The High Cleric stood very close to Lord Everbleed, almost tiptoeing so he could see face to face. Warlock Agumin could only see the Cleric’s back, but then the fiend gave a slight turn to gaze with disinterest at the kneeling prisoners.

      “You misunderstand me, O Archlord,” the High Cleric said jovially, strolling to the first minion in the line, three men away from Agumin. He caressed the bound man’s cheek with a scaly hand. “I do not dispute the fate of these failures. It is the authority you claim as their executioner that I have an issue with. The prisoners are Vorgothas’ and as such—” There was a wet sound of tearing flesh. The minion under the Cleric’s caress tensed and then collapsed, arterial blood flowing from a terrible wound in his neck, the thirsty wasteland ground drinking the blood like a vampire “—it is my right to deliver them to Murmur’s halls, where their real punishment shall begin.”

      The minion closest to Agumin tried to escape, but the High Cleric simply killed him with a necromantic spell that burst through his chest, showering gore on Agumin’s face and robe.

      “As you wish,” Everbleed told the High Cleric as the fiend executed the prisoners.

      Agumin was too stunned to even process what was happening. He refused to believe it was real. It couldn’t happen to him.

      Why? he asked the Cleric with his eyes, for his mouth was bound, when the bloodied figure stood above him.

      “You poor thing,” the High Cleric said, drawing a faint crimson line with his fingernail along the side of Agumin’s neck. “You don’t even understand, do you? The Dark is not angry you cheated.” His eyes were as cold as obsidian. “We are disappointed you got caught.” His hand plunged into Agumin’s neck.
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Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          To Kill a Dungeon Lord

        

      

    

    
      “I’m going to kill Agumin,” Lord Sanguine Vandran said. “He should have warned that Wraith and his team were so close. I gave explicit instructions.” His haunches burned from the awkward position he waited in, and the continuous physical effort had somehow bypassed the quality-of-life enchantments of his armor. He hated all this waiting around. He could not wait for Wraith to show up.

      “Patience, my Lord,” Malikar said. Both men were lying in wait atop a sort of intricate, artificial hill built out of wood planks and iron. “What is a moment’s annoyance for a man of destiny such as yourself? This place is exactly where you want to be. Soon, you shall get rid of one of your rivals. The wait means time for Lord Molmeda and Lady Vaines to have their little showdown. You’ll find them after the battle is over and will easily deal with the weakened survivor. In the meantime, consider us predators and Lord Wraith the rabbit.” There was a heavy crossbow next to him, both weapon and bolt sizzling with enchantments designed to pierce the protections of a Dungeon Lord, then kill him slowly.

      Lord Vandran knew the crossbow to be Akathunian in origin, made by design to kill Wraith and built by the survivors of the former Unseen Brotherhood of Constantina. Sanguine knew the story of how Wraith had hunted them to the brink of extinction, taking their stronghold and forcing them to hide in the Netherworld to gather their strength and bide their time. However, he had no idea how Malikar had established a relationship with the secretive Akathunians. Then again, that was the reason the minion had risen through the hierarchy of House Vandran so quickly. Not only was he a powerful agent in his own right, he was also well connected.

      It had been Malikar’s men who had drafted the Summoning Circle that had allowed Sanguine to invade Constantina so easily. Sanguine had been so close to getting his hands on the Scrambling Towers that day. There still was a bitter taste in his mouth because of that failure.

      “As you say,” Sanguine said, his voice a whisper—echoes carried far in that part of the Museum, with its snaking roads of iron and wood and the dead contraptions watching blindly around every corner. “But I don’t need to be happy about it. Is this bolt of yours truly capable of bringing down a Dungeon Lord in one shot?”

      Malikar’s smile was cold and sharp, visible even through the darkness that enveloped the vast room. “Perspective is a funny thing. Take away the legends, the villagers’ fears, and the Inquisition’s paranoia, and Dungeon Lords are just mortals, my Lord Vandran. Some are nobler than others, of course,” he added. “Those not blessed by the Dark with the gift of a strong bloodline fall as easily as any mercenary commander with access to enchanted armor. The Akathunians sometimes are hired by mercenaries to deal with a rival, and so the Unseen Brotherhood of Akathun has perfected the art of clearing such marks. While in the Netherworld, they taught me. Would you like to know how to kill a Dungeon Lord like an Elite Assassin?”

      “Certainly,” Sanguine said, eager for anything to distract himself from boredom.

      An objective observer may have noted that Sanguine lacked the Spirit ranks to feel uneasy at the idea of his minion being so good at killing Dungeon Lords. Sanguine, however, was not an objective observer. He was proud of how clever he had been at recruiting the mysterious Malikar, who followed his every command, no matter how depraved or cruel, all for the privilege of tagging along for the Endeavor—a dubious honor that Vandran’s other minions had been happy to surrender.

      Malikar caressed his crossbow. “First of all, for most of their strategies to work, you require access to the mark. This is more easily achieved against generals than Dungeon Lords, who can hide at the far end of their most fortified dungeon for years. For example, even in Undercity where he is known as a front-line leader, Lord Wraith always took measures to cover his ass against the Assassins. There are ways to get a Dungeon Lord to come out into the open, of course, but this is the Endeavor, after all; and since Lord Wraith is not hiding behind his Bard’s illusions, I won’t bore you with the details.”

      He chuckled, as if he had made a joke at Vandran’s expense. Before the Dungeon Lord could furrow his brow, Malikar went on, “To kill a heavily defended and highly dangerous mark you can either be fast or you can be thorough. The fast way involves finding something unexpected that bypasses their defenses, then acting before they have time to react. Drowning, for example, is something not even Heroic armor can protect you from. So, drop your Dungeon Lord into a freezing lake. Falling from somewhere high enough does the trick, too. Just sabotage his Summoning Circle, make him appear two miles above the ground.” Malikar snapped his fingers and chuckled again.

      “However,” he added, raising an admonishing finger, “fast can also mean sloppy. A cautious mark may reinforce his weaknesses. He may carry a water-breathing ring, for example, or a levitation rune. Of course, no mortal can know the future, and thus no one can protect against every possible danger, but there’s always the chance it’s the mark’s lucky day. And, when dealing with dangerous Dungeon Lords, you absolutely don’t want to leave these matters to luck. So we need to be thorough.”

      “Thorough?” Sanguine asked, intrigued. “How so? Just slash at him with a sword until his defenses fail. Or gather around a great deal of archers and overload his defenses.”

      “That would work,” Malikar said. “But the defenses rarely fail with the first strike, and even less if the mark has many talents in his character sheet. So he will retaliate, or worse, he may find a way to escape, which is something Dungeon Lords are infamous for, aren’t they, my Lord?”

      This time Vandran was sure Malikar was mocking him, for his retreat during the failed attack in Constantina. Perhaps his adviser had grown too sure of his position after all. It was a mistake few minions repeated. No member of a dungeon was irreplaceable besides the man that sat on the Seat.

      “After all, everyone saw Lord Wraith run with his tail between his legs from Vaines’ duel, didn’t we?” Malikar went on, unaware of Sanguine’s musings, which immediately eased. Most of their relationship was like this, with the Dungeon Lord misinterpreting the minion, and the unaware minion somehow managing to say the right thing to escape punishment.

      Lord Sanguine would have thought Malikar toyed with him on purpose. But it was impossible that the heir of House Vandran could be outsmarted by a mere minion, so he didn’t give it much consideration.

      “Go on,” Sanguine said.

      “A thorough kill is overwhelming and absolute. Fast, if possible, but calculated. There is planning and art, and it can be a great pastime, if you know to enjoy a mix of brutality and creativity. For your example with swords to be thorough, we would need to surround Wraith with Elite Assassins all using enchanted weapons to bypass his armor, while at the same time silencing him as he steps inside an anti-magical circle so he cannot escape in any way. As the Assassins attack, we gas the room with something poisonous they are immune to but Wraith isn’t, and even if he somehow manages to fight the Assassins off, we then blast him with Advanced-ranked spells from all directions. When his body hits the ground, we quarter it, then burn it and spread the ashes on hallowed ground, so he cannot possibly come back as any sort of undead. That is thorough.”

      Sanguine pursed his lips. “That is wasteful. Acid, Assassins, Advanced magic? Any of those things would be more than enough to kill Wraith. The gold spent would be my House’s, Malikar, and Wright isn’t worth it.”

      “Anyone worth ambushing is worth ambushing well,” Malikar said cheerfully. “We don’t have gas or a dozen Assassins, but we do have a Dungeon Lord, two Illusionists, and a crossbow bolt designed to drill through magical buffs before spewing iron-melting acid in all directions. And the element of surprise, of course. The plan here is quite simple. Our miragefiends shall shield us from detection until I have a clear shot at Wright. The acid in this bolt is Akathunian. It will eat through his armor, skin, muscle, and bone. There shall be nothing left, and my Lord Vandran will enjoy Wraith’s screams of agony as we safely retreat farther inside the Factory before the rest of Korghiran’s lot can retaliate. Elegant. Now, my Lord, I ask you… is our plan fast or thorough?”

      Sanguine suddenly felt like he was a child again, with one of his many tutors towering above him, testing him with some bothersome question or another. Most of his tutors had waited eagerly for an answer just like Malikar did just now. It irritated the Dungeon Lord. His tutors had learned to fear him, in time, yet Malikar had never shown such signs. Perhaps he would get rid of the minion, after all.

      “I don’t know,” Sanguine said, no longer enjoying the conversation. “Thorough? It better be, since if this plan fails you will be the one who shall stay behind and cover my retreat.” It was true. The pact of minionship demanded it so.

      Malikar’s gaze returned to the doorway. “We have everything set up. Let us hope that Lord Wraith’s luck is not on his side.”

      “What could that mongrel possibly do to escape?” Sanguine snapped. “He has to pass by us, unless he wants to come back the way he went. My ambush is perfect.”

      “Whenever your plan seems about to work perfectly, it’s time to look for cover,” Malikar said with a chuckle.

      “Is that from a book?” Sanguine asked. “I think I’ve heard it before.” Again came the annoying feeling that the minion was a tutor and the Dungeon Lord a young child that had failed yet another test.

      Malikar shook his head without looking at him. “It’s just something an old friend used to say. Don’t worry about it. Either way, a Dungeon Lord dies here soon enough.”

      

      The spiderling hung by a silvery thread among the rusty crevasses of the vaulted ceiling, invisible to everyone but the iron beetles that marched silently in ordered lines. The beetles eyed the critter as they passed, as if their unfeeling brains were unsure if the spiderling was a threat or a piece of debris to be removed.

      After it had watched enough, the spiderling skittered through the ceiling and traveled down a wall, while the four men below planned their ambush.

      

      Ed lifted his palm up to his ear and listened closely to the spiderling’s whispers, while the rest of the team waited. Understanding the tiny critter was hard enough due to the size difference, but it didn’t help that spiderlings communicated by mandible clicks and rubbing their forelegs until they grew to become spider warriors, which were able to speak human language.

      “Can you repeat that?” Ed asked. “Bit slower this time. I’m not sure if you meant ‘wooden cat’ or ‘hill.’” He knew only a handful of words of spiderling, but most phrases resembled each other and there were about a hundred different ways to say “watch out, there’s a cat nearby,” all of them as frantic as one may expect.

      The spiderling repeated the gestures. Ed nodded to himself. “An ambush. Two pigeons—I mean, snipers—atop a wooden platform about a hundred paces to the left.” He lowered his hand, and the spiderling jumped onto the plating of his leg, then went behind it.

      The Dungeon Lord turned to the others and was surprised to see the look on their faces. “What?” he asked.

      “Do you always have spiders on your body?” Xorander asked.

      “You don’t?” Ed asked. “Spiderlings are very useful, like you just saw. Great spies. And they eat the kind of tiny insects you don’t want anywhere near your room.”

      “But they are spiders. Which you keep on you at all times.” For some reason, Xorander seemed to think this point had to be repeated for emphasis.

      Mohnuran snorted with repressed laughter. “If we survive, you should visit the Haunt sometime, Lady. There are many more like that little friend.”

      Spymaster Maser came to Ed’s rescue. “My Lady, there are men on the other side of that door that want to kill us. Perhaps we could discuss Lord Wright’s idea of keeping a card up his sleeve after the Endeavor is over?”

      “Only two snipers,” Steros pointed out, after Xorander finally dropped the spiderling matter. “Where are the other two minions?”

      “Maybe they died,” Xorander said.

      Jarlen stifled a laugh. “With the Haunt’s luck on our side? I doubt it.”

      “They could be hiding,” Ed said. He fought the need to pace like a caged predator. Sanguine was just behind that door. Without Kes’ warning, there was a chance Ed would’ve fallen into a second one of Sanguine’s ambushes. But now they had a chance to turn the tables on him. “Or under an illusion of some kind. The only thing that is sure is that Sanguine is there, waiting for us, and he is blocking our path forward.”

      “We could go back and find another way,” Maser said. “We don’t know what he has planned, and we should avoid unnecessary conflict until we are near Tillman’s office.”

      “Spoken like a minion. This is a Dungeon Lord’s call,” Steros said angrily. He was pacing, a hand on his sword and the other closed into a fist. “Sanguine is our enemy, so we’ll have to fight him sooner or later. Right now, he is cut off from his allies. We outnumber him. Let’s kill him before he finds Lord Molmeda and that Devil Knight.”

      “Lady Xorander, what do you say?” Ed asked, although he had already made up his mind.

      “I’m with Maser,” Xorander said with a dignified shrug. “Sanguine is not my enemy, and neither is Lord Molmeda. If we kill his ally, though, he may come after us needlessly.”

      Steros stopped pacing. “What if Wright and I go through that door anyway?”

      Tension suddenly filled the room between the Dungeon Lords and minions. Mohnuran and Jarlen surreptitiously shuffled toward Ed, and the Rogues in Xorander’s employ did the same on her side. The Dungeon Lords were allies thanks to Korghiran’s meddling, but it was an alliance of convenience, and there was the unspoken agreement that whenever that alliance was no longer convenient, then… well. It was unspoken for a reason.

      “I cannot stop you, Lord Steros,” Xorander said gravely. “But I won’t aid what I think is a mistake. If you want to turn a neutral party hostile, do so without risking my forces.”

      Steros, young and full of hormones, reddened with rage. “May the Dark take you, you devious cheat. I knew you’d be the first to try to pull off something like this. If Wright and I lose minions or are wounded fighting Sanguine, then you get the numerical advantage on us. Wetlands, perhaps you’d tell Molmeda you had nothing to do with killing his ally. Is that what you intend, Cassara? You mean to switch sides on me?” He took a step toward her, and Maser and the others closed ranks in front of her, their swords partly drawn out of their sheaths.

      “You won’t talk to me like that, boy,” Xorander said, face pale with anger.

      For a second, it seemed as if Steros was about to fight the four of them on his own. Perhaps he may have won. But then he stopped and looked down at Ed’s extended arm in front of his chest, cutting him off.

      “Wright,” Steros whispered darkly, Evil Eye blazing. “What—”

      Ed shook his head. “Drop it, Steros. No point in doing Sanguine’s work for him. Lady Xorander said she won’t interfere—that’s good enough for me.” Truth be told, he would’ve faced Sanguine on his own.

      “So we just leave her behind?” Steros asked, a bit too loudly. “So she can go to Molmeda whenever it suits her?”

      “There is nothing we can do to force her loyalty,” Ed explained. “We are working together because the others are. We are not allies yet. That takes trust. And I trust Xorander will do what she considers best for her and her people. Isn’t that right, Lady Xorander?”

      “Obviously,” she said. “The two of you would do the same.”

      “Then it’s settled,” Ed said. “Our job is to make sure that what is best for the three of us is to keep working together. Lady Xorander, cover our rear, and give us a warning if anyone comes. Lord Steros, I’m sure the two of us are more than enough to deal with Sanguine.” He added a tiny hint of challenge to that last part, trying to appeal to Steros’ pride.

      Steros, as Ed hoped, stiffened his back. “Very well. Your funeral, Wright. If I were a betting man, I would put gold on you being Sanguine’s main target.”

      “That suits me just fine,” Ed said, letting out the breath he had been holding as the tension between the Dungeon Lords dissipated… for the moment. “In fact, Xorander here has given me an interesting idea on how we should greet our friend over there.”

      He turned to Rolim, who stood in silence by the back, a hulking figure draped head to toe in a ragged cape. Ed grinned. “Do you know how to kill a Dungeon Lord, Lord Steros?”

      

      Sanguine tensed as the door creaked open. His fingers twitched with the impulse to cast a spell against the clumped-up minions as they stepped inside. Next to him, Malikar—unnecessarily—signaled for him to wait, which made the Dungeon Lord grit his teeth in annoyance.

      He saw a cloaked Ranger with a longbow and enchanted arrows followed by a pair of naga. He glanced at their character sheets—they were spellcasters of Improved rank. As an Advanced caster himself, and with the element of surprise, the three of them were nothing he couldn’t take.

      The two miragefiends stood frozen near a corner, their illusion magic disguising them as statues to anyone that glanced their way. They didn’t move an inch—as expected of them, since they were the best illusionists Sanguine’s dungeons had in store.

      The Ranger began to clear the place. Sanguine’s heart raced. The minion’s character sheet showed some competency in trap-finding and a decent enough Perception. If he somehow lucked into finding the traps or discovered the miragefiends’ illusions, the ambush would fail.

      No skin off my bones if that happens, he reminded himself. We’ll simply retreat before they have time to do anything.

      “Enough of this,” a young man’s voice said, loudly. The upstart from House Steros strolled confidently into the vast wing. What was his name again, Luras? Sanguine recalled. Luras Steros. “Let’s hurry up and beat Vaines to the end while she wastes time on non-existent dangers.”

      The Ranger tried to argue, but was shot down with the same confidence that only the young, who had never been defeated, possessed. “Idiot,” Sanguine whispered.

      After Lord Steros came Wright’s minions, which Sanguine recognized immediately—he had done his homework. He wouldn’t allow Wright to insult him again.

      First came the Nightshade, Jarlen, a harlot with some experience working as Korghiran’s agent and for a couple dead and humbled Dungeon Lords after that. Her presence here meant she was the best Wright had in store. Sanguine smiled. His spies had told him that Wright’s favorite minions were two humans, a wingless avian, and a batblin. He’d bet a dozen Vyfaras that they were all Wright’s lovers. Perhaps after killing Wraith, he’d find them and either kill them slowly or put them at work in one of his pleasure houses. A cheap one.

      Then a minotaur. A dungeon Boss, according to Malikar’s sources. His character sheet was nothing extraordinary. A meat-shield, Sanguine decided.

      After that came a second meat-shield, bigger and slower. This one gave the Dungeon Lord some pause.

      
        	Human, activated undead. Exp: N/A. Brawn: 18, Agility: 8, Spirit: 9, Endurance: 19, Mind: 7, Charm: 5. Skills: Brawling: Improved II. Talents: Undead Resilience, Eldritch Composition, Bound, Minion.

      

      “What in Murmur’s name is that creature?” Sanguine wondered aloud. He had never seen a thing like that before. Doctor Frederick had sometimes showcased meat golems in Vandran’s palace, but their mental attributes had been zero. They were animated things, they couldn’t earn experience or have talents. “You didn’t mention this in your report, Malikar.”

      “It changes nothing,” Malikar whispered back nonchalantly. “Isn’t it suspicious, though, that Lady Xorander isn’t here? Her Rogues should be leading the group, yet they haven’t showed up.”

      “Good for us. The bitch probably dumped the two of them already.” Sanguine pushed forward, to the very edge of the wooden hill. “Where is Wraith?” His minions were in the room, but the Lord of the Haunt hadn’t shown his face.

      Slowly, the enemy group spread through the wing, taking in the dimly lit sights of Saint Claire and Tillman’s egocentric Museum. They went past the iron carts at the bottom of the wooden rails that eventually turned into the artificial hills Lord Vandran used as cover. They fanned out and almost reached the exit, then went back, pointing out interesting details to one another.

      Vandran stared at the door, hands at the ready. Next to him, Malikar hadn’t bothered to raise his crossbow at all. With a spark of irritation, Sanguine followed the minion’s gaze, and found he was still looking at the hulking undead construct, which stopped exactly at the center of the railway chaos, still like a statue, staring straight ahead.

      “Time to leave,” Malikar said, then started to crawl back, hefting his crossbow to his belt strap.

      “What are you talking about?” Sanguine asked in an angry whisper. He caught Malikar’s wrist, forced him to stay still. “Wraith hasn’t showed yet!”

      A strange flash came and went through Malikar’s eyes so fast that Vandran thought he had imagined it. The minion jerked his hand back. “Idiot,” he said through clenched teeth. “It is a trap. They know we are here.” He nodded past Sanguine’s shoulder, at the creature below. “That thing has a straight shot at us if he turns—”

      The Dungeon Lord shifted uneasily, feeling as if someone had dropped a bucket of ice straight down his stomach. It was fear. Wright’s construct was looking straight at them now, its cloak partially pulled back to reveal a heavy, long iron tube attached to its left arm. Worse still, next to the creature, somehow, stood Edward Wright. Both Dungeon Lords locked eyes just for an instant. Wraith smiled—and waved.

      “Shoot him!” Vandran yelled, but just then the undead creature raised its arm, muttered something, and the world around Lord Sanguine Vandran collapsed in a confusion of light and sound like the scream of the damned.

      

      All around the Endeavor’s camp the crowd screamed in excitement, some cheering for Ed’s plan, others urging Vandran to react. Kes saw, with her heart pounding in her chest, how Ed leaped off his hiding spot under Rolim’s cloak just as Lavy’s monster took aim.

      “Give them hell,” Lavy said, as if her creation could listen to her all the way through the expanse.

      Rolim activated the eldritch fireball rune at the base of the cannon. The explosion pushed a four-and-a-half inch lead ball out of the muzzle fast enough to put the strongest bowman to shame.

      Rolim took a step back, straining a bit to keep his arm level through the recoil that would’ve torn through the shoulder of a normal human.

      Sanguine, to Kes’ frustration, actually managed to put up a barrier spell before the impact. It didn’t matter much—Rolim hadn’t aimed at the Dungeon Lord.

      The noise of the hit went unheard, since the screens didn’t pick up sound. Kes felt it anyway, a rumble in her bones. Splinters and shards of iron exploded in all directions as the cannonball flew through the railway like an exhalation, in and out, faster than a heartbeat.

      And the railway where Lord Vandran lay in wait folded like a house of cards under a strong breeze and went down, Dungeon Lord along with it.

      

      A dense sawdust cloud spread through the Memories wing, and Vandran disappeared under a shower of falling debris as Ed closed the distance, sword in hand, followed by his minions. On the other side of the wing, Steros and his men fought the only surviving miragefiend, the first one cut down by the Ranger’s arrows just as Rolim shot what Ed could only think of as a roller coaster frame.

      The Lord of the Haunt delved through the smoke, coughing, Evil Eye blazing and trying to pierce the dust as if it were an illusion. He held little hope that the fall had actually killed Vandran—Dungeon Lords, he knew firsthand, weren’t that easy to dispose of. They needed to find him before he could get away.

      His cursewing shifted, reacting to his cough, and enveloped a strip of itself around Ed’s mouth and nose, becoming a sort of scarf in the process, tails flapping behind Ed as he ran. He could breathe better now, but the smell was like putting his nose inside an inkpot suspiciously filled with blood.

      “Spread out,” he told Mohnuran. “Jarlen, cut off the exit. Rolim, stay with me.” He threw a look in Steros’ direction, but he couldn’t see much.

      The beam of crackling green light came out of nowhere, passing above him close enough to singe the magical protections of his armor, the glyphs glowing red hot for an instant as the Dungeon Lord rolled for cover with his reflexes turned on. “Shit!” he exclaimed and threw himself to the ground, more beams flying past his head, all of them too close for comfort. “Stone pillar!”

      How strong is that spellcaster? he thought, hiding behind the pillar that sprouted in front of him. The beams were too powerful to have come out of a rune. They were definitely talent-enhanced. That meant the caster only had a handful more uses before he ran out. Or so Ed hoped.

      The next spell wasn’t a beam but a sphere of hot gas that boomed out a few feet away from Ed and rippled through the dust. Again, the glyphs of his armor flared to life, and he could feel the bloodcurdling sensation of his Endurance being tested by something nasty.

      Poison, or acid, or both. He went belly down against the floor, his cursewing tightening around his face and acting as a filter against whatever the caster was throwing. Splinters and shards of glass pressed against his armor and tried to cut at the exposed parts of his hands and face, but slid harmlessly off thanks to his new talents.

      Enough, he thought as a different deadly something went past.

      The longer he lay there the more time the caster had to figure out a spell that could do real damage. The Dungeon Lord withdrew a throwing knife from his belt. “Eldritch edge!” he cast, green flames sprouting from the steel like a will-o’-the-wisp. He tossed Rolim the blade. “Run!” he ordered, pointing at a far-away spot.

      The undead man listened, then bouldered through carrying the blade, uncaring of the flames licking his dark gray hand. Immediately, spells flew his way. One hit him square in the chest, a green beam of necrotic energy that burned through the creature’s clothes and covered its chest in black soot.

      If Rolim felt any pain, he didn’t show it. He kept running, unhindered.

      “Well done, Lavy,” Ed muttered, half-crazed with the adrenaline pumping through his veins. He rushed at the source of the spells, aware that the caster was moving in a random arc. Ed ran straight ahead, vaulted over a pile of debris, and landed in the way of the spellcaster—easily seen by the erratic pattern of spells going off every few seconds.

      “Smudge,” Ed said, aiming low, and thick magical oil oozed into existence, spreading across the floor almost immediately.

      A beam went wide, and the Dungeon Lord could hear the unmistakable sound of someone cursing in Lotian.

      He ended the smudge spell, then ran toward the noise. He considered calling for Mohnuran, but that would give him away.

      The man on the floor wasn’t Lord Sanguine, but a Lotian with a familiar face; the man Sanguine had brought to Vaines’ dinner, and then to the Endeavor. There was a crossbow lying a few feet away from the Lotian. Ed’s Evil Eye blazed—the weapon was heavily enchanted.

      Both Lotian and Dungeon Lord locked gazes. The Lotian was closer to the crossbow, but Ed had a sword.

      Ed activated his Evil Eye and tried to frighten the spellcaster, Spirit against Spirit. It felt as if the Dungeon Lord had run headfirst into a stone wall. What the hell? he thought, then moved for the crossbow—but not fast enough.

      “Eviscerate!” the Lotian exclaimed, aiming a finger at Ed. A focused beam flew toward the Dungeon Lord, straight at his chest. At this distance, dodging was impossible. Blocking, however—

      “Barrier!” Ed said, raising the gauntlet that Kes, Alder, and the Researchers had created for him. It was the first time the new magical item was tested in combat. Ed desperately hoped it wouldn’t be the last. There was a sucking sensation as the shield ate a single basic spell slot and transformed its energy into the only spell it could cast. A transparent half-sphere burst to life in front of Ed and clashed against the beam, pushing it away and releasing a surge of magical feedback that made all the bones in his arm tremble.

      The Lotian dove for the crossbow, and Ed followed a second later, muscles enhanced by his advanced reflexes, time slowed down to a trickle. The Lotian grabbed the weapon, raised it up to his chest, and aimed square at Ed.

      And then the Dungeon Lord’s sword crashed against the weapon, hard, reducing it to splinters right as the Lotian fired. The bolt went high, right over Ed’s shoulder, close enough he could feel the heat from its deadly enchantments. It tried to correct course in midair, but it lacked enough space, and disappeared behind him.

      Ed stomped forward, raising his blade while the Lotian scrambled to his feet and attempted to back away.

      “Edward Wright,” the man said, a hint of nervousness masked by a confident smile. “We finally meet—”

      Ed’s sword slashed upward, drawing a scarlet line across the Lotian’s neck. The line widened, then became a red gaping wound from which deep black arterial blood poured out before the Lotian had time to do anything but blink in surprise.

      As the man fell to his knees, hands trying uselessly to stem the blood loss, Ed stabbed the blade into his heart, twisted the blade hard enough to hear the cracking of ribs, then tore it out. He kicked at the Lotian’s belly at the same time, sending him sprawling to the ground.

      “Nice meeting you,” Ed said. He stepped over the bloodied corpse. Around him, the dust was settling. He could distinguish Steros and his minions in the distance, mopping up the remaining miragefiend, who had managed to keep them at bay with illusions until now.

      Where are you, Sanguine? the Dungeon Lord thought savagely. He had no intention of pushing farther inside the Factory with Vandran lurking behind his back. But if the other Lord had escaped already, that was exactly what would happen.

      “Lord Wraith!” Mohnuran exclaimed. Ed turned to see Mohnuran near the middle of the vast wing, slumping against a control panel, his left arm sporting some nasty burns. “Over there!” The minotaur pointed at a small tunnel between a railway mass, where a wood-and-iron roller coaster train had just disappeared.

      Ed raised an eyebrow. “Jarlen, take a look at Mohnuran’s wound,” he called over his shoulder as he reached Mohnuran’s control panel. “Rolim, reload and block the exit.”

      He studied the glyphs of the control panel. They were in Lotian, which was easier to read than the fiendish Netherworldly language, but he still barely understood the labels. He smacked a red button and pulled a lever, and the wing came to life, lights shining everywhere and a happy mechanical tune blaring over the sound of the skirmish.

      The wing had been part of a guided trip mixed with a roller coaster, empty trains guiding phantom guests through the history of Lord Saint Claire and Witch Tillman. Ed heard about Tillman’s humble beginnings as a slave in a Heiligian corsair ship, as well as Saint Claire’s first failed dungeons, all the way to their fabled first meeting on an archaeological expedition on distant Plekth. If he had enough time, Ed would’ve loved to explore the wing, but given the circumstances he hoped that Saint Claire and Tillman’s spirits could forgive what he had done to their memorial.

      He pressed another button, and the trains stopped. Most of the lights went out again. That would’ve left Sanguine stranded. And with Rolim covering the tunnel’s exit, the Lord of Vandran was like a rat inside a barrel filling with water.

      Lord Steros had managed to push through the last of the surviving miragefiend’s illusion, and the creature was down. If Ed waited a little, they could all face Vandran together.

      That, however, didn’t feel right, he mused bleakly as he stepped into the dark tunnel. Some things required a personal touch.

      

      In Ed’s experience as an Ivalis Online player, the best way to kill a Dungeon Lord was to overwhelm him and then cut him down before he could escape.

      He found Sanguine’s empty cart halfway through the tunnel, near a group of statues frozen-mid-song in what seemingly had been praises for Saint Claire’s attractive retirement package for his minions.

      Ed stopped a few feet away from the car, his Evil Eye casting eerie shadows across the moss-laden walls. “I can see you, you know,” Ed told the statues. “Veil-Piercing talent.”

      “It’s just not fair,” said one of the statues, stepping down from its dais. The illusion dispelled to reveal Sanguine, all battered, covered in wooden splinters and streaks of his own blood. He had a knife in one hand and the other held behind his back. “That damn talent counters half my build.”

      “That’s the problem with crippling overspecialization,” Ed said, almost feeling sympathy for the man. “If you can only do one thing really well, you’re shit out of luck when someone immune to that thing comes along.”

      Both Dungeon Lords faced each other, taking their enemy’s measure. Sanguine had a facade of cool nonchalance, as if they were having a friendly chat over brunch. “Well, I tried and failed,” the Lord of Vandran said. “That’s what I get for trusting a mere minion, I suppose. Very well. I surrender, Lord Wraith. Take me prisoner and my House shall pay a satisfactory sum as ransom.”

      Ed raised an eyebrow. “I don’t think so, Sanguine,” he said, then took another step forward.

      “You would kill a fellow Lord in cold blood after he has surrendered?” Sanguine said, the very image of wounded nobility. “That’s a terrible precedent to leave for any future spats you have with the Lordship. You’ll be enemy number one.”

      Ed smiled sadly as he considered Vandran’s words. “No, Sanguine,” he said, taking a third step forth. “I don’t think I will be.”

      They swung at the same time. Ed’s one-handed slash struck Sanguine across the face, making an almost musical ring against his helmet and lighting the tunnel with magical feedback from the clashing enchantments. At the same time, Ed swatted with his left hand and caught Sanguine’s knife, closing his hand around the blade, confident that even if the edge was envenomed it would do nothing to the skeletal appendage.

      Sanguine cursed and attempted to pull away, but Ed had a firm grip on him and stepped into Vandran’s path while at the same time bringing his sword down like a mace against the Lord’s free arm as he attempted to swat at Ed’s face. The strike of metal against metal showered them in sparks, the enchantments in Vandran’s gauntlet barely stopping Ed’s blade from punching through and severing the appendage. Still, Ed felt the dry, dull crack of bones breaking. Sanguine screamed in agony, his arm now dangling uselessly.

      “Fireb—” he started, but Ed’s Frightful Evil Eye burned only an inch away from his face, and this time Ed brushed off the terrified Sanguine’s Spirit like he was swatting away a fly. Vandran’s pooling magic dissipated in a wave of wasted heat around him as his eyes widened in raw fear. “I yield,” he begged.

      He tried to kick at Ed, but Ed expected it and swiped Vandran off his feet with a simple sidestep. Ed twisted Vandran’s knife’s arm, then jumped onto Vandran’s chest. Grunting with effort, Ed pinned Sanguine’s arm down with one knee, then reached for the man’s neck with both hands.

      “Stop,” Sanguine rasped as Ed’s hands closed around his throat. “Stop. Mercy.” He tried to reach Ed’s eyes, but couldn’t wriggle himself free.

      “I heard you the first time,” Ed said through clenched teeth, then squeezed.

      Glyphs shimmered in bright agony along Ed’s armor as Vandran’s enchantments and talents tried to stop him from collapsing the man’s trachea. Ed pressed on, the smell of burning ozone saturating his nostrils. Beads of sweat pooled on his forehead. Ed squeezed harder, using all his Brawn attribute, his thumbs inch by inch introducing the front of Sanguine’s throat to his spine.

      The Lord of House Vandran didn’t go easily. Ed squeezed until Sanguine went bright red, squeezed until the red turned purple and the man began to kick and shake frantically like a lover in the throes of passion, squeezed until Sanguine’s eyes went white and his tongue rolled to the side of his mouth. Sanguine went limp. Ed kept squeezing.

      The smell of ozone was replaced by that of soiled trousers. Slowly, Ed released his grip on the man’s ruined throat, and realized his hands were shaking uncontrollably. He stood up and rubbed his palms on his sleeves, although they were clean of any blood.

      He forced himself to look at the fruit of his labor. He had killed men before, but never like this. Never this close.

      “How long have you been standing there?” he asked.

      “Long enough,” Jarlen said, somewhere behind him. The vampire came into view, an ugly grin framed by her bat-shaped black helmet. “I almost thought you wouldn’t do it.” She examined Vandran’s shape with a critical eye. “A nasty way to go. He lasted much longer than a normal mortal would have. Turns out that being hard to kill can be a curse as well.”

      “Right,” Ed said without looking at her.

      “On our side, no one except for Mohnuran got hurt, and he’s obviously expendable.” She paused. “You know it had to be done, Lord Wraith, right? Men like him can nurse a grudge for a lifetime. He would never have stopped coming for you.”

      Ed stepped over the corpse. “Loot the body,” he said, forcing his mind to shroud itself in ice. “Then burn it when you’re done.”

      He was halfway out of the tunnel when the world shifted violently under his feet, and in the blink of an eye he crashed hard against the wall, now a slanted floor, while angry red lights blared in all directions along with the deafening scream of an alarm.

      

      -CRIMSON ALERT. DUNGEON FALL PROTOCOL ACTIVATED. REMAIN CALM AND HEAD FOR THE EMERGENCY EXITS IN AN ORDERLY MANNER-

      

      Minions and Dungeon Lords stumbled across the illusionary screens as the Standard Factory stirred, bones cracking and towers swaying like trees in a thunderstorm.

      “What’s going on?” Kes asked, going almost as pale as Jarlen. One second ago, Ed had been ending Sanguine’s threat under the ever-present screams of the crowd. Now, the Factory was going crazy, alarms screeching everywhere, the titanic undead dragon shifting as if collapsing.

      She finally understood what was happening when the skeletal wings extended. The sway of the wings created an instant wave of dust like a desert storm, which quickly headed toward the camp. “It’s about to lift off,” she whispered, unable to contain her awe. The magic involved in allowing such titanic weight to take off… it was something she couldn’t even fathom. Terrifying and magnificent at the same time.

      “But why now?” Lavy asked, next to Kes.

      “Because a Dungeon Lord died on its grounds,” Diviner Pholk said, almost fully deflated from raw fear. The dust storm engulfed the first tents of the camp and the shadow of the Factory of Nightmares rose up to the sky, a mountain in flight. “Now its defenses are fully active,” the abnatir went on. “Or like Lord Wright is prone to saying, shit just hit the fan.”

      

      Archlord Everbleed summoned a dome of protection that withstood the Factory’s take-off while the rest of Korghiran’s underlings disappeared under the buffeting waves.

      The scrying ball went black—it would be a while until the Diviners returned the image. He didn’t need to see to know what was going on, however, for the previous Endeavors had gone the same way.

      Mutated creatures woke up from their stasis, their holding cells open, bloodshot eyes glinting hungrily under the cover of darkness. Ancient golems roamed through dust-covered passageways, ready to destroy the intruders. Deadly defenses took aim in hidden corners and waited for the first poor soul to step into view.

      So far, no Dungeon Lord had managed to get past those surprises.

      Next to Everbleed, Lady Golsa clapped in delight. “Finally, some real action,” she said. “I was starting to think they’d yell threats at each other all day, all talk and no bite.”

      Everbleed watched as the Standard Factory punched through the crimson clouds.

      

      Not long after Korghiran’s Dungeon Lords had left the Museum, Saint Claire & Tillman’s maintenance beetles skittered out of the shadows. The intruders had done some heavy damage to the Memories Tour—worst of all, they hadn’t even enjoyed the trip.

      The beetles assessed the damage done to the coaster tracks and reported it. They also cleaned the bodies, put out the fire in the middle of the tunnel, and diligently got rid of all the blood.

      There was, however, one body they left alone. That one was still alive and thus was not their problem.
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Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          Interlude: the Lotian

        

      

    

    
      Malikar stood, head lolling to one side like a ragdoll until the severed tendons in his neck stitched themselves back together. His ribs danced painfully, cracking and resettling on his chest. The rest of his wounds followed suit.

      He was alone in the darkened Museum with only the beetles for company, and they knew very well to keep their distance.

      The parts of himself that were not human—the parts he considered his true self—sent pangs of hunger through his human spine. For a second, he considered going after Wraith and showing the young Dungeon Lord what he could truly do.

      He shook his head. That was the instinct talking. His mission was much more important than his needs.

      Vandran’s demise hadn’t been entirely unexpected. The Dungeon Lord of the House of Pleasure had been useful only because of his lack of foresight. He had brought Malikar—and thus his master—right where he needed to be. And with the Factory soaring through the sky, out of the reach of Everbleed and the High Clerics, their plan was well under way.

      With one cheerful swipe, Malikar dipped his fingertip in the pool of his own blood. Humming to himself, ignoring the hunger and the desire to keep toying with his prey, he drew the first glyph of a summoning circle on the floor.
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Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          The Factory of Nightmares

        

      

    

    
      They lost their first men not long after leaving the Museum, soon after realizing they were being followed.

      The series of rooms they arrived in had been protected by a security checkpoint. Had. A pair of man-sized ballistae lay in splinters to the side of the entrance, with the half-collapsed ceiling above revealing the entrails of a ruined trap mechanism.

      Every once in a while, the world around Ed trembled as the Standard Factory maneuvered through some challenging air current. As a child of Earth, he was used to the concept of flying in a vehicle, unlike anyone else there—even Jarlen seemed uncomfortable with the bouts of turbulence.

      The Lord of the Haunt was not worried about falling, but he was worried about how much more vulnerable they were now. There would be no drones or Portals in the middle of the sky, away from any ley lines. Would the summoning circle that had been the ace in his sleeve still work? There was really only one way to know.

      “It’s a recent battle,” Xorander announced, pinching at the empty air and tasting it. “This is the work of spellcasters.”

      Ed nodded. That much was obvious. “Vaines, Molmeda, or the Bone Lords?” Of the three, he’d much rather encounter the latter. Regent Dolmanak was an unknown entity, with no enmity or allegiance to Korghiran. Also, Ed’s group had two undead. Maybe that counted for something.

      “I cannot tell,” Xorander said. “Minions did this, though. A proper Dungeon Lord wouldn’t dirty their hands unless they really had to.” There may have been a meaningful side-eye thrown at the specks of blood marring Ed’s mail, or it may have been his imagination. He chose to ignore it.

      Lord Steros didn’t. “So the reason for your restraint in the Museum is that you’re saving yourself for Vaines, then? How thoughtful of you, Lady Xorander.”

      At that moment, Macer and his Rogues gestured that the coast was clear. Ed pushed forward between the other Lords in his team, not unlike a wedge between the two clashing personalities. You just have to keep them together until the Endeavor is over, he reminded himself.

      Actually, only until right before we reach Tillman’s office, responded a small, cold part of his mind. This, too, he chose to ignore. For the moment.

      They stepped into a wide room, badly lit with faulty magical torches, framed by wide iron bookshelves, and strewn with upturned, rotten wooden tables and broken chairs. Stained papers littered the floor. If not for the obvious signs of a recent fight, it would have been as if Ed had suddenly traveled back in time.

      He studied a nearby desk, which was still strewn with writing utensils and a wooden frame with bright ceramic beads for counting. “Déjà vu,” he muttered. The materials were different, and there were no computers, but a cubicle row was a cubicle row in any reality.

      “Did you say something, Lord Wright?” Xorander asked.

      “Never mind,” Ed said, feeling once again like a young office worker of Earth and not like the eldritch-hearted Dungeon Lord he was today. “These are Saint Claire & Tillman’s offices.” His cursewing stretched out like a tongue, grabbed a paper from the floor, then “handed” it to him. It was an expense ledger from a decade ago. Ed was by no means an expert, but judging by the amount of red ink it seemed Saint Claire & Tillman had been going through a rough time before their untimely ends.

      And no wonder, he thought, recalling the roller coaster in the Museum. These guys never struck me as being financially responsible.

      “Do you think her office is here?” Steros asked, some feet away from the main group, dangerously close to wandering into a dark corridor by himself.

      Ed shook his head. “I don’t think it’s really that easy,” he said while the Rogues spread out to clear the offices of traps. “Otherwise the Endeavor wouldn’t have lasted as long.”

      “The Standard Factory famously shifts its interior at random,” Jarlen pointed out. “Perhaps our luck is changing.”

      Mohnuran guffawed. “Us? Lucky? Have you lost your mind, vampire?” He reached Ed and pointed at the darkened hall from which they had just arrived. “We are being followed, Lord. Something in the ceiling. I can hear it crawling up there whenever the Witch’s abomination is quiet enough.”

      There was no movement in the shadows, but Ed had learned quickly enough that didn’t mean anything. “The beetles?” he asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Mohnuran said. “Too big. I’d bet a horn it’s a creature of some kind. Meat and bones.”

      Ed grimaced. If Mohnuran was right, it meant something other than the Dungeon Lords and their minions was there.

      “Perhaps we should activate your plan, Lord,” Mohnuran said. “That thing behind us, and Vaines in front… it could get hairy without backup, and your Lord friends are almost at each other’s’ throats anyway. If you ask me, I’d rather have Marshal Kessih watching my back than Lady Xorander.”

      The Dungeon Lord’s response was cut short by a loud, mechanical click—the second most feared sound an adventurer could hear in any dungeon.

      “Dunghill!” exclaimed one of Xorander’s Rogues. “My bad.” Those words were the first most feared sound.

      It was as if Ed’s sword had flown to his hand, and he readied his barrier shield; next to him, Mohnuran hunched his shoulders and readied his axe.

      “Idiot!” Xorander told her Rogue. “What did you do?”

      “Pressure plate,” the Rogue explained through clenched teeth.

      Everyone fanned out, watching the walls, ceiling, and floor, every sense on high alert, trying to listen for any mechanical hiss or catch any signs of whatever nefarious trap the Factory was about to unleash.

      What’s it going to be? Ed wondered, trying to keep his heartbeat under control. Poison darts, a controlled collapse, a deadly gas filling the chamber? He wondered if they could break out of the room, but that kind of panicked thinking was exactly what trap-makers counted on when creating their contraptions.

      The sound came faint at first, growing louder with each repetition. Rhythmic, familiar clanking. Like metallic footsteps.

      “Here we go,” Mohnuran said cheerfully.

      A rusty brass-and-iron golem stepped through the farthest exit. It was full of dents, and its design was round and cartoonish, its creator clearly having intended it to be as unthreatening as possible.

      “Greetings, unidentified visitors,” it told them cheerfully. “This area is off-limits to guests without proper clearance. Please show me your credentials or return to the Museum and wait for a Saint Claire & Tillman tour employee to come retrieve you.”

      A pin drop could’ve been heard in the silence that followed.

      “Please show me your credentials…” the golem went through its entire spiel again.

      Ed and the other Dungeon Lords exchanged a meaningful glance.

      “I am Lord Luras of House Steros,” said the young swordsman, stepping forward. “That is all the authorization I need. You are an unclaimed minion of a dead Dungeon Lord. Accept my pact of minionship or be destroyed.”

      The golem considered his words. “Credentials unrecognized. Please show me appropriate credentials or I will be forced to call security. Warning: The arrival of security precludes an end to a guest’s enjoyment of Saint Claire & Tillman’s family-friendly areas in ninety-nine percent of cases.”

      Ed wondered how far the golem’s rudimentary programing went. Could he trick it with illusions, or maybe mess with its directives? Or would any attempt trigger its hostility? He opened his mouth, but Lady Xorander beat him to it:

      “A good try, Lord Steros. But our friend here wants to see real authority. I’m of the mind we show him some.” She pointed a long finger at the golem in a gracious manner. “Fireball,” she uttered.

      The explosion sent pieces of golem flying in all directions along with fragments of desk. The ceiling crumbled and a shower of dust rained on the group.

      Ed shook his head sadly as he drew his sword. Xorander had acted on impulse, too quick for him to react. “Weapons out, everyone, and get some buffs up,” he said, staring at the golem’s head as it rolled to a stop against a table leg.

      “What for? It’s dead now,” Xorander said.

      At that moment, the golem’s remaining eye lit up. “Credentials unrecognized. Please remain where you are. A security entourage shall come fetch you at once. We at Saint Claire & Tillman hope you enjoyed your visit!” it added before powering off for the last time

      “It’s just basic redundancy,” Ed said quietly, speaking to no one in particular. “Hardware’s catastrophic failure sends a damage report. A damage report alerts security.” He made a mental note to replicate something like that in the Haunt using alert spells. Presently, though, he had other concerns.

      Something mechanical above them went click, and four human-sized vents in the ceiling opened up with an oily hiss, one of them directly above Ed, who hurried to step away just in time for a burnished, black steel sphere to drop with a heavy thud in the spot he had occupied a second ago. Three more spheres dropped around the offices, leaving dents on the spots where they fell.

      “What in the Wetlands?” someone asked.

      The spheres began to transform.

      

      If anything at all could be said about the many failed Endeavors along the years, other than the constant loss of life and resources, it was that the spectators enjoyed it.

      On the screens, most of the remaining Dungeon Lords and their entourages had run into some nasty sort of trouble.

      Fiends clamored as the three Lords of Bones performed an undignified retreat through a field full of altered red grass as tall as their heads. As they went, the Dungeon Lords and their minions pointed at something behind their backs and threw necrotic spells blindly. Every once in a while a minion would disappear from view under the beak of some unseen creature.

      Lord Molmeda and Lady Redwood stumbled through a dark, humid service corridor, so cramped that Molmeda had to hunch over as he went. They arrived at a flooded section of the Factory, where black water beckoned them like an enchanted mirror. While the Lords argued about going back or delving into the water, the crowd gasped in anticipation as the pool’s surface bubbled faintly while a pair of obsidian eyes rose for a second and stared hungrily at the unaware Lords.

      Saint Claire & Tillman’s automatons towered above the Starevosi Insurgent and his team. Metallic carapaces covered in glyphs shifted clunkily into a shape that resembled giant iron scorpions with glowing red eyes and spear-like stingers growing from their backs. Lord Wraith threw a fireball at one of them as it changed, and glyphs in its armor glowed bright orange when a barrier met the Lord’s spell, both of them neutralizing with a magical surge that blacked out the screen for a few seconds.

      People exchanged bets as Lady Vaines and her entourage delved farther and farther up through the Factory, practically melting the defenses, and escaped mutant creatures that rose to challenge them. Argent Planeshifter was the reason for the speedy advance. He couldn’t create a Portal to a place he hadn’t seen, but he could go back, and often did as soon as they hit a dead end, thus saving Vaines much time backtracking or sorting through obstacles that the rest of the Lords had to face head on.

      The contest part of the Endeavor was only one of the reasons the crowd enjoyed the events so much. The other was of a bleaker sort. Unsaid. Most if not all the spectators were minions of one Dungeon Lord or another, or had been so at some point in their lives. Most of those Dungeon Lords hadn’t been kind to the inhabitants of their dungeons, and the Lotians knew shrewd ways to abuse the protection the minionship pact provided. There were mercenaries who had lost limbs after failing to perform, or fiends who had been summoned in quick succession right above pits full of water, just so they would experience drowning over and over. They had also fought the Lordship’s enemies while the Lords themselves retreated to safety, manned sacrificial dungeons meant as diversions, and suffered mentally and physically under strange experiments that oftentimes led nowhere.

      In short, watching the men and women in the screens suffer and bleed was a cathartic experience. It forced them, for once, to be the ones who fought in the front lines.

      Not that it would last forever. Sooner or later someone would get lucky, and the Standard Factory would fall. What would happen after was anyone’s guess. That the other Regents would stand calmly by while one gained more resources than the rest combined was a fool’s hope. No, when Saint Claire & Tillman’s re-opened its gates, chances were it would do so for the last time.

      This meant those minions laughing and clapping at the Endeavor Lords’ injuries would do some dying of their own soon enough. They knew it, so they had their fun while it lasted.

      Was it unfair? Yes. Against the Regents’ agreements? Certainly. This was the Netherworld.

      So far, more than half the crowd believed Vaines would win this time. In the other trials, fights with other Dungeon Lords, betrayals, and the dangers of the Factory had left her alone among the dead bodies, forcing her to retreat as her injuries piled up. This was not the case this time. Perhaps there would be one last confrontation, one last huge fight among Dungeon Lords, right in front of Tillman’s office. Hopefully most of the Lords would die. That would be a fitting end to the last Endeavor.

      Wagers exchanged hands. Fiends drank tepid beverages, mercenaries stood uneasily. On the screens, Dungeon Lords fought and died and pushed through the Factory of Nightmares.

      With all their gazes set on the current action and on the dangers that yet awaited, no one thought to look behind. No one saw the creatures that spawned from Malikar’s summoning circle and marched like a tidal wave of black ink through the ruined paths the Dungeon Lords had carved for them.

      

      The scorpion’s stinger punched through the solid concrete pillar an inch above Ed’s head. The Dungeon Lord dodged the next attack: this time a pair of serrated steel pincers with red-hot edges. He almost slipped in the blood of one of Xorander’s Rogues, who had been bisected by the same pincers the Dungeon Lord now faced.

      Ed stepped back and struck one of the pincers with his flaming sword. The bones in his arm reverberated with the impact. Its enchantments kept his weapon from being ruined by the strike, but the hit itself did no damage.

      Shit. He dodged the stinger again, using his advanced reflexes in sporadic bursts. Around him, the others fought the remaining three scorpions as best they could. It wasn’t looking good. A Rogue was down, and one of Steros’ spellcasters had had an arm pierced by a stinger. It must’ve been poisoned, because the Wizard wasn’t moving anymore.

      The stinger, which was as long as a spear, flashed at Ed with mechanical precision. The Dungeon Lord rolled away, slid under a table, upturned it in the general direction of the scorpion, then dove behind a column. An instant later, something heavy struck the column and almost crushed Ed, but he was already running away.

      Knowing when it was time to run the hell away had saved his life more times than the best talent or the most powerful spell. No shame in a tactical retreat, he thought as he jumped over a collapsed wall and tried to stay out of reach of the scorpion that chased after him with terrifying speed.

      Most creatures in Ivalis Online—and in most games, for that matter—had a certain fairness to them, no matter how tough. For example, if a Boss was immune to ice, it was reasonable to expect it wouldn’t also be immune to fire. If a Dungeon Lord was resistant to magic, he was probably just as vulnerable to being hit in the face with something sharp and heavy as anyone else. This was often true in the real Ivalis as well, because experience points were limited and people couldn’t just buy all the talent options available.

      Saint Claire and Tillman did not follow basic game-designing precepts for their defenses. Their scorpions’ carapaces were resistant to spells, and being made of metal it wasn’t really useful to strike them with swords, magical or not. Rogues were useless against them, as were Jarlen’s, Ed’s, and Steros’ swords. Xorander’s magic may have overwhelmed the carapaces given enough time, but she seemed too busy not dying to cast multiple spells in a row.

      The scorpion stopped for half a second when Ed reached the nearest wall, his eldritch edge sword now the only defense between himself and the deadly construct. “So, about those credentials,” Ed attempted. The creature, though, ignored him. It raised its stinger, aiming straight at his heart. He wondered how many direct hits his armor’s enchantments could survive without burning out.

      Ed had to grant it to them—golden-age’s Saint Claire & Tillman had been good at what they did. There was, however, one factor they hadn’t prepared for.

      Rolim’s huge, cloaked frame bouldered into the scorpion, mouth open in a silent roar, dropping his human-sized cannon hard squarely across the length of the creature’s body. There was a loud smash like a violent train crash and the scorpion’s legs bent, almost buckling under it. One of its crystal eyes broke, but the other focused squarely on Rolim.

      The metal creature forgot all about Ed.

      “There we go,” Ed said as the scorpion tried to run Rolim down. The undead man, silent as ever, caught its burning mandibles with his bare hands. Skin sizzled, smoke came out, and man and machine struggled in place, neither yielding. The scorpion’s stinger plunged deep into Rolim’s chest at heart-height, then was yanked out, triumphantly, tip dripping deadly venom.

      Rolim didn’t even notice it. For an instant, Ed could’ve sworn the scorpion’s remaining eye glinted with disbelief. It stabbed the undead man, once, twice, all to no avail. The third time, the stinger’s ridged edge caught on Rolim’s cloak and tore it off to reveal dark gray features frozen forever in a rictus of rage and horror, black stitches holding together the work of Lavy’s scalpel; a long mouth sewn shut, needlework pushed to the limit by a powerful jaw to reveal a hint of a dark tongue and yellowed teeth at the front of a black, wet cavern of a mouth.

      Everything about Lavy’s monster screamed mindless undead. Except the eyes. The eyes were unlike Jarlen’s, even. They were clear of the milky-white substance that veiled the Nightshade’s gaze. There was intelligence in those eyes, and rage, and hatred, and all of it was focused squarely on the scorpion in front of him.

      Both combatants were locked in a stalemate, neither of them able to best the other. So Ed activated his ancient lord aura, which boosted his minions’ physical stats. A normal zombie wouldn’t have counted as a minion—it was technically the same thing as the scorpion, only powered by the necrotic energies released upon death. Rolim, however, wasn’t a mindless zombie, and the difference Ed’s aura made was instantaneous.

      Dead muscles bulged, uncaring of being pushed past the limits of a living human. Rolim tensed his back, then lifted, not unlike a wrestler about to perform a chokehold. Slowly, the easily quarter-ton scorpion rose, its many legs leaving the ground and kicking frantically as it tried to pry its mandibles away from Rolim’s hold.

      Rolim bent back and lifted the scorpion all the way from the ground. With a soundless scream, the undead man turned, legs bent with perfect martial posture at the same time it twisted its waist and shoulders into a judo-like throw. The scorpion flew across the air and crashed hard against a wall. The wall collapsed on top of it as well as a section of the ceiling, leaving only its metallic legs kicking frantically at the air.

      Calmly, the undead man strolled to the ruin and knelt as he pushed a boulder aside. Then he slowly began to rip pieces off the scorpion and toss them away one by one.

      “Kharon’s ass,” Ed cursed quietly, both awed and horrified as he watched Rolim go to town on the defenseless scorpion. Its severed stinger flew past the Dungeon Lord only a few feet away from him. “Well done, Lavy.”

      

      “You’re damn right about that,” a Witch said, many miles below, watching her creation steal the show on every screen while the encampment stood in enraptured silence as Rolim decommissioned the scorpion.

      

      The fight raged on. Lady Xorander floated a few inches above the ground while her minions kept the second scorpion away. Arcane thunder cracked around the Lady’s extended arms as her Evil Eye flared, and the energy traveled through her body in a hot cruel flash that revealed the bones underneath her skin. The scorpion resisted the spell at first, its glyphs glowing red, but Xorander kept channeling the spell. One by one the glyphs burned out as the scorpion tried to push past the Dungeon Lady’s minions to bring her down.

      Lord Steros fended off the third construct while his spellcasters tried to follow Xorander’s lead, without as much success. The Dungeon Lord’s sword was covered in red flames, and he had managed to take out one of the creature’s forelegs, but in turn he’d received a nasty gash on his shoulder. The scorpion advanced as he gave ground.

      Ed was about to go help, but then he saw Mohnuran and Maser dealing on their own with the last scorpion, whose carapace sizzled as if covered in boiling oil. The minotaur was somehow half-riding the thing, while holding on to the stinger for dear life. Right, he has twenty ranks in Brawn, Ed recalled as the scorpion failed to tear its stinger away from Mohnuran’s hold.

      But the minotaur wouldn’t last forever, and if he fell Ed’s backup plan to deal with Vaines would go down the drain. He turned to Rolim. “Go help Steros!”  he ordered, and then rushed to Mohnuran’s aid.

      He started running without a clear idea what he’d do to the scorpion other than yell at it, but advanced reflexes was especially handy in giving a man a second or two to think in situations where only the chaos of battle would otherwise be found. Most of his spells wouldn’t work against the thing’s magic-resistant carapace, but the armor didn’t cover everything…

      Maser threw a bottle at the creature’s mouth, which instantly began to smolder. Acid. Useful if it could get to the insides, Ed decided. It did piss off the scorpion, though, and it forgot about its rider for a moment and tried to run the Spymaster down, mandibles extended.

      At that moment, Ed dove for the thing, advanced reflexes at full strength. He landed atop the creature’s foreleg, then jumped right above its face.

      “Break!” he exclaimed, swiping at the creature’s face as he passed it by. Break was a utility spell at best, meant to destroy fragile, inanimate objects like windows or panels, and he had learned it to handle the small parts of doors’ locking mechanisms just in case he was ever without a handy Rogue. The spell pulsed from his fingers and into the crystal eyes of the scorpion. They exploded outward immediately, showering Ed with glass fragments, which exploded in tiny arcane bolts like pale blue fireflies as his enchantments protected his body.

      Ed fell, rolled away, then hit his back against a wall, driving the wind out of his lungs. He jumped to his feet, sword in hand. The scorpion dashed randomly, now blind, striking at phantom enemies. Mohnuran barely held on to the stinger, the poisoned edge far too close to the minotaur’s exposed neck for Ed’s liking. “Get out of there!” he ordered, for he could see the minion’s hold slipping.

      The former bandit didn’t need to hear it twice. He jumped to the side, pushing the stinger as far away as he could. As Mohnuran retreated, Xorander and Steros’ spellcasters came in from behind and unloaded spell after spell on the scorpion’s barrier. The glyphs went down one by one. The creature tried to rush the mages, but then Rolim jumped in, and that was that.

      Ed lowered his sword and took a deep breath. He took a measure of the battle. The scorpions were down, but a Rogue was dead, and those were worth their weight in gold inside the trapped factory. Steros had gotten nicked, but his Ranger minion was already administering an antidote plaster on his Lord’s shoulder. Xorander and the rest of the spellcasters had spent a few spells from their daily allotment, but everyone had enough runes to go around.

      “Not bad,” Jarlen said, walking next to Ed. She had stayed put during the battle, which irked the Dungeon Lord. “To be honest, I expected more out of Saint Claire & Tillman.”

      “And what were you doing, exactly?” Ed asked, eyes narrowed.

      She shrugged. “What was I to do, bite them?” she asked innocently. Then she glanced at the bisected Rogue covered by Maser’s cloak. “Speaking of, shall I raise him? The process takes a day, but we don’t know how long we’ll be in here. He may yet be useful.”

      Ed raised an eyebrow, almost speechless at the vampire’s coldness. However, before he could chide the creature, Xorander reached them.

      “In fact,” said the Dungeon Lady, “I was about to suggest the same thing. We cannot afford to lose minions to mindless automatons. Get him back up, Nightshade, and see if you can speed the transformation.”

      It seemed that the dead minion’s opinions mattered not one bit. The decision was rendered moot, however, because Jarlen never had time to transform the dead Rogue. The vents in the ceiling opened again, six of them this time, one right above Ed and Jarlen. He was fast enough to step away in time, but she wasn’t. Six steel spheres, same as the others, tumbled down an instant later with a loud crash.

      Mist poured out of the sphere that had crushed the Nightshade. She reformed a second later as the scorpions transformed.

      “Lord Wright!” Steros called, keeping his composure better than his minions. “Now would be the time for one of your famous plans, if you have one.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Ed saw the first steel stinger loom above them. He smiled confidently at Lord Steros. “As it happens, I do have such a thing,” he said.

      He was halfway past the scorpions when he turned back over his shoulders at the few minions who hadn’t yet followed his example. “What are you doing, you idiots?” he exclaimed at them. “Fucking run!”

      

      “Well, look at him go.” The crowd watched as Dungeon Lord Edward Wright put some distance between himself and the seemingly never-ending tide of scorpions. “Nice rhythm for someone in armor,” someone commented.

      “Maybe, but that’s not going to earn him many points with the crowd.”

      “I wasn’t aware the Endeavor’s victory was decided by the public. And truth be told, if I was up against one of those things I would run too.”

      Those who knew about the history of the Factory knew that those were Lord Saint Claire’s creations, built out of the same magic that bound the imp-like drones to a Dungeon Lord’s Mantle. Saint Claire had been good with that kind of thing. In the golden days of the Factory of Nightmares he had employed a score of gnomes and dwarves to build his war machines and man his forges.

      Of course, few knew or remembered that sort of detail. Their attention was on the present—eyes glued to the illusionary screens. “Vaines wouldn’t have run,” someone said with distaste. “She would’ve destroyed those toys!”

      She would have, and had, in fact, many times over, at the cost of most of her minions and their resources.

      People’s reaction to seeing Dungeon Lords do what they did best wasn’t kind. They remembered the times when a Lord had run away from danger, leaving them or their friends to die. Trash and empty mugs flew at the screens as Lord Wright ducked under a low archway and rushed for a nearby maintenance tunnel. “Stay!” the crowd urged. “Fight! Die!”

      However, a pair of ragged werewolf mercenaries watched in silence as Lord Wright reached the tunnel’s entrance just in time to avoid being eviscerated by the scorpion’s mandibles, then closed the iron door behind him. “Nice sprinting form,” one of the mercenaries finally told the other, who nodded his approval.

      

      The Lord of the Haunt had no idea when he had lost the others. He was painfully aware that running head-first into trapped, unknown territory was a death sentence. At one point, glinting darts like angry bees raked his side, but the armor protected him from most of the damage and his talents from the rest. A lucky break. He reached a maintenance tunnel before the scorpion. He closed the hatch, locked it behind him, and stared at the darkness that extended in front of him.

      He was hopelessly lost.

      The scorpion pounded at the door, and Ed took a moment to consider his options. He was alone. He didn’t know where his team was, or if they were even still alive.

      All in all, he had been through worse.

      He checked his sword and was pleased to see he hadn’t dropped it. His cursewing was nervous—he could tell by the way it fluttered without wind in all directions—but unhurt. The potions in his backpack hadn’t broken during the fight.

      “Very well,” he said, trying to sound confident. “Forward it is.”

      He used his Evil Eye for light. Maintenance beetles skittered above him, flakes of rust fell on his shoulders, and mist—not from a Nightshade, he checked—rose up to his ankles. The tunnel was cold and humid, which he wouldn’t have expected of the Factory. He wondered where he was.

      Two slippery flights of stairs later, he found another hatch.

      “Try to see if it’s trapped,” he told his cursewing cape—more like a scarf, really, at this point in its growth.

      The fiend rose up to his face in what had to be an “are you kidding me?” gesture.

      “Well, what happens to you if I die?” Ed wondered aloud. “If it’s trapped, I can summon you back with the ritual. If I die, you can’t eat somebody else’s blood, can you?”

      The cursewing frowned. Then, slowly, it slithered away from Ed’s back like a snake, its body language making it clear it did so under protest. It draped around the hatch and tried to shift it. Nothing happened. Ed gave it a couple more seconds, then returned the cursewing to its place at his back.

      Nothing happened when he opened the door either. He stepped out with careful movements and arrived at a vast dark vault. At some point, the ceiling and the surrounding catwalks had collapsed. It seemed like the maintenance beetles had either failed to find the place or had so far been unable to repair the damage. The sound of falling water, like an artificial waterfall, filled the silence. There were open cages to the side as Ed climbed his way through the debris, some of them appearing like they had been crushed long ago. He saw bone fragments, and a piece of skull from a creature he did not recognize. It had many pointy teeth. To be fair, though, most animals in Ivalis did.

      Past the debris he found a set of dented iron stairs that led to a submerged section of the chamber, with two intermittent streams falling from up high through a set of cracked pipe openings. Concentric waves formed under the artificial waterfalls, giving the pool the aspect of a turbulent sea at night, where unknown monsters lurked under the tumultuous surface.

      A figure stood at the edge of the pool, the waves licking at her feet. She was dragging an unconscious body by its collarbone, and when Ed came into view she dropped it without ceremony and reached for her sword. Panic widened her eyes under the eldritch green of Ed’s Evil Eye.

      “Lord Wright. You’re not the one I hoped to see,” the figure greeted him.

      “Lady Redwood,” Ed said. “Fancy meeting you here.” The body was one of her minions. Judging from the unhealthy blue of the face, he had drowned not long ago. “Go ahead, try to save him. I won’t interfere.” He certainly wouldn’t get into stabbing range of her to help, though.

      Lady Redwood raised one sharp eyebrow and visibly masked her fear under a mask of contempt. “Save him? Why? He was useless back there. I only want his runes.” She eyed Ed dubiously, then set her sword aside and knelt to rummage through her dead minion’s pockets. “Will you attack me?” she asked Ed.

      He considered it. Redwood was Vandran’s ally. She was alone, without Molmeda or the rest of her team. She had five hundred experience points, and a balanced character build. He sat down, resting the length of his sword along his knees. “My quarrel was with Lord Vandran. You are an asshole, but that on its own is no reason to kill someone.” Nevertheless, he kept a careful eye on her. The champions of Vorgothas had shown a penchant for trickery before.

      “So Lord Vandran is dead, I take it?” Redwood asked. “You spoke of him in the past tense.”

      “We clashed not long ago.”

      Ed wondered what kind of relationship the two of them had had. Merely one of convenience? Or had it been something more? Perhaps he should have attacked after all—maybe he still could do it. Then again, Redwood’s body language did not match what he envisioned a grieving lover planning revenge would do.

      “I told him we should have left you alone after Vaines’ banquet. There was no need to start the Endeavor with you as an enemy, wasting our strength before the other dangers.” Redwood kept her face down as she spoke. A moment later, she finished looting the body and stood. A tense silence spread before them. “We shouldn’t linger here,” she said. “The creatures that chased us may come back at any time.”

      Ed’s cursewing tugged nervously at his shoulder, as if its nose had caught a concerning scent. “You don’t want to head back, either,” he told Redwood. “Neither of us has a character sheet built around taking out automatons.” He nodded to the pool, then to the dead body. “What happened?”

      “This part of the Factory was Tillman’s,” Redwood said. “It flooded during a fight in the last Endeavor. The other side is not far and there is a breathing zone near the middle.” Her mask of calmness slid for a second. “A plant… thing caught us in its grasp just before we could reach it, though—just when air was sorely needed,” she said, kicking the dead minion. “We were right at the back. Molmeda and the others probably didn’t realize we were gone until it was too late.”

      “So he may come back for you any second now.” Being caught alone with two hostile Dungeon Lords wasn’t his definition of a good time. More so because Vandran had died doing exactly that.

      “And risk losing more minions, or even his life?” Redwood smirked. “His Devil Knight isn’t a good swimmer. Molmeda won’t trust his luck a second time. If I know my old teacher as well as I think, he has moved on already, probably trying to catch up with Vaines and her pet Planeshifter.” A pause. Redwood scowled, looked away past Ed’s shoulder uneasily, then seemed to come to a decision on something. “Lord Wraith, we have reasons to… dislike each other. Beyond that, we are Dungeon Lords, so we know not to trust other members of our Dark family on principle. However, I cannot see how we can remain as active participants of the Endeavor without teaming up.”

      Ed had been thinking the same thing. A single person, no matter how strong they were, couldn’t watch their own backs for long. Even Vaines had had to call it quits once she ran out of minions on the previous Endeavors. “I see.” What she said made sense, and fit with the mental image Ed had of Molmeda—and most of the Lordship, for that matter. It could also be an elaborate trap. Molmeda could be waiting for Ed to surface at the other end, ready to fireball him into ashes. He doubted it, though. Molmeda didn’t like Ed, but his entire world did not revolve around trying to kill a Starevosi Dungeon Lord. He decided Molmeda likely wasn’t waiting for him with a pair of fireball runes. Hopefully.

      “Beyond the submerged section are the mutagen laboratories, which is about as far inside the Factory as we ever got. It’s a hellish place. The fruit of Tillman’s sick mind yet survives in there. Trust me, Lord Wraith, it is not a place you want to face on your own. My suggestion is, either we work together for a time to ensure we both remain in the Endeavor, or face our losses and go back.”

      Prisoner’s Dilemma again, Ed thought uneasily. If they both cooperated, both would get past the flooded section. That meant a later conflict, though, when—if—either made it to the end of the Endeavor. If one betrayed the other, the traitor would get rid of a possible rival later on. If both betrayed the other, however, chances were both would die under the black waves.

      Of late, it was as if his life revolved around a life-or-death choice between cooperation or fighting, and there was no way of knowing which was the right one until long after the fact. And in Vandran’s case, Ed still had no idea.

      He looked back at the debris, the open cages, and the darkness that lay beyond. The Haunt needed him to win the Endeavor. That made things clearer—as if he carried a beacon with which to light the path ahead.

      “What do you say, Lord Wraith?” Lady Redwood asked. Past them was the constant crash of the falling waters, loud enough, perhaps, to mask the footsteps of an approaching predator.

      Ed fastened his sword back to its sheath and walked next to Redwood to the edge of the pool. “I could use a swim,” he said.

      

      The water was so cold Ed had to cast protection from the elements as soon as he stepped in. When the water reached his waist, he snapped out a lapis ring from a simple leather bracelet on his wrist. It had been with him a long time now. He had bought it when he had gifted Katalyn Locksmith a similar one as a safeguard for her voyage to Plekth. He put the ring on and started a mental countdown; the water-breathing enchantment would last for ten minutes, after which time the ring would become useless.

      He made no attempt to swim—the weight of his armor meant he dropped straight to the bottom like a brick. Protection from the elements felt like a muted buzzing along his body. The magic would last a little longer than the water-breathing, so he didn’t have to worry about dying from hypothermia. Drowning was a nearer concern, and just as deadly.

      Redwood dropped next to him. Both Dungeon Lords had knives at the ready. Ed looked over his shoulder at the dark half-collapsed chamber covered in darkness. He then stepped farther into the flooded section, walking down the steps of a wide staircase. Soon, he disappeared under the black waters.

      To take his first breath, he had to fight his own instinct to avoid getting water inside his lungs. A deep inhalation filled his lungs with a mouthful of ice-cold liquid. His ring transformed the liquid into oxygen while it traveled to his lungs. He exhaled a string of bubbles that left an awkward taste in his mouth. After that, breathing became easier as he got used to the experience.

      A blurred world of cold, muted colors spread around the Dungeon Lord. He immediately realized his water-breathing ring did not also allow him to see underwater. He wasn’t about to complain. One of the two was more than enough.

      Together with Redwood, he delved into Tillman’s flooded domain. This part of her laboratory had been for specimen storage, Ed decided, judging from the amount of cages piled atop each other. Most were closed, all that remained of their inhabitants being a pile of bones trembling slightly with the weak current. Ed reminded himself that those creatures had been dead long before the Lordship flooded the place. And he hoped the creatures of the cages that weren’t closed had also died long ago.

      A few of the doors on those empty cages had been ripped off their hinges.

      Walking underwater in silence except for the sound of their footsteps on metal reminded Ed of astronauts walking on the empty hulks of spaceships in the survival-horror videogames he had played on Earth. Redwood, with her mail armor and her crimson cloak floating eerily behind her, did not resemble those protagonists and their sleek futuristic armor in the least. She belonged to another genre entirely.

      Redwood caught his glance and returned it with a grimace. Ed guessed she was wondering the same as he—when would each betray the other?

      The best moment to do so would be halfway through the duration of his ring, so even if he survived an attack he would have to choose between hurrying back, or pushing forward into some unknown danger.

      When with five minutes remaining on his ring, the Dungeon Lady of Vorgothas patted his armor to catch his attention; he was understandably jumpy. She only pointed ahead, though, at the black-and-mustard-colored field of bladderwrack growth that covered the floor and parts of the walls, algae-like tentacles covered in polyps drifting placidly in tight clusters as if swaying to the tune of unheard music.

      Redwood gestured a warning at Ed and then pointed up. He saw a small opening right above them. The Dungeon Lady swam upward, hard, visibly fighting against the weight of her mail armor. In Ed’s case, with his plate armor, swimming was out of the question, but there were handles on the wall rising all the way up. He climbed those, and soon enough his head broke the surface of the water.

      “That’s the creature that attacked your group?” he asked Redwood.

      She spat a mouthful of water and then nodded. “The very same. It looks harmless now, but it goes crazy as soon as you’re within reach. Molmeda and the rest of us avoided it by climbing horizontally using the pipework that runs along the wall—it’s about ten inches below us.”

      Ed searched for the ledge. Going by touch alone, the pipes were thin and didn’t make him confident they would hold his weight.

      “Be careful. About a minute in the climb, a piece of piping broke off,” Redwood explained bitterly. “That’s how my minion and I were left behind. Let’s hope you can reach the next pipe in that armor, Lord Wraith.”

      “I’ll manage,” Ed said. “Who goes first?” he asked.

      Both Dungeon Lords exchanged mistrustful glances. The Lordship only went first in a dungeon raid if everyone else was dead, and that usually meant the surviving Lord was in the middle of an enthusiastic tactical retreat.

      Ed fought off the need to roll his eyes. “I’ll do it.” He closed his eyes as he went down, taking a deep breath despite the ring’s magic.

      When he opened his eyes again, he realized they had more pressing concerns than the seaweed creature.

      

      In Saint Claire & Tillman’s Museum, there is a wax statue of a giant red-and-black-striped cat with the face of a beautiful blond woman. Her oversized smile is full of shark-like teeth. Any visitor with an interest spiked by such a sight may learn a bit about Saint Claire & Tillman’s lampagos by the brass plate next to it.

      A lampagos, originally, was a type of wild fiend that thrived in the deserts between the regencies of Vorgothas and Tal Zamor. Its most famous characteristic was a mouth full of poisoned teeth and an attitude that made them very likely to use such teeth on the first unlucky sot that set foot in their hunting grounds. Few Netherworldly inhabitants had seen a lampagos up close, and even fewer knew that, originally, the lampagos had lacked the human face and the poisoned tail spikes, being nothing more than an aggressive desert cat predator.

      That was until Evangeline Tillman had come across one in one of her trips, where she had rubbed her chin and wondered, “How can we make a giant man-eating cat even worse?”

      Mutagen experimentation was a chaotic field of research, dangerous and morally ambiguous, even for Saint Claire & Tillman’s Research Facilities, whose Sub-Committee of Ethical Investigation consisted of a single ogre with a spiked club sitting behind a desk waiting for any complainers.

      No one was sure why the lampagos had developed a human face along with the mutations that gave them their poison and their tail. If any semblance of human intelligence dwelt past their noble foreheads, it was hidden underneath a constant, boiling rage that caused them to hunt and kill anything that moved and breathed. However, it was generally agreed that this mutated version of the desert cats were far more effective than the originals, mainly because they were even more aggressive.

      The lampagos had been marketed to Dungeon Lords as, “a trainable beast capable of protecting a dungeon, guarding its master, and a modern pet for the discerning Evilness that wishes to dispose of their prisoners in a stylish way.”

      The sales campaign had been a massive success.

      Only because of the Lordship’s—and thus the company’s—general decline did lampagos production ever stop, which ended its Ivalian presence due to over-hunting by Heroes such as Ryan Silverblade or Edward Wright’s unnamed Wizard. The last known surviving lampagos had its existence ended during a duel between Lady Aramis Vaines and Lord Dominique Molmeda, but that last part was not included in the Museum’s plaque.

      Neither was the fact that before Evangeline Tillman’s untimely demise, an improved, deadlier version of the lampagos product had been one of her many secret projects.

      

      What the hell are those? Ed—who obviously hadn’t read the Museum’s plaque—thought, as a pair of black-and-crimson-striped lampagos swam like a pair of slender missiles toward him.

      They were as big as a tiger, and their attractive human faces were contorted with a blank smile, partly open to reveal teeth that Ed didn’t want anywhere near his body. They came from the direction Ed and Redwood had arrived, cutting the Dungeon Lords’ retreat. There was more than a hundred feet of distance between the beasts and Ed, but they were covering it fast.

      Ed did some very fast thinking over the next second, aided by his advanced reflexes. The corridor was a perfect kill-zone, there was nowhere to go but back or forward, and forward was guarded by the bladderwrack monster. There was no way he could get away from the beasts in time.

      In fact, the timing of the creatures’ ambush was perfect, which suggested human-level intelligence and not just a predator’s natural instincts. The Dungeon Lord’s Evil Eye was a muted green under the water as he hurried to read their character sheet.

      

      
        	Mutated Lampagos, version 2. Brawn: 19, Agility: 22, Spirit: 5, Endurance: 17, Mind: 7, Charm: 5 Skills: Melee: Advanced II, Survival: Improved IX, Swimming: Improved V. Talents: Envenomed Ichor, Deadly Venom, Armor-Piercing Spikes, Steel Hide, Enhanced Feline Acrobatics, Improved Reflexes.

      

      

      Things were about to get ugly, Ed realized, as he read the character sheet.

      Redwood climbed down next to Ed, followed his gaze, and came to what had to be a similar conclusion; she screamed wordlessly, started climbing frantically forward along the pipeline, and tried to kick Ed off it as she went, following the wise principle that she only needed to outrun him. Her kick caught the Dungeon Lord by surprise, but it was a glancing blow that slid harmlessly off his greaves. The spell she cast next, however, was like a blast of scalding water that hit him square in the chest and broke his hold on the pipe. He began to sink, but then his cursewing lashed out like a whip around the pipe. His familiar wasn’t strong enough to pull Ed alone, but half a second later the Dungeon Lord had already used it to climb back up. He then chased after Redwood.

      Although Ed could understand her way of thinking, he still chose to take it personally. Now Redwood wasn’t running from the upgraded lampagos, she was also trying to keep ahead of the angry Dungeon Lord.

      As soon as both Dungeon Lords were above the algae field, the bladderwrack’s tentacles sprang to life, reaching for their ankles with the frantic movements of a starved beast. A cold, slimy appendage grasped Ed’s ankle all of a sudden and tried to pull him away from the pipeline—and almost succeeded. Bubbles left Ed’s mouth as he cursed and kicked like a mule, breaking the tentacle’s hold for a second. He raised his legs, and was glad to see he was out of reach of most of the tentacles.

      Then the lampagos shot him.

      A dozen spikes faster than loose arrows drew their trajectories in the water as they raked Ed’s back. The cursewing tried to swat them away, and many spikes pierced its skin and went through. The water around Ed bubbled with the influx of sudden heat as the magic in his armor deflected most of the shots in a shower of sparks, but some made it through. Ed’s back plate was then defeated by the armor-piercing enhancement of the lampagos, as was the mail underneath, and the spider-silk vest. He was aware, on a metaphysical level, of his Spirit being tested against the strength of the hit. He gritted his teeth. He hadn’t come this far to get defeated by a pair of cats.

      There were many reasons why the spikes didn’t manage to pierce his skin: the water slowing them down, his enchantments, his armor, his talents. However, in the end, it came down to pure luck. A die roll Ed wasn’t keen on repeating. He could feel the drops of venom burning his skin like acid.

      The lampagos were almost upon him, a pair of black-and-crimson torpedoes full of teeth and claws. Ed did some fast thinking. He let go of the ledge and kicked himself off the wall. The weight of his armor made him drop like a sack of bricks, straight into the grasp of the seaweed creature. Plant-matter tendrils enveloped him, dragged him down. Before seaweed covered his view, he saw one of the lampagos diving straight at him. More tendrils rose and caught the beast, pulling it down by the waist. Bubbles rose as the creature kicked in a frantic, silent roar. The second lampagos kept swimming toward Redwood, its shadow passing above Ed’s head.

      A seaweed tendril started to close around Ed’s neck. The Dungeon Lord ignored it for the moment. If the second lampagos killed Redwood, Ed would be trapped between the two of them even if he did manage to get out of the seaweed’s hold. His water-breathing ring wouldn’t last much longer, and he doubted he could hold his breath for longer than the lampagos and their 17 ranks in Endurance. His only option, then, was to find a way to keep Redwood alive.

      “Smudge!” he cast, desperately hoping that Objectivity would accept bubbles as the spoken component of the spell.

      Ink exploded all around him as if a giant octopus had panicked right under his feet. The world around him went black in all directions.

      The tendril around his neck began to squeeze.

      Ed stretched his skeletal fingers until they brushed the tentacle holding his wrist and drained an Endurance rank off the monster. It felt vaguely as if his veins were connected to a kale-flavored serum drip. The tendril withered and fell apart, and then Ed reached the one trying to strangle him. He kept draining.

      The seaweed monster went ballistic. Something smashed Ed hard against the ground and held him there. He could feel his talents fighting off a gel-like enzyme trying to digest him. Too slow, the Dungeon Lord thought, gritting his teeth as he drained more and more Endurance.

      He managed to get enough tentacles off him to stand up. All around him was a pandemonium of crazed tentacles and ink-injected darkness. He had no idea where the two lampagos were, or if Redwood was still alive. He started to walk, ignoring the slaps of the seaweed monster. If a tendril caught him, he drained it until it withered. His own body burned with the stolen energy as his pulse raced. This wasn’t a good thing—the water-breathing ring had to work overtime to feed him extra oxygen. The magic in the ring faded by the second like a battery running out of power. Every “breath” of water he took felt more and more like drowning. He spaced apart each new inhalation for as long as he could.

      Soon enough, the monster learned to avoid him. Ed kept his head down and slowly made his way out of the ink cloud. As the darkness parted, he saw beams of light coming from above. The surface was only a few meters away! Behind the Dungeon Lord, the smudge spell dissipated. Lady Redwood came out of the dark cloud, eyes wide with terror, blood oozing from a terrible wound in her arm like a crimson contrail. The second lampagos appeared an instant later, jaws snapping at Redwood’s feet. Its tail and hindlegs were grappled by the seaweed tendrils.

      Ed rushed for the surface, painfully aware of how slow his movements were. Goddamn do I hate underwater levels, he thought, trying to drown out his panic with anger. It was like a nightmare where he ran from a monster only to discover he couldn’t move fast enough—he couldn’t move at all, and his lungs burned with the need to breathe and the ring in his finger had died. He couldn’t breathe, he couldn’t move, the world around him was dissolving into black nothingness. He reached up, blindly, desperately, as his brain and lungs screamed silently for oxygen.

      The feeling of the water surface breaking around him and cold air rushing into his lungs was pure bliss. His vision went white instead of black, and multi-colored stars danced all around him. He waded out of the pool, coughing dank water. He slipped and fell on his knees, then stood back up and kept moving, aware that the lampagos could be close behind—he wasn’t out of danger yet.

      “Let’s never do that again,” he whispered to himself. Alder had once told him he was paranoid for carrying around a water-breathing ring everywhere he went—despite not being anywhere close to a body of water. Ed’s only regret was not being paranoid enough to carry two rings.

      He had surfaced in what looked like it was once a mutagen laboratory, still lit by Saint Claire & Tillman’s everlasting torches. Huge, broken crystal tubes, like the one that held Rylan Silverblade back in the Haunt, stood at the center of the place, connected to pipes on the ceiling that dripped concentrated mutagen. Thick, purple puddles grew all around the floor. Ed decided to stay well away from them—the last thing he needed at the moment was to sprout a third arm.

      There were also signs of a recent fight nearby. Broken scorpion automatons littered the floor, along with a few mauled corpses—no Dungeon Lords that Ed could recognize, though. A stream of maintenance beetles stopped in their tracks for a second, as if shy because Ed was watching them.

      Someone emerged from the pool right behind him. Ed drew his sword and turned. Lady Redwood looked even worse for the wear than he did, her soaked hair covering her face and her right arm dangling useless next to her. The limb trailed blood behind the Dungeon Lady as she weakly tried to shamble away from the water.

      Ed went to meet her and almost killed her where she stood. Redwood’s gaze lifted to meet his at the last second and he saw the panic in her eyes as well as pain and helplessness. He stayed his sword. She’s been poisoned, he recalled, idly, as he reached for her good arm and helped her out of the pool.

      “Can you run?” he asked while she dropped her backpack in a hurry and rummaged through it until she found a wax-sealed potion, which she drank in a single gulp. Then she grabbed another one and downed it as fast as the first.

      “No,” she said, grimacing at the taste. She threw the bottles at the water and drew her sword. “Just leave me, Wraith. You know I betrayed you, so no more playing games. I’ll take the lampagos out on my own.”

      Ed considered it, then took position next to Redwood. He would’ve liked to think it was because of the nobility of his heart or some such bullshit, but in truth the lampagos creatures had 22 ranks in Agility and he doubted he could outrun them after they had dispatched the Dungeon Lady. Thus, his best shot was to forget her betrayal—for the time being.

      “How noble of you,” Redwood said sarcastically, completely misreading his motives. “You should have left, Wraith. Lord Vandran wouldn’t have thought about it twice.”

      “And look where it left him,” Ed told her, while keeping an eye on the water. “You need to buff us up, fast.”

      She gritted her teeth. “Can’t,” she said. “Poison’s messed me up. The antidote I drank hasn’t taken hold yet.”

      Maybe it won’t, Ed thought. Not every antidote worked for all kinds of poison. Unless they brought Redwood to a medic, chances were she wouldn’t last long.

      A Dungeon Lord with some experience points under his belt could take a beating. He was as difficult to kill as a cockroach… while at the same time being as vulnerable as anyone else to the kind of threats they faced. On their own and away from their minions, like Ed and Redwood were, their chances of making it out of the Endeavor went way down.

      Both Dungeon Lords walked backward, trying to put enough distance between them and the water so Ed could safely use a fireball rune when the lampagos came.

      As it turned out, he was looking the wrong way.

      The lampagos arrived, black shadows under the waters, which parted softly to reveal two pairs of glimmering cat eyes. Behind them, the bulbous tails slithered out like a pair of snakes. Ed tensed and aimed his rune. At this distance he was sure he could tank the fireball, but Redwood wasn’t doing so peachy.

      The creatures froze in place and then, very slowly, swam backward and down, their tails disappearing last of all.

      Ed and Redwood exchanged bewildered glances. Had that just happened?

      “I guess my luck is beginning to change,” Redwood said, earning a grimace from Ed.

      “It is changing all right, Lady Redwood,” a woman said behind them. Ed turned in time to see one of Ryan’s Portals disappear as Lady Vaines and her entire entourage stepped through and fanned out in a semicircle around the pair of isolated Dungeon Lords. “Just not in the direction you thought.” Vaines smiled.
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Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          Lordship in Flames

        

      

    

    
      As he faced the entirety of Vaines’ team with only a wounded Redwood as backup, Ed couldn’t help but notice that he was now in the same situation that Lord Vandran had been. So this is how it feels, Ed thought. He could sense everyone’s gazes drilling on him. Ryan and Virion stood at Vaines’ side. Ed’s former boss looked every bit as scared as Ed felt—hunched over, eyes darting nervously from Vaines to Ed, teeth gnawing at his lip. Redwood was doing pretty much the same, but looking much worse for the wear. Whatever antidote she had drank, she obviously needed a stronger dose.

      “Lady Vaines,” Ed said aloud, trying to keep his voice nonchalant. He held the eldritch fireball rune in one hand, aimed at the Dungeon Lady, although he was aware that any of her spellcasters could block it without issue. It was the principle of the gesture, really. Trying to hold on to as little control of the situation as he could. “Fancy meeting you here. How did you find us?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know,” Vaines sarcastically said. She looked almost bored. If she was pleased with herself, Ed couldn’t tell. “Lord Wright, you are away from your minions and Korghiran’s other champions. You are outplayed and defeated. Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t kill you where you stand.”

      Ed raised an eyebrow, thinking fast. Vaines wasn’t kidding, given what he had learned of her during their duel. If the next thing he said didn’t convince her she needed him around for the time being, she would have him killed on the spot. Sweat stung his eye. He blinked, perfectly still otherwise, and tried to clear his head.

      “You still need the schematics for the Scrambling Towers,” he told her. “To get them, you need me alive. Otherwise you’re back at square one with the Inquisition and Heiliges.”

      Lord Virion stepped forward, eyes glinting, like a lion stalking wounded prey. “My Lady needs only the Factory at her disposal.” He reached for his sword, which prompted Ed to aim the rune at him. “You are irrelevant.”

      Vaines raised a hand, and Virion froze at once. “I’ll be the judge of that, Lord Virion,” she said. “An effective Dungeon Lord always has a backup plan. And three Dungeon Lords have better odds at reaching the end of the Factory than two.” Ryan flinched visibly—she hadn’t even bothered to include him in her calculations.

      “But you promised—” Virion began.

      “You’ll get your chance,” Vaines cut him off again. “I still have a use for him.” With that, Virion stood down, still staring daggers at Ed.

      I really need to figure out what the hell I did to him, Ed thought.

      “The schematics,” Vaines told Ed. “Or else.”

      Ed pointed the rune at his own head. “So you can just kill me after I give them to you? I need some assurances, Vaines. Remember, if I die, the schematics are gone.”

      Ryan’s eyes widened.

      “You sniveling shit,” Virion said through a snarl. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “That’s irrelevant,” Vaines said. “Lord Wright is cornered. Who knows what he may do if we push him?” She grinned. “Very well. Here are my terms. In exchange for the schematics, let’s make a pact. You shall become my prisoner for the duration of the Endeavor. Follow my orders, don’t try to escape, and I’ll let you live. Not much different from minionship terms, actually.”

      Ed had learned enough about the Lordship’s traditions to know that what Vaines had offered was a terrible insult. The Haunt’s relationship with Vandran had nosedived when Ed had proposed even a fair version of Vaines’ pact.

      Any Lotian Dungeon Lord would’ve refused. Ed still had the option of just retreating from the Endeavor altogether—giving Vaines’ the schematics in exchange for safe passage out. However, he wasn’t here to make a good impression. He cared not one iota about earning the respect of the Lotians. He was here for the Factory, and the only way he could remain in the game was if he went along with Vaines’ offer. At least that way he could figure out a way to free himself. It was a small chance, but better than zero.

      “Very well,” he said, stepping forward and lowering his rune. His Evil Eye blazed green as he willed the schematics to appear in front of him. “I accept your terms.”

      Vaines’ Eye activated as well as she received the schematics and the pact between the two was forged. “Welcome aboard, Lord Wright,” she said. “There is only one more thing before we can go on our merry way.” She nodded at Redwood. “My apologies, Lady Redwood, but we don’t have space for two prisoners, and I won’t allow an ally of Dominique Molmeda a chance to regroup with him. As is customary, I’ll have your last words now.”

      “What?” Ed blinked in surprise.

      At the same time, Redwood raised her hands, which were shaking. “No, please…” she said weakly.

      “A fine speech, although a bit overused,” Vaines said calmly. Then, she turned to her spellcasters. “Dispose of Lady Talon Redwood.”

      It was over before Ed had time to step between the Wizard’s raised finger and Redwood and use his barrier. The prisoner pact slowed him down, as if invisible chains burdened his legs and arms. He struggled against them while a devastating tongue of flame enveloped Redwood, who was too weak to even attempt to defend herself. She wailed in agony as she disappeared inside the flames. Ed was blinded for a second by the flash of light, but he could feel the heat against his skin all the same.

      The screaming stopped after a few seconds.

      

      Kes’ fist came down an inch away from the scrying ball, which showed Ed facing all twelve members of Vaines’ team. “Ancestors take me,” she said. “She has him.”

      “How did she even know he’d be there?” Alder asked, eyes wide and not leaving the image in the ball. “Last time she appeared on the public screens she was way further inside the Factory.”

      The rest of the Haunt’s command tent was a flurry of frantic activity as everyone tried to come up with a plan on the fly to help their imperiled Dungeon Lord. “Rumor is,” Diviner Pholk said after a few seconds, “Vaines’ casters planted silent alarm spells everywhere they went so she would know if another contender stepped into the area.”

      “A rumor?” Lavy asked, her lips twisted in anger and fear. “That’s not good enough! I’m not paying you to listen to rumors—”

      “Lavy,” Kes said. “It’s not their fault. Knowing how she did it won’t help Ed.” On the scrying ball—and on the public screens as well—Ed could be seen facing a tight stalemate as he held an eldritch fireball rune in front of him, trying to keep Vaines’ forces at bay while she and he spoke.

      “Then we will,” Klek said, his small hands closed into fists. “Let’s point Jarlen and the others Lord Ed’s way. Maybe they can rescue him.”

      “That’s indeed our best shot,” Kes said. She turned to Lavy and her team of spellcasters, “Find the others, help them regroup, then point them in Ed’s direction.”

      A rescue operation is only a good option if it has an actual chance of saving the prisoner, said the memory of Sargent Ria’s somewhere in the back of Kes’ mind. The sarge had always been good at pointing out the things Kes didn’t want to admit. Your team will go against an elite Dungeon Lady. And she moves through Portals, so the chances of catching her are slim. Even if your primary objective—protecting our Dungeon Lord—is a bust, there is still a chance of reaching Tillman’s office first.

      Kes scowled. I didn’t realize we had ever been in the business of leaving our own behind.

      To her surprise, Ria said, No, we aren’t. But you had to be aware it was an option. Before, you thought you had been cornered. Now you realize this is a choice you made. In a fight, intent matters, boot. Don’t forget that.

      In the scrying ball, Ed disappeared through a Portal, escorted by Vaines and the rest of her team as they left leaving behind the charred corpse of Lady Redwood.

      

      They didn’t even bother relieving Ed of his weapons. After all, the prisoner pact ensured he wouldn’t be able to attack anyone in Vaines’ team, and he was forced to help them push through the Endeavor to the best of his ability. The Lord of the Haunt had been reduced to a minion, and he assumed those watching from the encampment below were having a field day with this fact. Ed barely noticed.

      The sight of Redwood’s charred corpse flashed inside his mind every time he closed his eyes, and he doubted the way she had screamed after the flames had burned through her magical defenses was something he would ever forget.

      He wasn’t even sure if his anger against Vaines was justified. He had killed Vandran without accepting his surrender, like Vaines had done. Was there any difference? Redwood had been Ed’s ally for just a few minutes, and even then only because of convenience. She had attacked him the second it was convenient for her, so the lampagos would distract themselves with Ed while she ran away.

      “Why did you do it?” Ed had asked Vaines after they stepped through the Portal, his fists shaking with barely restrained anger. “You killed her in cold blood.”

      “Because, in her condition, she was more useful to me dead.”

      “She was one of you,” Ed had responded as the Dungeon Lady went ahead without looking at him. “A member of your Lordship. Of your family.”

      “So? In my place, she would’ve done the same. By killing her, I increased my odds of winning the Endeavor. That is enough to justify the death of an enemy. Aren’t you aware of this already? Dungeon Lords play for keeps, Lord Wright. You would do well to remember that if you wish to be more useful than Redwood.”

      She had said nothing more to him after that. A few hours had gone by since Redwood’s execution. He still wasn’t sure if his anger was directed at Vaines or himself.

      At some point he would need to come to terms with his situation. He was aware of how perilous his current condition was. A prisoner of Vaines, who lacked a reputation for mercy or kindness, trapped in the depths of the Standard Factory with people that didn’t care one bit if he lived or died. He didn’t even know where in the Factory he was. They had taken many Portals since that first.

      There had been traps, more of Saint Claire & Tillman’s automatons, and even a few of the Factory’s enhanced monsters. Ed had to grant it to Vaines, she had been right about the three Dungeon Lords teaming up. The automatons had fallen one after the other with Ed showing little more for it than a few bruises and dents in his armor. He barely recalled the battles. He had swung his sword methodically, almost like an automaton himself, setting up flanks for Vaines so she could barrel through their enemies unopposed, and teaming up with Virion so both their steels turned whatever creature stood in their way into mincemeat.

      Hang in there, a dungeon message from Kes had told him in the lull between one such fights. Help is on the way. Just try to get them to stay in one place. Easier said than done, though. Vaines kept them on the move through Ryan’s Portals constantly, following the directions of her silent alarms in what, to everyone else, looked like a random pattern. Ed wasn’t sure if she was hunting someone or avoiding the other Dungeon Lords, but it reduced the chances of rescue even further.

      Someone coughed next to Ed as Vaines’ team walked in a single-file line through a corridor. It was Ryan. Despite the armor and the expensive-looking silver circlet, he appeared out of place. Alone and terrified. The bruises under his make-up were more pronounced. The so-called Argent Planeshifter had done very little fighting himself, and most of it had been just to stay alive. Ed didn’t fault him for that. Ed’s first fights in Ivalis had been against spider critters and he’d barely got out alive. Despite himself, he felt a pang of sympathy for the asshole next to him. “We’ve definitely had better days, haven’t we?” he asked, to make conversation, just because between the two of them there had been enough self-loathing to make a banshee uncomfortable.

      Ryan jumped a bit as if expecting to be punched. From the look he gave Ed, he hadn’t realized they were next to each other. “It’s you,” he said quietly. “What did you say?”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Ed said. “You look like shit, Argent.”

      Ryan stiffened at that, slightly more himself than the wreck he’d been moments ago, which had been Ed’s intention in the first place. “Look who is talking… Lord Wraith.” There was derision in his tone, but not as much as Ed would’ve expected from his former Lasershark boss. In a way, Ryan was Vaines’ prisoner as well, and there was not much sense in fighting for status between two men at the bottom of the totem pole.

      Ed glanced away. Vaines and Virion walked at the front of the line, and Ryan and Ed by the rear. They were back near Tillman’s mutagen laboratory now, still following Vaines’ seemingly random Portal patterns. Judging from the metallic claws, the containers full of embalming fluid and slowly dissolving carcasses, and the rows of broken crystal vats, the area had been a sort of assembly zone for organic monsters. There were ovens and complex pieces of machinery that resembled a fusion between golems and a production line.

      The sort of thing that Ed needed to face off against the might of the Heiligian Army.

      Of course, there wasn’t much point in thinking about that if he couldn’t escape from Vaines’ grasp before she reached Tillman’s office.

      “Look at this place,” Ryan told him, studying the assembly of monsters. “It’s like all the creatures we killed in Ivalis Online came from here.”

      “I hadn’t thought about that,” Ed said, welcoming the distraction. “Yeah, now that you mention it… Do you remember the flying giant octopus that almost wiped us in the Ambush from the Depths questline?” He nodded at a wide glass display with a preserved tentacle about four meters in length. “Blast from the past, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, the octopus that spat fire,” Ryan said. He shook his head. “It made no sense that a water-themed monster could breathe flames. It sort of makes me feel better knowing someone grew it in a lab rather than just in a computer. It was terrible videogame design, but I guess if I could create monsters I’d also add fire-breath to as many as I could.”

      “Everything was real,” Ed said. “Someone from our world helped the Inquisition find a way to twist Objectivity’s rules. They tricked people from another world that didn’t know that what they were doing was real. The final Boss in Ambush from the Depths? He was a real person that we killed.” Ed didn’t even remember what the name of that particular Dungeon Lord had been. They had taken many more lives than that one.

      “If that guy was anything like Vaines or her friends, he had it coming,” Ryan said quietly. “So why fret over it?”

      “Because we had no say in the matter. We were misled. Used.” Ed shrugged. “His death was someone else’s judgment call.”

      “And you would rather be the one who decides who lives or dies?” Ryan asked. “Isn’t that the reason everyone’s killing each other around here?”

      Ed thought it over. “I’d rather that other assholes stopped deciding I ought to die to further their plans. Some days, the only way to make them stop is to kill them first.” He doubted that the conflict between the Ivalian factions—or all conflict in general—could be simplified like that. Ed had seldom seen truly evil men rise to power. That didn’t mean they didn’t exist; he had even killed several. But most of his enemies believed that what they were doing was for the best, and that made any murder they committed justified in their eyes. Perhaps there was a grain of truth to what Ryan was saying.

      If Lisa could hear me now, Ed thought. She’d never believe I just said that. However, stuck in this vast, abandoned Factory, far away from the petty bullshit of their youth, he found it hard to hold on to his spat with Ryan. After all Ed had gone through, their quarrel seemed small, as if he was looking at it from far away.

      Vaines called Argent to the front, and the group stepped through two Portals in quick succession, ending up in a vast field of red grass that grew up to Ed’s head. They found the mauled body of one of Dolmanak’s Dungeon Lords there, in the middle of a burnt-out circle devoid of grass and surrounded by the withered remains of creatures not unlike the Haunt’s own hell chickens. There was the sweet, nauseating scent of rotting meat in the air. Ed suppressed a shiver.

      “Lord Godfrey Crane,” Lady Vaines said, kneeling briefly over the corpse of the fallen Dungeon Lord. “What a waste. I thought he’d be more competent.” She stood and exchanged a meaningful glance with Lord Virion.

      “The bodies are still smoldering, my Lady. The rest of Crane’s team left in a hurry. Shall we chase after them?”

      Vaines looked around at the tall grass and the illusory sky displayed above them. “They’ll be on their guard against something if we come from this direction.” She shook her head. “Planeshifter, return us to the previous area,” she ordered.

      Ed didn’t need to look at Ryan to guess at his relieved. The surrounding grass had a tendency to sway softly with a nonexistent breeze.

      As they crossed the Portal, they almost walked face first into a cluster of mutant oozes that had wandered into the area. What followed was a painful fight where one of Vaines’ ogres was quickly—and horribly—digested alive inside one of the oozes before the team realized that this variation grew stronger when hit with ice magic instead of dying to it. And fire magic, as the team discovered immediately afterward, made the oozes split in two. Evangeline Tillman had been a sadistic asshole.

      They defeated the oozes, but only Vaines emerged without an acid burn or two. In the end, Virion sent his minions to secure the nearby zone and Vaines let the others catch their breaths for a minute and tend to their wounds.

      “Come here, I’ll take a look at that,” he told Ryan, who had an angry red rash spreading across his neck. The Dungeon Lord sprayed Ryan with a neutralizing agent from his supplies.

      “Shit, that feels refreshing. I thought I was on fire for a moment,” Ryan said as the agent bubbled on his skin. He rested his back against a wall. Around them, the surviving ogres of Vaines’ team did the same, tending to their burns and grunting stoically at the pain.

      Ed sat unceremoniously on the cold floor. In the distance, noxious fumes grew up to the ceiling. Ryan’s guardians, the Clerics of Tal Zamor, were working their magic to neutralize the fumes, but Ed didn’t trust unholy magic to keep his lungs free from damage.

      The Dungeon Lord brought a pair of wax-sealed provision packets from his backpack and handed one to Ryan.

      Ryan took one ravenous bite and almost spat it out. “It’s like chewing on sand,” he said, grimacing.

      “Right,” Ed said, eating his without any trouble. “You’ve been eating Lotian food for a few months.” He shrugged. “Provisions aren’t meant to taste good, but they do replenish your strength.” He took a long swig out of a Vitality potion flask, and then handed it to the other man. “Here, wash it down with this.”

      “Aren’t potions supposed to be harmful if overused?” Ryan asked dubiously. “Phyelras, my teacher, told me that potion overdose could melt my liver.”

      “Yeah, it probably won’t make you live any longer,” Ed granted. Then he nodded to Vaines, who sat alone, eating similar provisions and emptying a potion vial in one go. “However, you won’t have time to fret over your liver and kidneys if you die in the next couple minutes.”

      They ate in silence for a while. When Ed finished his portion, he turned to see Ryan staring at his empty hands in silence. There was a tremor there that hadn’t been present before.

      “My teachers had me execute prisoners,” Ryan said, face ashen, still staring at his shaking hands. “So I could grow stronger. Vaines said that I was too weak to win a real fight, so she had me execute the shackled men she brought me. I don’t… I don’t even know if they were innocent or not.”

      Ed listened in silence, still like a statue, as not to scare off the sudden influx of honesty. Nevertheless, he felt cold horror rise to his throat as Ryan went on with the story of what he’d been doing while Ed and the Haunt were getting ready for the Endeavor.

      “Executing unarmed prisoners earns very few experience points,” Ryan went on. “So I had to kill a lot of them. I refused at first, but… Phyelras showed what they did to those who refused to cooperate. The implication being they’d do the same to me, right? So I wielded the axe. Only, I wasn’t very good at it. Some took a very long time to die, and they screamed the whole time. I had to learn to kill a man fast, just so the screams wouldn’t haunt me while I hacked away.” He closed both hands as if wielding an axe right now, then made a chopping motion. “That worked… until I started to hear the screaming at night. Now it’s there wherever I close my eyes.”

      “It wasn’t your fault,” Ed said. “They were dead the moment she captured them. You were forced, had no other choice.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I told myself. But I was the one that wanted to be a powerful hero, wasn’t I? Phyelras and Vaines were only doing what I wanted.” He looked at Ed then, and the Dungeon Lord could see the hollow look in the other man’s eyes, and he realized that no matter what happened, Ryan’s nightmares wouldn’t leave him for the rest of his days.

      “You were manipulated,” Ed said. “Smarter people than either of us have fallen for the games the Ivalian gods play.”

      “I could have left,” Ryan said. “I’m Argent Planeshifter, right? Who could stop me? At the time I figured, what harm is there in staying with these people that want to train me and surround me with women and riches, at least for a while? And when I realized what they really had in mind, what really was involved in my trip to this fantasy world…” He tapped the circlet on his forehead. “Well, it sure as hell is too late to leave now.”

      Ed made a motion to examine Ryan’s circlet, but Vaines’ pact froze his body as surely as if he’d been encased in ice. He gritted his teeth. He was quickly reaching the point of not caring about how many thousands of experience points she had, he’d kick her ass anyway. Or try to, at least.

      “Ed, I fucking hate it here,” Ryan said. “This is nothing like I thought it’d be. I should have never left Earth. We are going to die, dude, and it’s going to be fucking painful. And now I deserve it, and nothing is ever going to change that.” Tears streamed down his face. “I’m fucking terrified, man. I only want to go home.”

      With a full belly and the warmth of a potion circulating through his veins, Ed didn’t find his situation was as dire as he’d thought a few hours ago. He was alive. He was unhurt. Kes and his friends were looking for him. He hadn’t come this far just to give up the fight. In fact, after hearing Ryan’s tale, he was itching for one.

      Even if the prisoner pact kept him from actively trying to escape, he could still try to find a way to oppose it any way he could. Let Vaines get him as close to Tillman’s office as possible. He’d wait for his chance to arrive. If—when—it did, he’d be ready.

      “I’m going to get you out,” Ed told him. To avoid triggering the pact, he forced himself to ignore the way a portion of the noxious acid fumes had drifted away from the Clerics and was lingering in a dark corner of the room, as if it wanted to stay out of sight.

      

      “She’s in,” Lavy announced triumphantly. The scrying ball showed Jarlen’s mist hovering a few meters above Ed as he and the rest of Vaines’ procession stepped through a Portal. “So far undetected.”

      Kes breathed a sigh of relief. Jarlen keeping track of Ed was a crucial part of their plan. Without her presence for the Diviners to lock on, fighting the protections of Vaines’ spellcasters would be almost impossible.

      Outside the tent, the mood among the crowd seemed to be one of excitement, a stark contrast with the tight ball of stress in Kes’ stomach. Three of the eleven Dungeon Lords of the Endeavor had died, and one was captured. Lord Molmeda, who had lost most of his team, was getting pretty desperate on the public screens. Cornered animals could lash out in desperation.

      Just drop out, Kes thought, as if she could will him into compliance by want alone. Don’t give these dungheads the bloodbath they crave. She knew enough about the Lordship, however, to fear there were scant chances of that.

      “We’ll need one hell of a distraction to get Ed out of Vaines’ grasp,” she told her team. “What’s the situation with Mohnuran?”

      Diviner Pholk inflated slightly as he focused his Mind. “He and Rolim are still with Lord Steros and Lady Xorander. Neither Dungeon Lord seems too keen on rescuing Lord Wraith. They claim it’s impossible.”

      “Assholes,” Lavy muttered under her breath.

      Kes agreed, but she had little energy to spare thinking about Ed’s supposed teammates. “Ignore them. Scry the area for sections of the Factory recently cleared of danger. As soon as Vaines stops near one of them, direct Mohnuran to it. Tell him it’s time to get to work. Have Rolim escort him, Lavy’s creation should be protection enough.”

      “On it, Marshal Kes,” Pholk said dutifully, then he relayed the appropriate instructions to the rest of the Haunted team.

      While the Diviners worked, Kes and Lavy kept tabs on Ed’s movements. The Dungeon Lord looked alert under the scrying ball, expectant. “Any chance we can send him a message with the details of our plan without triggering Vaines’ pact?” Kes asked the Witch.

      Lavy scowled. “Maybe it’s better if we don’t risk it. Ed’s usually winging it anyway, so let’s hope he’ll be ready when the time comes.”

      Kes nodded. “Fair enough.”

      Alder and Klek stepped back in the tent, and the Marshal took one look at their faces and knew something else was wrong. “People, we’ve got trouble incoming,” Alder said. “Someone detected our communications toward the Factory. Everbleed’s forces are headed our way right now.”

      The activity in the tent came to a halt. “Shit,” Lavy whispered. “Just what we needed.”

      “Archlord Everbleed?” a lizardman spellcaster asked. His name was Churla, if Kes recalled correctly. “We need to evacuate! Open up a Portal back to the Haunt! Quick, before he arrives!”

      “We need to fight him off,” Klek said fiercely, spear in his hand. “Lord Ed is still out there!”

      “Have you seen what he did to Sanguine’s minions?” the lizardman asked. “We’re no use to Lord Wraith if we’re dead!”

      “He’s right,” another spellcaster said. “Our minionship pact doesn’t say we have to throw away our lives uselessly, let’s get out of here!”

      The kaftar guards barked in anger. “Cowards,” one of them said, towering above the scared Wizard. “Lord Wraith bled with us during the liberation of Undercity. Honor demands we defend him with our lives! The magic of a pact allowing you to run is not an excuse to do so. Escape with your tails between your legs if you want, but we won’t be the ones covering your rear as you do.”

      Kes cursed under her breath. At a glance, her team was divided. Most of the spellcasters, excluding Pholk and Arieselle, agreed with Churla. The kaftar, the batblins, and the spiders with Klek. The carrion avians seemed to side with the batblin as well, but Kes knew they would break as soon as the fight went awry.

      Even if they all fought Everbleed, chances were he’d wipe the floor with them. The smarter move was to use the emergency Portal they’d previously set up. But that would mean leaving Ed to his fate.

      The Marshal realized she was gritting her teeth hard enough to send jolts of pain through her jaw. The last time she’d made a judgment call like this, her battle-sisters had died. She had lost her wings, as well as her home.

      Was she about to lose it all again?

      “Kes?” Lavy asked. “They need orders.”

      Everyone around her looked terrified, except for the vampires. How did you do it, Ria? Kes thought desperately. How did you kept your cool when everyone’s lives depended on you? This time, however, the old sergeant kept quiet. Perhaps because Kes herself wasn’t sure of the answer.

      She made her decision. Firmly, as if she had perfect confidence that it was the right call, she gave the order.

      

      The summoning circle slowly took shape around Gallio as the team of high-level Wizards worked through the steps with the methodical efficiency of those that had spent decades perfecting their art.

      The Inquisitor couldn’t help but feel unnerved by the kind of magic they were doing. Those aligned with the Dark powered the spell by sacrificing experience points. Those favored by the Light could pray for the gods to void the requirement in exchange of a different sort of payment: gold, going on certain missions, or having an entire Inquisitorial squad fast for weeks. Gallio had no idea what the exchange rates were between a human life—measured in experience points—and a week without food or drink, but the very existence of such rates made him have dangerously close to heretical thoughts about the nature of the gods under whose protection Heiliges thrived.

      “We are almost ready, Eminence,” one of the Wizards told him. Gallio nodded, distracted. He was going on what amounted to a normal visit to King Varon’s court—the official motive being a personal report of the Starevosi insurrection. Nevertheless, he was wearing a full suite of polished mail armor and was armed to the teeth. What, exactly, did he expect to find back home? There was nothing, other than Examiner Hatter’s fears.

      And yet here Gallio was.

      He glanced out the window. In the nearest tower, a different team of Wizards was preparing another summoning circle. The Inquisitors that would step into that circle when the time was right would face some of the Dark’s most fearsome Dungeon Lords.

      Wright would be there for sure.

      Gallio rested his hand on the handle of his sword. The last time he’d seen the Dungeon Lord of Earth, Wright had bathed his hands in the blood of young Inquisitors just like the ones that currently manned Castle Vadyahun. Those very same Inquisitors would now risk their lives against Gallio’s own enemy. And Wright wasn’t the worst among the Lordship. Lady Vaines, Lord Molmeda, those were the kind of names whose presence in the past had required the help of the Order of the Silver Knight themselves.

      Outside, the wet Galtian morning blossomed into a warm afternoon.

      Heiliges or the Factory, Gallio mused as he watched the placid drift of the light gray clouds, and the sway of the wind on the garden below. Every decision was like the branch of a tree. There would be no take backs if he stepped through the summoning circle. Heiliges was his duty. But Wright was his responsibility.

      Perhaps there is no right choice, he decided, closing his eyes. Inquisitors were taught to listen to the Tenets instead of their hearts.

      Suffer not Evil to exist.

      Gallio made his choice. He had no way to know it would change the fate of the Inquisition forever.

      

      Vaines’ ogre struggled against the rusted metal lock of a door wide enough to fit three others like him. The door didn’t budge, just like it had refused to open for Lord Virion’s Rogue. Ed had no idea if the door was that well protected, or if the Rogue just wasn’t as good as Maser. Whatever the reason, the only option left was the noisiest approach.

      The Clerics of Tal Zamor studied the wide steel door with a frown. “Shall we blow it up, my Lady?” one of them asked Vaines.

      “No, I don’t want to risk alerting security,” she said, rubbing her chin. She glanced behind her shoulder. “Planeshifter, come here.”

      Ryan sprang forward. “Yes?” he asked.

      “We need to get inside this vault. Create a Portal that opens up two meters past the hatch.”

      Ryan winced. “I need to know the location I’m Portaling to… my Lady. Kharon was very clear. Please,” he added when he saw Vaines’ look. “You know I’ve tried.”

      “I know, in fact, that you haven’t really tried,” she said curtly. “You’ve been awfully conservative with your abilities, Argent. First you refused to close a Portal with test subjects halfway through, and now this. How are you to know the limits of your power if you refuse to investigate them? I’m starting to think your talents are wasted on you.”

      Ryan would not meet her gaze. Ed noted how the young man’s shoulders slumped, not unlike a scared batblin facing a wolf. The Lord of the Haunt wondered what Ryan’s circlet would do, exactly, if its wearer refused to follow Vaines’ direct command.

      “Where is a Portal to an unknown location supposed to lead us?” Ryan asked, increasingly desperate.

      Vaines was about to say something, but then Ed stepped forward and said, “Enough. There is no need to try Objectivity’s patience with this, Vaines. Let Argent be.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “No need? So when we reach Tillman’s office we’re just going to hope it was left open for me? How clever of you,” she added sarcastically, then gestured toward the hatch. “If you wish to forego the help sent to us by Kharon himself, then take point once the security activates.”

      The Dungeon Lord stiffened his back and strolled to the front of the line. “Go on,” he told the Clerics. “We don’t have all day.”

      Both spellcasters gave their Dungeon Lady a worried glance, as if asking for permission. When she didn’t react, they set to the task, casting a tongue of black flame over the hatch that they maintained for several long minutes.

      Slowly, the metal melted. If there was anyone—or anything—behind, they’d know Vaines and the others were here. They’d have time to set up an ambush. And usually the first person to fall during an ambush was the one at the front. In this case, Ed.

      “Are you sure?” Ryan asked him while the Clerics worked. “You saw what those oozes did to Vaine’s ogre the second he stepped through the Portal.”

      Ed gave him a stiff grin. “What do you think would happen if you make a Portal to nowhere?”

      “Well…” Ryan shuddered. “I don’t know. I just really feel like it’s a terrible idea.”

      “Hold on to that instinct,” Ed said, thinking of the sensation of doom he got whenever Objectivity started losing its patience. “Nothing Vaines can do to you is worse than what happens if you abuse your power.”

      The door fell off its hinges with a crash loud enough to raise the dead. “After you, Lord Wright,” Vaines said, amusement in her voice.

      Ed went into the dark without complaint, his sword drawn and Evil Eye activated to a low intensity to avoid the glow pinpointing his exact location to anything watching from inside. He cast a light spell and had the globes spread around him in a circle, all shifting at a random pattern.

      The place was even more vast than the Museum, large enough that his globes couldn’t reach the opposite walls before he ran out of range of the spell. The floor was elegant—a marble checkered pattern with brass engravings. There were unlit candelabras in the domed ceiling and raised platforms and displays strewn about. It reminded Ed of the Haunt’s own vaults.

      As he walked, he wondered if he’d live long enough to see the trap that would kill him. Was he strong enough to survive a fireball if he stepped on a rune? Probably not, he decided. He took deep breath after deep breath. Every step was a gamble. No trap sprung, though, for the moment. Behind him, Vaines’ team set to work, the remaining ogre guarding the entrance and the others looking for any hidden attackers among the recesses of the vault.

      “A Treasure Room?” Ed ventured, stealing a glance at a display. It contained a scimitar with a brass handle and a blade of a black metal he’d never seen before.

      “An Armory,” Vaines said, a few steps behind him. “Lord Saint Claire had the best weaponsmiths in the Netherworld under his employ. Any Dungeon Lord that could afford it had their weapons custom made by him.” She created an orange globe of light of her own and sent it to highlight a black battle-axe that only a man the size of Rolim or Mohnuran could’ve wielded. “My brother commissioned that one. Knightcrusher. Designed to plow through the enchantments used by the knights of the Silver Order. He never got the chance to use it.”

      “Good for the people he intended to use it against, I venture,” Ed said. From what Lavy had shared about her stepfather, Lord Heines had been like Vaines but without any semblance of subtlety. A violent man who ruled by fear.

      “Indeed,” Vaines said, a hint of nostalgia in her voice. “Don’t touch anything,” she told Ed, loud enough for the rest of the group to hear. “The Armory is sure to be trapped against thieves. And the weapons are cursed to anyone but their rightful wielder.” She patted at her own sword, still in her scabbard. Another of Saint Claire’s creations, Ed guessed.

      No one came at him from the darkness. His own cursewing stirred, sensing his unease.

      The Dungeon Lord headed for a statue on a raised dais near the middle of the vault. The statue’s plate armor was heavily enchanted, enough so that even after all this time the surrounding air still shimmered with magic. The statue held a long black lance whose blade was made of the same unknown metal of Heines’ axe.

      “This one have a name?” Ed asked Vaines, curiosity overcoming his dislike.

      Vaines flashed a clearly nostalgic grin. “No, the Dungeon Lord who owned it wasn’t keen on naming his blades. He had a reputation for losing them, you see.” She took a step forward, moving so close to the weapon that her nose almost brushed against it. Ed almost wished she’d stumble and eat whatever curse that black steel held. “Funny that among all weapons you took an interest in this one. Then again, late Dungeon Lord Sephar and you share more than a passing resemblance.”

      “How so?” Ed asked. “That’s not the first time you’ve said that, either. I keep hearing about him and his Bane, but few more details than that.”

      “They were the champions of an age long past: Everbleed in his tower, Saint Claire in his factory, and Sephar deep in the bowels of the earth. There were no artificial Heroes during that time, and Inquisitors were little more than rule-abiding adventurers delving through our dungeons. Our cities held month-long rites during which the blood of slaves and prisoners ran like a river through the streets canals and Dark gods sang and danced among the smoke of the burning carcasses. I was little more than a child myself,” Vaines said. “Old enough to have whet my teeth with my first kill, but not old enough to pay attention to things other than battle and glory. So the only first-hand memories I have of him are of the times we fought together, along with my brother. If you’ll allow an old woman a moment of self-pride… We were monstrous back then.

      “Sephar had a thing against rules. He was a traveler, a cheat, and a scoundrel. The people loved him; the nobility abhorred him. He never fought fair, even when he had the upper hand. He kept testing Objectivity’s limits while somehow never pushing too far. He invented the modern fireball spell, if I recall correctly, by taking away the heat out of the spell and focusing on raw concussive force—far more efficient at killing an enemy with magical protection. His minions were the best of the best; it was considered a great source of pride to serve in his dungeons.” She glanced at Ed. “He was also a stubborn idiot that refused to lose, no matter the cost and no matter the consequences for everyone else. He tried to conquer a kingdom for himself while the others fought the Heiligians. The kingdom was a dungheap with superstitious locals and an infestation of werewolves. I’ve no idea why Sephar wanted it, but perhaps you do, since it’s the same kingdom you’re willing to die for.” She walked away from the statue and said over her shoulder, “Sephar overextended his hand. The Silver Knights found him, blocked his Portals, and forced him deeper south—away from Lotia. Toward the Wetlands. The rest of the story you probably already know.”

      She smiled wistfully, then her expression turned stern and she was back to her normal self. “History lesson over, Lord Wright. Time to get back to work. There’s a Factory you must win for me.”

      Ed stared at the bat-winged helm of the ancient Dungeon Lord as if it would fly away at any second. The same kingdom you’re willing to die for. He had the vaguest memory, like a dream of a dream, of a man that was not a man sitting next to him during the Spriveska festival and telling him that there were gods other than the Dark and the Light.

      What had Sephar found during his travels that made him want Starevos for himself?

      “Wright?” Vaines called somewhere behind him. “One more thing,” she said when the Dungeon Lord turned. “I believe Sephar’s demise came because he had no stern hand to rein in his nature. He would’ve been best kept like a dog on a leash against our enemies instead of allowed to roam free. I won’t repeat my ancestors’ mistake. You will either learn to serve me and my people, or you will die before you find your Bane.”

      

      The crowd had to grant it to Lord Dominique Molmeda—he didn’t make the same mistake that Lord Sanguine Vandran had made. Instead of trying to use his illusions to trick the enemy Dungeon Lords, he and his miragefiends kept well out of sight of Vaines and Edward Wright and only targeted the minions.

      The Rogue who had a Perception too high for the illusions disappeared silently under a pile of rubble when he got too close. A second later he came out as if nothing had happened, or at least someone who looked like him did. The body language was a bit off, and if Lady Vaines or Lord Virion had taken a closer look they might have realized it was actually a miragefiend in disguise.

      Eventually they would realize the ruse, but Lord Molmeda did not intend to give them the chance.

      A myriad of fiends and minions of all types and sizes held their breaths as the fake Rogue made its way toward Vaines, holding something in his hand. People made bets. Who would be left standing in the next few seconds? Was the Endeavor about to come to its end, like it had many times before?

      The bloodbath was about to start.

      Archlord Everbleed paid little attention to the screens. He approached the Haunt’s tent, the crowd parting around the lazy span of his wings. Lord Wright’s minions watched his arrival with the grim visage of those who knew their doom was only a few minutes away. Would they try to fight him? He hoped they would.

      It had been a long, long time since he had had a good fight, and even in this borrowed body he yearned for the unmistakable sensation of a neck breaking under his heel.

      The Haunt had mostly batblins and kaftar, and even a couple newborn nightshades. Perhaps the humans could last a few rounds, but he doubted it.

      Well, he thought, they’ll have to do.

      

      Vaines found what she had been looking for a few minutes after her talk with Ed. He watched as her face brightened, as if she’d just found an old friend she’d thought lost forever. It was a weapon, of course.

      The sword was held by a golden hand resting on a crimson cushion. The blade hadn’t rusted, either—none of Saint Claire’s weapons had. Vaines freed it from the golden hand in a single movement and held it high so the light of the magical torches would shine on its edge.

      It was a tool of war, unadorned, balanced. The edge shone so bright it was almost white, and the black metal of the blade was so dark it was almost a shadow. There were also faint glyph engravings running alongside its length. Its cross-guard had a plain coil on each side with a tiny emerald engraved at each end, as if the blade itself had its own Evil Eye. The grip was wrapped in green lizard skin and the pommel was shaped like a tiny red heart gripped by a brass claw.

      That kind of weapon has to have a name, Ed thought.

      “So he finished you after all,” Vaines told the blade, warmly. “And now we are reunited. Only, a few decades late.”

      “What is its name, my Lady?” one of her minions asked.

      Vaines ran a finger along the glyphs on the blade. “Eulogy,” she said.

      She took out her old blade and its sheath and handed both to Lord Virion, who accepted them reverently while she fitted Eulogy’s scabbard on her waist.

      Ryan turned to Ed with a bewildered look. “Did we really go through all of that—the traps, the monsters, the acid—just so she could pick up her lost toy?”

      “Sure, that’s not hard to believe. What would you have done in her place?” Ed asked. He nodded toward Vaines’ team, who circled Virion and Vaines in awe, as if they were background characters in a painting. “They worship her anyway. For them, her new toy is a big deal. An important event the Bards will mention in their songs.”

      “Fate has nothing to do with it,” Ryan said. “She is just power hungry.” He closed his hands into fists. “Damn it, I can’t do this any longer!”

      Ed opened his mouth, and in that moment Virion’s Rogue stepped forward, arms spread wide, and hugged the Dungeon Lady.

      “Greetings from Lord Molmeda,” the Rogue said, without using its mouth to speak. Miragefiend, Ed had time to think before the creature opened its four hands to reveal four fireball runes. “Fi—”

      The world around Ed devolved into chaos.

      Vaines cut the miragefiend’s throat before he had time to activate the runes. When she had gotten Eulogy out, Ed hadn’t even seen. At the same time the sword sliced open the creature’s throat, Ed activated a barrier around him and Ryan. His intention had been to protect himself from the explosion that never came; however, the barrier was peppered by a rain of tiny black projectiles like angry bees. Darts, he realized. Like the ones Vandran had used in Undercity.

      More darts rained down on Vaines, Virion, and the minions. Ed grabbed Ryan by the cuff of his collar and dragged him away from the line of fire and toward the nearest pillar. As soon as he moved, the barrier went down. The enchantments of his armor surged with feedback as they deflected projectiles over and over. His cursewing engorged itself, apparently fearing no poison, and swatted away the incoming darts as if they were flies.

      While Ed and Ryan ran, some of Vaines’ minions went down before the rest had time to cast magical shields around them and their Lady.

      Ed threw Ryan toward the pillar and dashed after him. His nose was filled with the smell of ozone, which meant the darts had been enchanted. Probably summoned from a spell—Molmeda couldn’t have possibly had enough minions left to sustain that rate of fire. In any case, Ed’s enchantments would need time to recover.

      He used his advanced reflexes to gain time to think. He had no idea where their attackers were, and he was of no mind to rush in blindly like he had done in Undercity. Not for Vaines. The prisoner pact, however, was of a different mind. He could feel it tugging at the back of his head, trying to compel him to charge into the line of fire and use his body to protect the Dungeon Lady.

      Absolutely not, Ed thought, gritting his teeth as he fought the pact to a standstill. I’m more useful to her alive than dead.

      “What the fu—” Ryan began, and then the vault started to dismantle.

      ALERT. CRIMSON-THREAT INTRUDERS HAVE BEEN DETECTED IN CRITICAL LOCATIONS. EMERGENCY RELOCATION HAS BEEN ACTIVATED. ALL PERSONNEL PROCEED TO YOUR DESIGNATED ZONES AND WAIT FOR A SECURITY TEAM TO PROVIDE FURTHER INSTRUCTIONS.

      “That can’t be good,” Ed said, though his voice was drowned out by the roar of mechanical activity all around him. The floor, ceiling, and walls broke out in sections in a seemingly random order. He raised his eyes and saw a brush-stroke of red sky looming above him with nothing in between them. A sudden gale almost dragged him out into the bowels of the shifting Standard Factory. He held on to the pillar for dear life with one hand and caught Ryan with the other when the man started to slip.

      Vaines’ remaining ogre stumbled down the edge of the raised platform on which Vaines’ group now stood. Ed saw how the ogre disappeared into the whirring mechanisms of the Factory. He may have imagined the splash of crimson liquid that fountained upward a second later—he was too far away to tell.

      “Portal us,” he told Ryan. “Portal us right now.”

      “Can’t,” Ryan said desperately. “The circlet—”

      They were on a platform of their own too, and it was spinning. Whatever precious artifacts and priceless weapons weren’t secured to the floor slid down and disappeared into nothingness below.

      Something fell on their platform a few feet away from them. It had four arms and a bulbous head like a vegetable. It looked around, stunned, and the stalk above its head seemingly focused on Ed and Ryan. It dragged itself toward them.

      “Hands up,” Ed minor ordered it, without even thinking about it. His Spirit overpowered the fiend’s before it had time to realize what was going on, and without something to grab on to, the creature disappeared from view as the platform’s spin launched it away.

      “You killed it!” Ryan pointed out.

      “Yes, that’s the point!”

      “What if it wanted to help us?”

      Ed took one bewildered look at Argent Planeshifter and realized Ryan was suffering from a nervous breakdown. “Close your eyes and focus on your breathing.”

      While Ryan did just that, Ed took stock of the situation. There were far more platforms now than those the vault had been comprised of. The Standard Factory was rearranging itself, just like the voice had said. For an instant he could’ve sworn he saw an extremely confused hell chicken wheeze by on a platform of red grass, as well as one of Dolmanak’s Dungeon Lords hanging on to dear life to a mutagen valve.

      The world spun madly. Objects smashed down all around the Dungeon Lord. The undead dragon the Factory rode on was either having a stroke or doing evasive maneuvers.

      Ed closed his eyes and held his breath—as if that would help.

      

      At some point, the undead dragon’s evasive maneuvers ended. The platforms slowed in their spin as they approached their new places according to the ineffable pattern of whatever mind governed the Standard Factory. Ed felt the change happen. His body was tense with adrenaline, his heartbeat so high it almost drowned out Ryan’s wailing.

      The entire thing, since the start of the ambush, hadn’t lasted more than a few seconds. It sure as hell had felt like an eternity. Trembling from the adrenaline and the raw shock, Ed managed to stand up with his back against the pillar while he wondered just how the hell he was still alive.

      It was strange, the sort of things the brain focused on during the aftermath of a traumatic event. Ed’s wondered what the hell the maintenance beetles would do to reflect the new layout of the Factory on the Museum’s floor plan.

      The platforms were slowly coming back together to reform the Armory. The Dungeon Lord saw more red sky from the spaces between, this time all around them. It seemed as if the Factory had pushed their particular room as far away from the rest of the Factory as was possible without just dropping the thing altogether.

      “You OK?” he asked Ryan.

      The Planeshifter mumbled something incoherent. He seemed unhurt.

      A hundred feet away, in the center of the slowly reforming Armory, Vaines sprang to her feet. Her hair was a tangled mess, and she had lost her helmet at some point. She had her sword in one hand, and her body shimmered orange with all the buffs she had somehow managed to cast during the chaos. None of her minions were nearby. Although she seemed fine, Ed noted it was the most vulnerable she’d been since the start of the Endeavor.

      Apparently he wasn’t the only one arriving at that conclusion.

      There came a flash of flame right in front of the Dungeon Lady. Molmeda’s Devil Knight appeared out of nowhere, irises blazing Evil Eye green, wings spread in all their might, rippling red muscles throwing a terrible kick with all his weight behind. It had hooves instead of feet, and the kick caught Vaines square in the chest before she had time to react. Her feet left the ground.

      Her enchantments and talents reacted in unison, and Ed had to close his eyes from the ensuing flare. When he opened them, the Dungeon Lady was scrambling back up after having gone through a massive glass display.

      “VAINES!” Molmeda’s voice raged from the Devil Knight. “You’ll pay for this!” He said, aiming one massive hand her way. Ed barely had time to be confused by Molmeda’s choice of words—she’d pay for what? The ambush had been his—before the ensuing fireball surged forth from the Devil Knight’s finger, empowered by the fiend’s own set of talents. The superheated projectile exploded around Vaines with such violence that Ed felt the heat on his face despite the distance.

      So that’s what the original fireball spell looks like, he thought vaguely as he dragged Ryan to his feet.

      The wall of flames died down to reveal an enraged Vaines surrounded by an orange barrier. Some of the glyphs on her breastplate had burned off, Ed noticed, although she didn’t seem to care. She rushed at the Devil Knight as if the size difference between them was nothing. She yelled something, and both her sword and her armor became engulfed in orange flames.

      Molmeda’s Devil Knight extended a hand and a huge broadsword appeared out of thin air. He barely had time to grip it before Vaines clashed against the fiend with the force of a hurricane. Magical surges thundered from the point where both blades touched, as the fighters’ enchantments tried to keep them in one piece after the explosive impact. Not a second later, both were swinging at each other while casting spell after spell in close range.

      “Time to go,” Ed told Ryan after a wild beam passed a few inches above their heads and destroyed a chunk of ceiling. “This is far above our pay-grade.”

      He turned just in time to see Jarlen’s mist come down their way from the corner she’d been hiding in during the Factory’s shift. The nightshade materialized right in front of Ed, so close he could smell the revolting contents of her mouth. She held a small dagger in her hand. Black veins pulsated weakly on her arm, although they were disappearing slowly even as Ed watched. His best guess was that she had stolen the dagger and triggered the Factory’s violent reaction. The veins were part of the curse, which, it seemed like, didn’t affect the undead.

      “It took you long enough,” Ed told the vampire. Behind them, the fight between Vaines and Molmeda’s Devil Knight raged on.

      Jarlen tossed the dagger away. “I needed a distraction.” She gave Ryan a look of contempt, then turned to Ed. “Stare into my eyes, my Lord Wraith. Do not resist, there’s no time to play around.” Purple swirls appeared in Ed’s field of vision as Jarlen’s hypnotic gaze snuck into his mind like a virus. “You are now under my command,” she said prettily, and he was. He would do anything the beautiful creature in front of him told him to. “I command you to act under your own volition.”

      And just like that, Ed was back to his normal self.

      “Clever,” he admitted.

      “Like I told you before, I learned a thing or two about working around the Lordship’s pacts,” Jarlen said.

      “Now I think I know how you got around most of our pact’s limitations,” Ed told her. “Let me guess, you hypnotized yourself?”

      Jarlen smiled. “Let a woman keep some of her secrets.”

      Ryan turned to each of them as if trying to follow a particularly complex tennis match. “What the hell?” he asked.

      “She nullified my pact with Vaines,” Ed said as he dragged Ryan away from the fight.

      The three of them ran with their heads down for the nearest exit. They had to jump from one platform to the next, which wasn’t easy; Vaines’ fight was delivering explosion after explosion, and the Armory shook with every impact.

      “Where are the others?” Ed asked Jarlen.

      “Steros and Xorander refused to act against Vaines. Mohnuran is a chamber away—or at least he was—summoning our friends from the Inquisition. We figured it was as good a time as any to do it. I’ve no idea if he managed to finish the circle in time, or where he is now.”

      Ed raised an eyebrow. “Kes would’ve warned us by now.”

      “They have problems of their own,” Jarlen said.

      Before Ed had time to ask her meaning, they arrived at the nearest exit. The door was locked. Ed dropped his backpack and rummaged through it in a hurry, looking for a vial of acid or something to destroy the lock. He had no idea who would win between Vaines and the Devil Knight, and he was in no mood to find out.

      “Wetlands,” Jarlen said from behind him. “Lord Wraith, we’ve got company.”

      He turned in time to see a hand catch the edge of the platform they were on from below. Another hand joined the first, and then a man climbed up, panting, and scrambling to his feet in a very un-Lordly way. Virion’s gaze met Ed’s, then drifted to Ryan, Jarlen, and finally to the locked door.

      “No, Wright,” Virion told Ed, grinning as he drew his blade. “You’ll stay right here. I should have dealt with you long ago. Do you have any last—”

      Ed threw the vial of acid at Virion’s feet.

      

      It was a testament to Vaines’ training that Lord Virion managed to react in time to cover his face with his arms, causing the acid to splash his forearms instead of his eyes. Trails of smoke came from all over his body wherever the drops of acid had fallen. Ed had no idea if the acid would do any real damage, taking into account Virion’s character sheet. Ed didn’t care.

      As soon as Virion raised his arms, Ed had stepped in. “Power strike!” The Lord of the Haunt smashed his blade like a mace against the side of Virion’s helmet, trying to use concussive force to bypass Virion’s enchantments. It somewhat worked; there was a magical surge as the weapon’s magic fought against the armor, and Virion’s head jerked back, hard, as the Dungeon Lord stumbled away.

      Without seemingly taking time to recover, Virion threw a lightning-fast slash at Ed’s neck. Ed barely managed to lean back. The tip of the blade smashed against the side of his helmet hard enough to make him see stars. He felt his Hogbus’ resilience talent used his Spirit to stop his jaw from dislocating. A spark of aftershock burned his left eye, though, a painful sting like he had been stabbed. He saw red from that eye as he retreated from Virion’s reach.

      “I was asking,” Virion said, “if you had any last—” Jarlen materialized from mist right at his side and threw a stab straight at his leg with her rapier. Had Virion been a normal man, the blade would’ve pierced his femoral artery and he would’ve died in seconds. Instead, the tip of the blade was deflected by his enchantments and instead drew a painful, red scratch to the side of his leg. He grimaced and smashed Jarlen’s helm with his pommel. The hit rang like a bell. Virion then twisted his wrist to throw a horizontal slash at her neck. The steel found only air, though, as she turned to mist and retreated.

      Then Ed was upon him again. A tongue of ghostly light came from Ed’s eye as spectral regeneration undid the damage there. “Eldritch edge, power strike!” Virion parried the slash, but then Ed tackled him, and both Dungeon Lords struggled in close combat, too near to bring their blades to bear.

      “Damn you!” Virion exclaimed as he danced away from Ed just in time to dodge Jarlen’s new lunge. He parried the vampire and used the impact to throw a slash at Ed. Ed ducked low and rushed him again—Virion was too good a swordsman to fight in a fair fight. “No last words, then!” He deflected Ed’s stab at his belly and aimed one hand at Ed’s chest. “Zamos’ wrath!”

      Ed caught Virion’s wrist at the last instant and dragged the man’s arm toward him as Ed twisted into a judo-like maneuver that Monk Fastolf, the Haga’Anashi tutor, had taught him to use against spellcasters in close-quarter-combat. Virion’s spell went off safely past Ed from below his armpit. The resulting explosion happened somewhere too far behind him to be relevant.

      Virion tried to kick Ed’s legs out under him, but Ed shifted his weight to the left and tangled his legs with the other Dungeon Lord’s, robbing him of purchase. Jarlen danced into view then, grinning madly, and her blade plunged in and out of Virion’s waist like a hawk hunting fish. When the tip came back up, it was red with blood. Virion screamed and tried to cast something, but Ed kicked at the back of his knee and smashed the pommel of his sword against Virion’s temple. Virion went down to one knee while trying to regain his stance.

      At that moment Ed knew, as he and Jarlen wailed against Virion’s enchantments, that the fight was over. One by one, the glyphs in the armor of Vaines’ apprentice shorted out. More and more hits got through his guard. A fight to the death wasn’t about who was more skilled, but rather who held the advantage in the crucial moment and knew how to press it. And Ed had survived enough fights to know never to allow his opponent to regain control.

      Although, sometimes, things got out of hand on their own.

      Something huge flew right above their heads, covering them in its shadow. A red tail whipped about madly above Ed and grazed him. The impact threw him hard to the floor like a ragdoll. Ed looked up, too stunned for a second to do anything but lie on the ground, and saw the Devil Knight crash a few feet away, grappling furiously with Vaines, blood pouring out of both fighters from a myriad different wounds.

      Ed and Lord Virion locked gazes, and both stumbled to their feet then rushed for their weapons. Vaines and the Devil Knight danced between them, and Ed lost sight of the enemy Dungeon Lord in the flurry of terrible blows and magical surges.

      Vaines ducked low. Her sword was like a tall, blazing ember in her hand. It went through the Devil Knight’s leg right above the knee as if Molmeda’s enchantments weren’t there. Black blood fountained out in a shower of vapor. The Devil Knight stumbled, but as he did he brought his wings down over Vaines like a child pinning a butterfly to the floor with his thumbs. Vaines went down, her sword sliding away from her.

      “Enough!” Molmeda bellowed, using the Devil Knight’s weight to keep Vaines pinned. He attempted to leverage his broadsword like a bonesaw to cut through Vaines’ neck. She tried to wrestle the blade away with her hands, her face contorted by the titanic effort of matching strengths with the fiend if even for a few seconds. “What’s that you liked to say, you bitch? Strength is redeemed by victory! Well, nothing is stronger than a Devil Knight!”

      Ed acted without thinking. He rushed in, kicking Eulogy Vaines’ way as he went. He didn’t look to see if the blade reached the intended target—he had to jump above a swipe of the Devil Knight’s tail, and before the fiend had time to react the Dungeon Lord plunged his sword deep into the fiend’s side, where he guessed the kidney was. He noted idly that the Devil Knight’s haunch was peppered with black darts. Then, Ed screamed in effort as he fought the Devil Knight’s enchantments and the magical aftershock that threatened to char his skin. He managed to embed his sword a couple inches deep in the second it took for Molmeda to wail in pain and shake him off like a bull trying to gore a nearby cowboy.

      There was a dizzying flurry of movement, and then Ed was airborne. He tried to right himself using his reflexes and watched in slow motion as the Devil Knight’s horns got dangerously close to his downward trajectory. The Dungeon Lord extended his hand in a mad hope and, as if reading his mind, the cursewing extended like a lasso, enveloped one of the horns, and pulled.

      Ed didn’t even realize he was screaming as he drew an arc around the furious Devil Knight. The Dungeon Lord yanked hard at the cursewing and almost impaled himself on the horn as he straddled the Devil Knight’s neck with his legs and held on for dear life.

      On second thought, he realized madly, this wasn’t my best idea.

      Raw adrenaline and fear gave the world around him a frozen-solid sort of quality that those who undergo a near-death experience know very well. First of all, he was riding the Netherworld’s most dangerous creature. Second, he could see how the Devil Knight was reaching for him with one hand while pinning Vaines down with his good hoof. Vaines was reaching for her sword, only a few inches away from her extended hand. A few feet away, Jarlen and Lord Virion swiped at each other. Ryan sobbed next to the nearest wall.

      The world resumed its usual chaotic speed. The next thing that happened was that Vaines grabbed her sword and almost severed the fiend’s hoof straight off just as his hand was about to close around Ed’s head. The Devil Knight toppled like a statue, and Ed along with it.

      The Dungeon Lord rolled with the impact, his weary mind complaining all the while. Thanks to years of training and a non-negligible amount of help from his talents, though, he managed to spring up to his feet. The Devil Knight’s head was only a few paces away. Ed rushed at the fiend, caught the horns and grunting with effort, he forced the Devil Knight’s head to the side, exposing the neck and the vulnerable jugular. “Vaines!” Ed roared. For a second, the Dungeon Lord locked eyes with the blazing green eyes of the possessed creature and almost stumbled back by the hatred he saw there.

      Like an apparition, Vaines arrived next to him, blade raised high above her head. She screamed as she prepared to plunge the steel into the fiend’s neck—

      And then the fiend’s Evil Eye shut off like a candle snuffed out by the wind. Instead of hatred, now Ed saw fear.

      “Quarter!” the creature exclaimed. “I yield!”

      Vaines, to Ed’s surprise, held her strike.

      Carefully, Ed let go of the creature’s horns as the fiend crawled back up, his magic already fixing the damage done to his legs. “I’m not sure that was smart,” Ed told Vaines. Truth be told, he was ready to run away if the Devil Knight did as much as look his way angrily.

      Instead, the fiend pulled Ed’s sword out from his side, grunting in pain. He covered the wound with one hand, then handed over the bloodied weapon, hilt first, to the Dungeon Lord, who started to seriously consider that he may have hit his head too hard at some point. “My contract with Dungeon Lord Dominic Molmeda is ended,” the fiend said. “You and I are no longer enemies.” He stumbled backward and focused as a summoning circle manifested in flames all around him in a display of power that would’ve put to shame every mortal spellcasters Ed had ever met. “My name is Velvonnar. You have my gratitude for sparing my life. I am in your debt. After I have recovered, if either of you are to call my name three times, I shall answer.” And just like that, he went away.

      Tension visibly left Vaines’ body as she bent over and spat blood. One by one, her buffs shorted out. Despite not having sustained half the damage she had, Ed could understand how she felt. It was as if they had picked a fistfight with a truck.

      Virion and Jarlen were still fighting. Before Ed could figure out if Vaines and he were supposed to kill each other now, Vaines turned to them. “Enough!” she told them. “We’ve trouble incoming.” She was using her sword as a stick to prop herself up.

      Virion listened to her. Jarlen gave Ed a glance that he interpreted to mean if she could stab the Dungeon Lord now, while he wasn’t paying attention. Ed shook his head.

      “What do you mean ‘incoming’?” Ed asked Vaines. “The Knight is coming back?”

      “No. His contract ended. That means, Lord Wright, that Lord Molmeda is no longer capable of upholding his end of the bargain he made with the fiend.”

      Ed blinked as realization set in. He turned in a full circle as the platforms swam slowly all around.

      Molmeda told Vaines she would “pay for this,” despite him being the one springing his ambush. Velvonnar was wounded by the same darts that took Vaines’ minions out of commission. Lord Molmeda is no longer capable of upholding the end of his contract because he was just—

      Seven black-hooded figures dressed in the garb of the Assassins Guild ended their camouflage spells and walked confidently into view. Malikar was at the front, smiling. He held a bloodied helmet at his side. Ed didn’t need a good look to know the helmet was still occupied, and that it had belonged to Dungeon Lord Molmeda until just a few seconds ago.

      “This one turned out to be hiding very well, but we caught him,” Malikar said happily, tossing the helmet Vaines’ way. “Lady Vaines, Lord Wright. We’ve been looking forward to this meeting.”
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Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

          The Moth's Fate

        

      

    

    
      “Strange,” Jarlen said as Malikar and his Assassins spread out, keeping enough distance between them that Ed couldn’t catch them all with a single fireball rune. “I could’ve sworn we killed you already.”

      “I got better,” Malikar said. He turned to Ed. “Lord Wright, we are going to have a talk now. If you try to kill me mid-sentence like you have a tendency to do, know that my companions here will kill you.”

      Ed raised an eyebrow. I guess I’m building up a reputation, he thought, though he said nothing.

      “Don’t step any closer,” Vaines warned the Assassins, and they seemed to listen to her, although Ed couldn’t see their expressions beneath the hoods. Despite all the blood pouring out of her wounds, the Lady of Vros still looked fearsome, standing so straight it seemed as if her spine was made out of the same steel as her sword. Her Evil Eye smoldered, and she was no doubt reading their character sheets. Ed did the same. They were Akathunian Assassins like the ones he and Jarlen had killed many times before in Undercity. They seemed out of place in the Netherworld, and little threat compared to the Devil Knight Vaines had almost fought off on her own.

      However, none of the Dungeon Lords were unhurt, and Ed had lost count of how many basic spells he had left. Not many, that was for sure.

      Besides, every single one of the men facing them, including Malikar, had a single talent hidden from view, which immediately put Ed on high alert. Vaines, next to him, frowned. Was the talent hidden from her as well?

      Ed began to have one terrible suspicion. I really, really hope I’m wrong, he thought. This would be a perfect time for the Inquisition to burst in out of nowhere. “How are you alive?” he asked Malikar. “I cut your throat.”

      Malikar just shrugged and grinned again.

      Nicolai, Ed thought all of a sudden. That was the name of the suspicion that had caught him. Nicolai, a man who had infected himself with a brain-eating larva and managed to keep it dormant with the use of a strange potion. Nicolai, who had almost killed Ed and everyone else in the Haunt.

      Ed had never found out where Nicolai had gotten the mindbrood’s larva. Ed feared the answer was about to reveal itself.

      “Who are you, and what do you want?” Vaines asked.

      “Name’s Malikar. We met during your dinner, my Lady Vaines, although at the time I was under the temporary employ of late Lord Vandran, who thought I was a spellcaster of considerable means with access to Akathunian Assassins.” He glanced to his men. “He wasn’t wrong in that regard. But I’m actually more than that. My real work is as an emissary. I’m here to make your Lordships an offer.”

      “Is that so?” Vaines asked, matching Malikar’s casual tone with ease. “Well, then, let us hear it.”

      “In a minute,” Malikar said, waving a finger. “I’m afraid we’re soon to be interrupted.” He made a gesture, and the Assassins cloaked themselves again, fading into the background. “You see, an Inquisitorial strike team has managed to infiltrate the Factory and their scrying locked them in on the aftermath of your battle. They are almost here.”

      That was when Ed realized he was really in a lot of trouble. No one was supposed to expect the damn Inquisition.

      

      The Factory of Nightmares, people called it. Gallio could understand the reason for the name. As soon as he had stepped out of the summoning circle, before he could even get his bearings, the Factory had just… disassembled around the Inquisitors. They could’ve all died there as the platforms shifted and there would’ve been nothing Gallio could’ve done beside pray to Alita and hope the goddess was listening.

      They had survived, though, and now the infiltrator, the spy Mohnuran, led the Inquisitors through a hellish maze of passages and trapped corridors.

      “You shouldn’t have come, Eminence,” Inquisitor Jayden told Gallio. He was a tall, lanky man with cropped blond hair. Jayden would’ve been the man to lead the team if Gallio hadn’t arrived at the very last second. Without explicit instructions from the Examiners, Jayden’s authority had been deferred to Gallio, who outranked him. “Examiner Harmon asked for our team specifically.”

      “I, for one, am glad you’re with us, Eminence Gallio,” one of the other Inquisitors said, just a kid in Gallio’s eyes despite being considered an elite warrior by the Examiners. The kid looked nervously at one of the many corpses that littered the long corridors Mohnuran guided them through. The corpse in question had nothing human about it. “I have no idea what goes on inside this accursed place, but it sure could use some of Alita’s cleansing fire.”

      “Thankfully we brought some cleansing fire of our own,” said Cleric Dalph as he reverently caressed the steel frame hanging by a chain from his waist. Inside the frame, Gallio knew was a heavy, leather-bound book that was one of the Inquisition’s treasured Relics. The Codex of Aucrath, which contained a fragment of a bone of Aucrath himself before his ascension as Alita’s consort. The Codex was their secret weapon today, their answer against the abominations the Dungeon Lords held in their arsenal. Bringing it was a huge risk, as the Inquisition treasured its Relics, but facing a Devil Knight without divine assistance what utter folly.

      Gallio couldn’t disagree with the decision to bring the Codex. He recognized some creatures. The fabled Silver Knights had faced them, before his time, and their battles against Tillman’s nightmares had been the stuff of song and legend.

      Just what happened here? Some corpses were human, or human enough. He even recognized some of them as known minions. They had died fighting each other instead of the hellish creatures of the Factory. It seemed as if the dogma about Dungeon Lords was true: they were as dangerous to each other as they were to the civilized world. Wolves preying on wolves. It was a shame the Lordship had never managed to end itself. Then again, that didn’t surprise Gallio.

      There was always someone in the world willing to doom themselves for a sliver of the Dark’s power.

      “Careful, now,” Mohnuran said, raising a fist to indicate they should stop. According to their scrying, the surge of magic they had detected before was almost up ahead, just behind that steel door. “According to Wraith’s minions, he’s currently Vaines’ prisoner. So you should expect at least three Dungeon Lords in there, as well as Kharon’s Champion—Argent Planeshifter. That’s unless they all managed to kill each other in the last few minutes.”

      Gallio could feel the anticipation building up in the surrounding Inquisitors. The younger ones, the two Inquisitors raised in Starevos, would want to kill Edward Wright. They had been trained for it, even. Jayden and Dalph, however, were older and had been born in Heiliges. They knew Vaines was the bigger fish.

      Despite the danger the two Dungeon Lords posed, they were as vulnerable now as they would ever be—away from their Portals and their dungeons and most of their tricks. If the Inquisition managed to kill them today, the direction of history in Ivalis would shift.

      In any usual circumstance, Gallio would’ve thought the risk was too great. But he had the Codex, and the sunwave, and he had heard the crying of the wounded in Castle Vadyahun’s hospital wing, and had seen the graves of the Inquisitors that had died defending Undercity during Wright’s revolt.

      I can’t put this off any longer. What started that day in Burrova must end. Better for everyone if it ends today, he thought.

      “These are the last known compositions of Lord Wraith, Lady Vaines, and Lord Virion’s character builds,” Cleric Dalph said. He shared the information so it would be fresh in their minds, although every person in there had already memorized it beforehand. “The Planeshifter is an unknown. Perhaps it would be wise to kill him first. Perhaps with the Codex?”

      Gallio shook his head. “Save the Codex for Vaines or someone worse. Just focus on whoever you see first as we go through that door. They won’t be expecting us, and even the mightiest warrior can fall to a lucky arrow. I’ll deal with Wright myself, if it comes to it.”

      “Very well,” said Inquisitor Jayden. “As the official leader of this mission, it is my duty to take the lead.” He turned to Gallio, grimly. “But it would be an honor if you’d be by my side… Eminence.”

      Gallio nodded grimly. “It shall be my honor as well.”

      “Buffs up, everyone,” Jayden said, turning to the rest of the group. Dalph set to work, while Jayden gave instructions. “The Armory is protected against scrying, so we shall go in blind, quick and hard. Do not save any talent or spell, Vaines and Wraith are big enough targets that killing them would be considered an acceptable result even if we fail to destroy the Factory. If Vaines manages to withstand our first push, Cleric Dalph is to target her with the Codex.” He went on like that for a few seconds, explaining a couple of the more likely scenarios. Gallio would’ve done it differently, but arguing with Jayden at that point would’ve only undermined the confidence of the team and reduced their overall chance of success. Standard doctrine of the Militant Church dictated that inefficient action was better than inaction due to indecision.

      When Jayden finished his spiel, the team took their positions. The blue-and-silver glow of Dalph’s enchantments made them look like the fabled Knights of old. And who knew? Perhaps, if the Light was on their side, generations to come would aspire to emulate them just as they emulated the Knights.

      Inquisitor Cassimir, the young Inquisitor from before, set up a series of demolition glyphs around the weak points of the door. The others retreated to a safe distance and Dalph raised a barrier to protect the team from debris.

      “Everyone ready, we move on three,” Jayden said. There came the silvery sound of swords being drawn. Mohnuran craned his neck and hefted his axe. Jayden nodded at Cassimir. “Two. One. By Alita’s grace! Breach!”

      The glyphs on the door shone a bright red, and then there was a deafening noise, loud enough to trigger Gallio’s talents to protect his eardrums from damage. There was no flame, only an implosion like an invisible cloud of force that made his bones shake inside of him. The door crumbled as if it were made out of paper and exploded backward toward the Armory as if punched by a Titan. Light flooded the dark corridor and blinded Gallio for a fraction of a second before his talents and his buffs compensated for it. He distinguished a bunch of figures standing in a circle not a few meters away. Perfect.

      He screamed a war-cry and, raising his golden-sword above his head, rushed in, shoulder to shoulder with Jayden as the others followed.

      As it turned out, they never had a chance.

      

      Where Gallio had expected a bunch of Dungeon Lords and their minions, he saw a group of hooded figures he recognized from his time in Undercity. Akathunians, he thought. Something was wrong. Neither Vaines nor Wright were known allies of the Assassins Guild.

      And why did it look like they had been expecting Gallio’s arrival?

      There was no time to think. He finally caught sight of Vaines, and Wright next to her. Both were wounded. He rushed in, golden-enchanted sword at the ready. The Akathunians went to meet him, launching a flurry of darts his way.

      Behind him, he knew, Cleric Dalph was about to unleash the Light’s divine fury upon anything and everyone. Jayden, next to him, seemed to be thinking the same thing. The darts did nothing against their magical protections.

      Only that the divine fury never came.

      They made it halfway before the man at the front of the Akathunians raised his hand and uttered a spell that Dalph should have countered easily. Necrotic hands surged from the ground all around Gallio and Jayden, inhumanly long. The hands grabbed at Gallio’s legs while trying to pin him down. He saw Jayden fall, slashing at the hands as if they were real enemy combatants. Gallio pushed forward, trusting his divine protections to shield him from the necrotic damage.

      Mohnuran overtook him. The minotaur threw his battle-axe at the enemy spellcaster, and the axe flew with the speed of a throwing dagger thanks to Mohnuran’s massive Brawn ranks. The axe drew an arc too fast for the eye to follow and embedded itself in the man’s chest, bringing him down with brutal efficiency.

      “Well done!” Gallio and Mohnuran mowed through the Akathunians. Their win condition was to get Vaines and Wright in range of the sunwave. Wright, who was especially vulnerable to Alita’s fury due to a curse he had acquired years ago, would die instantly to it, and Vaines would be greatly hindered. The Dungeon Lords had to be aware of that, because they kept their distance.

      The Inquisitor’s sword rose and fell over and over again as the Akathunians tried to surround him. He felt their scimitars and darts slide harmlessly off his armor. His talents, which were empowered by his faith, made him into an unassailable castle as he readied to fulfill his life’s destiny.

      Cassimir was to one side, and Mohnuran to the other. The three of them fought off the six remaining Akathunians. Despite the famed skill of the Assassins, they went down like flies under the sheer might of the Inquisition’s best. Gallio plunged his golden blade into the heart of a tall Assassin and pushed the mortally wounded man against the one fighting Cassimir. There was an opening right in front of him, from which Gallio could see Wright, only a few feet away from sunwave range.

      The Inquisitor took his chance. He left Cassimir and Mohnuran to deal with the remaining Akathunians, then charged, sword high, as he summoned all his faith, anger, and pain at what would surely be his greatest sunwave. In just one strike, he would end it. He would redeem himself from what he had unleashed into Starevos…

      He locked eyes with Dungeon Lord Edward Wright. Where Gallio had expected to see anger or challenge, he only saw fear. And it wasn’t directed at him. “Gallio, get away!” Wright was saying. “It’s a goddamn trap! They infected themselves with—”

      Gallio didn’t hear the rest of Wright’s words, because something grasped his waist like a vise and stopped him in his tracks hard enough that his feet left the ground and all the air rushed out of his lungs, exactly as if he had ran chest-first into a wall. He hit the ground with a dry sound.

      What? he thought, stunned, as he jumped back to his feet. He looked down. He was being held by a silver-and-blue chain. A spell. More than that—a divine spell. He followed the length of the chain to find its caster holding the other end. Cleric Dalph stared at him with a confused expression. What? he thought again.

      “Dalph, what are you doing?” Had the Cleric betrayed the Inquisition? But how? His divine magic would’ve abandoned him!

      Mohnuran and Cassimir, surrounded by dead bodies, seemed as confused as he was. Inquisitor Jayden was up, seemingly unhurt. The others were dead.

      Edward Wright drew his sword and tried to run toward Gallio—which would’ve meant his death as soon as he entered sunwave range—but Vaines caught him and dragged him away. “They infected themselves,” Wright yelled at Gallio. Was Wright trying to warn him? “With Sephar’s Bane! They are not dead, they are toying with you!”

      “Is this one of your tricks?” Gallio managed to ask, but Wright only shook his head desperately.

      The bodies began to stir. Someone laughed. The spellcaster that Mohnuran had brought down with his axe stood and tossed the bloody weapon clanking to the floor. Gallio saw the wound—it was real, a crimson crater surrounded by broken ribs. He also saw how the wound began to knit closed by itself, as if the man’s muscles and skin were actually a bunch of disguised meat maggots. “That was fun,” the man-shaped creature said. “But playtime’s over.”

      The Akathunians that Gallio had slain rose, blood and gore still spouting from their wounds—wounds that his divine magic should have stopped from regenerating even if they were imbued with unholy enchantments. Mohnuran and Cassimir tried to fight them, but this time, surrounded by the Assassins, the results were very different. It was over in seconds. They died quickly, in silence, without understanding.

      “I must say, I did not expect you to be here, Inquisitor Gallio. You keep blindly stumbling into our plans. A quality you share with our friend here, Lord Edward Wright. A different person may think it fate. However, as you may learn today, Inquisitor, some men are but moths. The flame attracts them, although they may never understand it. And if they were ever to reach it…”

      Inquisitor Jayden was in front of Gallio. His sword hung limply from one hand, and his gaze was blank. Vacant, even. “I don’t understand,” he told Gallio weakly.

      And then ran him through.

      

      There was a piercing sensation, deeply cold, more painful than anything he’d ever felt before. The blade hurt just as much leaving his body than it had going in. His knees failed him, and suddenly his body was heavy, heavier than he could withstand. He collapsed, his chest rising and falling like a fish stuck at the edge of the beach while his lungs tried to pump enough oxygen to his brain to keep him conscious.

      Darkness enclosed on the edge of his vision, and it grew with every failed breath.

      The last thing the Inquisitor could think before unconsciousness claimed him was one simple idea.

      I don’t understand either.

      

      “NO!” Ed tried to shake Vaines off him when the Akathunians began executing the Inquisitors. He almost managed it, too, and had he succeeded he no doubt would’ve died with Mohnuran and the others.

      He refused to even acknowledge that Gallio could be dead, even as the Inquisitor lay on the floor, pale as a corpse, in a crimson pool.

      “Keep it together,” Vaines said, seething, next to his ear. “Or you’ll suffer the same fate.”

      “I brought them here,” Ed said. Why was he reacting like this? The Inquisitors were never meant to survive. They were at war. They had killed so many Haunted minions. Gallio’s fall, rationally, had to mean less than nothing. But Ed’s reaction had nothing rational about it.

      You’re supposed to be my nemesis, no one else is allowed to kill you, the Dungeon Lord thought as something akin to fury—but uglier—claimed him.

      “So? Their lives bought us a few extra seconds to gather our thoughts,” Vaines went on. “That means your plan, as far as we are concerned, was a success. Think, Dungeon Lord. Our mind is our greatest weapon. Use it. Why are we still alive?”

      “How the hell am I supposed to know—?” Ed snapped.

      “Think!”

      He used her own words against her. “Because we are more useful to Malikar alive than dead.”

      “Exactly. So as soon as we can we must find out why.”

      It was too much, too sudden. Ed hadn’t seen creatures like Malikar since Nicolai.

      The mere implications of Malikar’s presence, what he was… No. He couldn’t deal with it. Not yet, at least.

      Instead, he chose to follow Vaines’ advice, but in his own way. Think in the short term only. Deal with the situation in small bites, one step at a time. He glanced about. Virion was still alive, and so was Jarlen. They kept to the background, probably looking for an opening to continue their fight, or for instructions. Ryan had his back against the Portal. He had wet his pants, and no doubt would’ve run away a while ago had it not been for the circlet.

      Ryan. The Planeshifter. Short term, they needed to regroup. Figure out what was going on. Ryan could achieve that. He only needed a chance.

      In the meantime… he turned back. Malikar was cleaning up the gore from his torn shirt. No wound marred his skin. He drank from a tin flask he kept at his waist. “Well done, brothers. Everything is in place. Master shall be pleased, but our work isn’t over yet.” He turned to the Cleric that had betrayed Gallio. “Stand over there and try to remain inconspicuous. You’ll have to use that Relic of yours soon enough.” He gave a quick round of instructions. “Knowing the Regents, they’re watching us right now, but can’t hear us, so keep your current forms and wait for our signal.”

      Malikar was now headed toward them, followed by the second traitor, the Inquisitor that had wounded Gallio. Ed took one look at that blank, idiotic face and it took all his willpower not to attack at once, escape be damned.

      “Your honorable Evilnesses, I’m terribly sorry for making you wait,” Malikar told Vaines and Ed. “My master shall meet with you presently. This is a reunion he’s been looking forward to for so very long now.”

      “If you say so,” Vaines said regally. “In that case, let us not keep him waiting. You may summon him now.”

      “Ah, that won’t be necessary. He is already here.”

      

      The Inquisitor next to Malikar began to melt. It happened fast, unexpectedly. There was panic in his expression before his jaw crumbled like a piece of paper, and then the features of his face rearranged themselves.

      There was a crunch of bones breaking, tearing noises of ripped skin, then the man screamed in agony… or attempted to. His throat was bulging with fluid and gas and he only managed a wet guttural sound that seemed to drill into Ed’s soul. It was as if the Inquisitor’s body was made entirely out of crawling maggots, and they were breeding right in front of Ed’s eyes.

      Whatever was happening, the only rational response a man could have was to run away screaming. Or to try to burn the pile of flesh. But Ed could only stand there, frozen, like someone watching a train crash right in front of them.

      “No,” the Inquisitor said weakly.

      And then he was an entirely different person, the transformation seemingly over. The man standing naked in front of Ed and Vaines was slender, with long black hair, an aristocratic nose, and purple eyes. A Lotian. He appeared to be in his mid-thirties, but that said little in Ivalis, where appearances deceived. His glance met Ed’s and he smiled confidently.

      Malikar produced a silky black robe trimmed with flowing golden patterns from the travel pack at his back and reverently dressed his master while the man extended his arms as if about to give a welcoming hug.

      “You are Lord Edward Wright,” the man told Ed. It was a statement, not a question, as if by uttering those words he were in fact investing the Lordship into Ed. “We meet at last.” He then faced Vaines. “And Aramis. We meet again.”

      “My title is Lady Vaines. Do I know you?” she asked dryly.

      “Of course. You are a Lady now, all grown up,” he said, smiling warmly. “I forget. My apologies for what happened to your brother. Then again, war is war… as we all well know.” There was something unnerving in those Lotian eyes, Ed thought as he tried to surreptitiously read the man’s character sheet. His manner was pleasant enough. Far more polite than Vaines. Friendly, even, given the circumstances, except that he had completely ignored Lord Virion, almost pretending as if the other Lord didn’t exist. Even that tiny gesture said something to Ed about this man’s true nature, although he couldn’t tell yet if it was mere carelessness or cold calculation—Virion had nothing to offer and thus did not matter.

      Vaines narrowed her eyes. Ed noted that there was blood dripping down her breastplate. “It is customary for a man to introduce himself when he addresses the Lordship. You claim to know me, and do seem somewhat familiar, but you have not told me your name.”

      He turned to Malikar. “I’m making a mess of this introduction, aren’t I?”  he told Malikar jovially. “It’s been so long, and the Lordship used to have so many traditions.”

      “You are doing fine, Master,” Malikar said. “Although I do suggest you hurry. The Archlord will come as soon as he senses your presence.”

      The man shrugged, then turned back to Vaines and Ed. “Pardon my manners. I’ve lived with only myself for company for far too long. That can turn any man eccentric, and I was never the most well-adjusted before. As for my name, you may not believe it if I told you. So I’ll speed things up with a demonstration,” He walked away, regally, effortlessly, like a king in a fable. He climbed the small raised dais that displayed a few of Saint Claire’s remaining legendary weapons. He ignored most of them, and finally stopped in front of the armored statue holding a spear. “Objectivity does not allow for a person to change the name of his character sheet for another’s, because that name is his identity as interpreted by Objectivity itself. He may hide it, of course, or keep it a generic ‘human,’ but Aramis Vaines can never be Edward Wright. Otherwise, anyone could change his name to, say, Murmur, and suddenly have all of the god’s permissions to alter our reality.”

      He turned right next to the statue to address them directly, and Ed couldn’t help but notice the man and the statue’s proportions matched perfectly. “To wield one of Saint Claire’s weapons, you must reveal your full character sheet to it, and if your name does not match the one the weapon is aligned to, it activates a powerful curse. It thus follows that the only mortal person that can wield this spear without losing a hand is the rightful owner.” He took the spear from the statue and drew a long wide arc in one smooth motion above his head. The spear reacted to his touch, but didn’t hurt him. Instead, it activated its enchantments, ready to be wielded against any foe, the air rippling in its wake. The motion ended effortlessly with the tip aimed straight at Ed and Vaines. At the same time, the man’s eyes blazed a green so intense that the lines of his skull could be seen underneath his skin.

      “I am Dungeon Lord Sephar,” he said.

      Sephar of the Wetlands

      Species: Mindbrood

      Total Exp: ?

      Unused Exp: ?

      Claims: ?

      

      Attributes

      Brawn: 16

      Agility: 16

      Endurance: 20

      Mind: 22

      Spirit: 22

      Charm: 20

      

      Skills

      

      ?

      

      Talents

      

      ?
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Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          The Man Behind the Curtain

        

      

    

    
      Archlord Everbleed could not decide if the minions of the Haunt were brave because of the way they had chosen to stay and face him, or if they were foolish. Probably a mixture of both.

      He had lived long enough to appreciate the little things in life. For example, the batblin riding a spider who now faced him with a spear, as if the critter really believed he could stop Everbleed’s approach even for a second. The rest of the minions fanned out behind the batblin—the critter had pushed forward to meet Everbleed, disregarding the warnings of his wiser allies.

      Even if it was ridiculous—or perhaps precisely because of it—the Archlord stopped and regarded both creatures with the seriousness he’d have reserved for a real challenger. “So you defy me, small one?” Everbleed laughed, a sound like a grumble from a furnace coming deep within the ebony Devil Knight. He spread his wings to their full size, and he was fairly sure the red light from the Netherworld glinted on his black horns. “Know that I am Dungeon Lord Everbleed, Archlord of Lotia, the last of the free Dungeon Lords. I have eaten a thousand of your kind for breakfast and I shall yet eat a thousand more. Who are you to stand before me?”

      The critter was trembling, and the spider below him was one instant from bolting away—Everbleed knew how to tell. Still, neither of them moved. No, hilariously, it was the rest of the Haunted minions who advanced to stand with them. “I am Klek of the Haunt,” the batblin said. “And you can go fuck yourself, ugly.”

      Everbleed raised an eyebrow. “Are you aware I can end you with a single swipe of my blade?”

      One of the other minions, a Witch with disheveled black hair, stepped forward. “To hell with it. Kill us if you want, but know that everyone in Lotia thinks your name is idiotic. Everbleed, really? Are you trying to compensate for something or what?”

      The kaftar cackled—that was kind of what they did. But even a few of the fiends that had approached to see the executions laughed, and that got on Everbleed’s nerves. The Dark knew he had suffered enough humiliations because of Count Bastavar to now have to suffer the mocking of lowly minions!

      “Enough,” he said. “I’m afraid to inform you that minions don’t get to give a last speech. You’ll simply die. And for your foolishness, I’ll make it slow and painful.”

      Another minion, a woman with a shield and a sword, stood next to the rest. “Funny,” she said. “Slow and painful is exactly how your mother told me she liked it last night.”

      Everbleed summoned his sword and spread his wings. He had decided he’d kill them one by one, in the order they’d spoken to him. He snapped his fingers and a wall of flames appeared between the rest of the minions and the batblin, who had jumped to his feet and… was actually charging at him!

      The Archlord extended his hand and tore the spear from the critter’s hand. The critter rolled away and produced a blowpipe. The dart bounced harmlessly off Everbleed’s skin. The Archlord then stepped on the batblin, careful not to crush the minion too much—he wanted to enjoy the kill. He locked eyes with the creature, who struggled uselessly to free himself.

      “Like I said,” Everbleed announced, raising his sword. “Slow and painful.”

      Let's see if anyone dares laugh after this, he thought. In fact, now that he realized it, few of the fiends were paying any attention to the execution at all.

      Then he saw the screens and what they showed. His eyes widened as he recognized the man holding a spear in the middle of the Standard Factory’s Armory, and old Everbleed was suddenly faced with all of his worst fears.

      Archlord Everbleed forgot all about the Haunted minions. He went closer to the screens, and the crowd parted for him—those who didn’t he crushed absentmindedly. The fools around him did not know who the man on the display was… and how could they? Most of them hadn’t been alive before the Bane, so they probably thought it was just any other Dungeon Lord, one more twist of the bloody Endeavor that would end as it always did: in failure and spilled blood.

      Everbleed and Korghiran had suspected. They had conjectured. Investigated, even, for signs of activity all over Lotia, and had found nothing, not a single clue. They had hoped they were wrong.

      But the man on the screens was Sephar and there was no doubt about it. Younger and more handsome than Everbleed remembered, but that hardly mattered.

      Korghiran, you better be seeing this. Whatever Sephar was planning, if he had chosen to reveal himself after being hidden for so long… his efforts were probably well underway. And Everbleed could fathom a guess at what old Sephar wanted. The Factory.

      The Netherworld had been ambushed. Everbleed knew a thing or two about mercenary combat doctrine. When ambushed, a warrior’s only hope was to react immediately, with extreme prejudice and violence, and hope to all the gods that were listening that the enemy would not expect such a counterattack.

      If he’d had half an hour to plan, Everbleed would’ve met with Korghiran and assembled the entirety of the Regent’s High Clerics, and as many more fiends as he possibly could. Definitely more Devil Knights, just to be sure. But he didn’t have time. Thankfully, he currently possessed the body of the most powerful Devil Knight of them all. It ought to be enough to deal with a single Dungeon Lord.

      Even if Sephar somehow managed to survive the fight, Everbleed could always possess a different fiend and try again.

      He spread his wings, paying no mind to the people around, and uttered a Heroic-ranked spell that he’d barely learned before his exile from Lotia. The spell cost a thousand experience points just to cast, but he had as many in reserve for just such an emergency, and he paid the price gladly. Fire extended around him, instantly charring a group of fiends that hadn’t been quick enough to clear the area.

      He focused his mind on the screen above and its real location in space and time. Even after paying so many experience points, the spell could fail if he didn’t input the coordinates perfectly. When he was ready, he finished the last part of the incantation and then was surrounded by red energy as the Netherworld was torn asunder and he teleported straight into the Standard Factory’s Armory.

      

      Ed could not believe his eyes. Without Sephar’s demonstration, the Lord of the Haunt would’ve thought it was some sort of trick. Even with them, he had his doubts.

      But the man’s character sheet clearly said “Sephar,” even if it showed little else.

      Maybe he’s just some crazy person with the same name, the rational part of him thought. This crazy person then found some way to bypass the curse or trick the weapon. If you’ve learned something about Objectivity, is that a dedicated man can find a way to bend it in interesting ways.

      But why would anyone go to such lengths just to convince Ed and Vaines that he was a long-dead Dungeon Lord, hated by both the Inquisition and the Lordship?

      Sephar had captured them. Why would he go to any length to trick them?

      No, even Ed’s most rational part was more inclined to believe Sephar. Finding ways to explain what Ed had just witnessed was merely his way of making sense of the impossible.

      This is happening, he told himself. We can deal with the implications later. The first step is to get out of here.

      Sephar and Malikar seemed distracted, as if they expected even more company soon. Whatever was coming, perhaps it would mean a chance to escape. He whispered in Vaines’ ear while keeping his gaze on Lord Sephar, “Argent’s Portals would be really useful right about now, but he can’t make a move without you giving the order.”

      No answer. Ed turned to Vaines, who had stumbled to one knee because of her wounds, although she still seemed to pay them no mind. She was as if frozen, her gaze fixated on Sephar as he lazily sat on the raised dais in front of his statue.

      “Vaines?” Ed asked. “Vaines!” he repeated, with urgency this time.

      She turned a fraction toward him and he saw fear festering in her eyes. “It’s too late,” she told him in a haunted whisper. “Don’t you see? If he was alive all this time and only chose to reveal himself until now… it’s because he knows there’s nothing we can do to stop him. We’ve lost.”

      Shit. Seeing Vaines like this—Vaines, who everyone agreed would be the obvious winner of the Endeavor—was like shoving his head into a tub of freezing water. He could taste his own fear, warm and metallic, festering in his chest and throat like a tumor.

      Malikar’s expression stiffened. “Master, he is finally here,” he told Sephar.

      “He took his sweet time,” Sephar said. “It seems like we interrupted something important on our Archlord’s agenda.”

      

      A flower of flame blossomed right in the middle of the Armory. Ed smelled burning sulfur, and he could feel the energy flowing through his teeth as if the air was filled with static. The flames spread in a sphere, and Everbleed’s obsidian Devil Knight sprang forth from it, Evil Eye blazing furiously, a massive black blade in one hand and a shield in the other.

      “SEPHAR!” he roared, his entire body glimmering with enchantments and shifting glyphs. “YOU—”

      Ed never found out what Everbleed was about to say to the Dungeon Lord that had come back from death. Because right then Sephar made a small gesture with his hand and the Cleric that had arrived with Gallio stepped forward, dropping his camouflage. He held a box in his hands and had it aimed straight at Everbleed.

      “In Aucrath’s fire,” the Cleric intoned, “be purged, fiend.”

      It happened so fast Everbleed probably never realized what had happened. The box glowed a bright white that hurt Ed on an existential level just by looking at it. He could hear a distant sound like bells.

      Then the ceiling exploded as silver lightning broke the Netherworld sky and poured through the Armory like a titanic lance under which Everbleed disappeared. The white light became bright and terrible, and it began to burn Ed’s gaze even though he had his eyes closed. And above it all he could hear the ringing of the bells, louder and louder, dwarfing all sound until even his own thoughts disappeared under the cacophony of holy wrath.

      

      He regained consciousness almost expecting to be back in Andreena’s Infirmary, as that was the way things usually went in his life. However, when he opened his eyes the still-smoldering crater in the ceiling was the first thing he saw. A fine curtain of rain—no, it was ash—fell down, white and peaceful, along with a beam of Netherworldly red light atop a perfectly realistic stone statue of Everbleed’s Devil Knight, its powerful arm extended at the spot where Sephar had been sitting.

      So much for our chance to escape, Ed thought, still dazed.

      And to add insult to injury, something nearby smelled like piss.

      “Are you alive?” Ryan asked. The Planeshifter sat next to the Dungeon Lord. They were surrounded by three Akathunians.

      “Ugh.” The Dungeon Lord managed to sit. It didn’t seem like he had been out for long. A few minutes at most. Vaines was tending to her own wounds with Virion’s help. Sephar was examining the statue, along with Malikar. “Yes. I think so.”

      “I thought you were a goner,” Ryan said. “What… what the fuck just happened, Ed?” He pointed at the statue. “It came out of nowhere and so did the… thunder spell or whatever that was.”

      Ed shook his head. Divine magic made him feel as if he’d jumped straight into a giant blender. “That was Archlord Everbleed. He is… was… a big deal in the Netherworld.”

      “And they just one-shotted him?”

      “I think they’re getting the Light to do the dirty work for them,” Ed said. Just like me, he added to himself. I was the one who brought the Inquisition here. It seemed like Sephar had somehow appropriated Ed’s own plan and twisted it to dispose of a possible enemy.

      Not only had Sephar known Ed’s secret move, he had also known Everbleed would come straight here as soon as he revealed himself. That had to be the work of some extremely powerful scrying, or terrifyingly accurate intel.

      Ed was starting to see why Vaines had reacted like she had to Sephar’s arrival.

      Malikar caressed the smooth stone of the Devil Knight. “Still warm. Say what you will about the Light, it doesn’t pull its punches when push comes to shove. A slightly more powerful beam and we’d have been caught in the blast.” He laughed. “Do you think he’s trapped in there, or has he turned into solid stone?”

      “I don’t have the slightest idea, my friend,” Sephar said, inspecting the stone. “In any case, I reckon old Everbleed isn’t going to bother us anytime soon. His mistake was in thinking he was safe inside a usurped body. A foolish assumption. There are things in the world that can hurt mind and soul just as much as body. Speaking of which…” He turned to the Cleric, who still held the box and was staring dumbfounded at the statue. “Better burn that. We wouldn’t want it used against us, would we?”

      “Burn it? B-but this is Aucrath’s Codex,” said the Cleric, pleadingly. “It’s a Relic. Invaluable. I was tasked to defend it with my life!” Nevertheless, his hands had already unlocked the box and thrown it to the floor. The Cleric looked at his arms with horror, as if they belonged to someone else.

      “Trust me, there’s no point in fighting your own nature,” Sephar advised him. “If it helps, that was an order and not a suggestion, and although I consider myself a lenient Lord, I expect perfect obedience from my minions.”

      One of the Akathunians handed the Cleric a rune. He took it. “A m-minion? But I never agreed to any pact! I’m a Cleric of the Inquisition!” Then he took aim at the box.

      “You did make a pact. A lifetime one, in fact. From the moment you were born,” Sephar said, almost apologetically. He seemed like a cat toying with a mouse.

      Tears ran down the Cleric’s face as he burned the Codex. Wood crumbled and paper cracked, and its ashes soon joined the ashes raining from the sky.

      “Finally,” Sephar said. Even though he acted perfectly confident, he had kept his distance as the Codex burned. Just in case, Ed thought. In his shoes, Ed would’ve done the same. Sephar now strolled toward Ed and Vaines, black hair flowing behind him like a curtain. “My apologies for the many delays, my friends, but we deserve to chat without interruptions, and I believe I’ve managed just that.”

      “Why are you here, after all this time?” Ed asked him. “What do you want from us?” Ryan flinched next to him, as if simply catching Sephar’s attention put their lives at risk. Perhaps he was right. Ed only needed to look at Everbleed’s statue to remember the danger they were in.

      Sephar regarded him with a warm smile. “I believe both answers should be obvious to one with a wit such as yours, Lord Edward Wright. You have thwarted me three times before… and then handed me a greater victory on a silver platter. I am here to make peace.” He nodded toward Vaines. “And you, Lady Aramis Vaines, the last of the proud Dungeon Lords of old. Defeated, indeed, but never broken. I am here because our goals are the same.” He extended an alabaster hand toward the two of them. “I have an offer for you. Join me. Let us share the Standard Factory evenly between the three of us, just as Evangeline Tillman intended.”

      “Join you?” Despite her evident fear, Vaines nodded at the sobbing Cleric. “If that’s what happens to the people that join you, it isn’t a very enticing offer.”

      Even as she spoke, Ed was thinking a different sort of questions. Thwarted him three times, then gave him a free win? What the hell was Sephar talking about?

      “He’ll be fine,” Sephar said. “Losing a deeply ingrained identity can be a traumatic experience for anyone… at first. Soon enough, it shall be like waking up from a pleasant dream. Worry not for my loyal minion. He is back with his true brothers now.”

      Vaines narrowed her eyes. “His true brothers, you say. What are you, Sephar? Your character sheet reads ‘mindbrood’ instead of human, yet none of the old tales mention a monster that resembles a man, nor one that can steal the body of another as throughly as you have. Is that the fate you have in store for us? We are to become monsters like you?”

      Something dark crossed Sephar’s gaze. “Monster. It’s a word people throw around so easily. A simple way to dehumanize someone if his ideas are too inconvenient to consider. Dungeon Lords like us should know that better than anyone. The Inquisition just pointed our way, called us monsters, and then thousands of adventurers felt justified in butchering our numbers without a second thought.”

      “It isn’t as if you lot haven’t done the same to them,” Ed said, despite his better judgment advising him to keep quiet. He couldn’t help himself. Standing up to people like Sephar was hardwired into his nature.

      “Exactly!” Sephar exclaimed. “See? Lord Edward, so young by our standards, already grasps what took me a lifetime of pain and loss to understand. Don’t the Heiligians bleed just like us? Don’t they cry when someone dear passes away? We who live among monsters should know to recognize the plight of fellow humans. Vaines, the Heiligians are not the real monsters here! They are misguided, as we are, manipulated just as we are by the real monsters of history.”

      He stepped back, the features of his face now stern as steel. “The Light! The Dark! We call them gods as they grow fat with our worship. We bleed and die in our petty wars for their amusement. They watch from high and laugh as generations of men dance like puppets on their palm, until they bore of us and the same palm turns into a crushing fist. All conflict in Ivalian history can be traced back to them. Inhuman creatures with motivations we cannot possibly comprehend. Isn’t that the very definition of monster? Aucrath, Kharon, Korghiran, Alita, Murmur, those are the names of the true abominable creatures! Lady Vaines, Lord Wright, until we free ourselves from the tyranny of the divine we are but slaves. And Dungeon Lords, if you recall, are not meant to serve.”

      Ed could only stare in horror as Sephar echoed back thoughts Ed had considered himself. How many times had he cursed Kharon’s name? The Dark had manipulated his every step over and over again, and the Light wasn’t the pristine entity it claimed to be either! Cities had burned because of their unbending adherence to their tenets, and because of their zeal the lives of nearly everyone Ed cared about dangled from a thread as the Heiligian army neared Starevos.

      Ever since he’d gotten embroiled in the fight between the Light and the Dark, Ed had become a worse person. The pile of bodies at his feet kept growing, and every kill came easier than the last. He could vaguely remember a time when he had hoped he could survive in Ivalis without ever killing anyone; today he had choked the life out of a man without blinking.

      Vaines began to laugh, harsh and rough, a soldier staring death in the eye and finding the joke hilarious. “I see now. Somehow you survived the Silver Knight’s execution, but at the cost of your sanity. You’d wage war against the gods, Sephar? Why not fight against the mountains and the rivers while you’re at it?” She flicked a tear of laughter from her cheek and her dirty finger drew a long, bloody line in its path through her skin. “You’re a crazy fool, and I am a worse one for having been bested by you. The gods are not the cause of mankind’s butchering one another. They are merely enablers. Without them, man would find a different way. Such is our nature.”

      Again, Sephar smiled triumphantly. “And what if,” he said, “I had the means to both challenge the gods and change man’s nature at the same time?” Reacting to his words, Sephar’s men stepped forward. “Behold, Lady Vaines—Akathunians, Lotians, and even Heiligian Inquisitors working together for the common good. Where have you seen such a thing, other than in Wright’s speeches? This is not the work of a crazy man acting at random. I have planned this for a long time. In the time after my supposed death, I have seen things you wouldn’t believe. Mastered secrets not meant for human ears. Ivalian gods thrive on worship, and worship is nurtured by suffering. I can deny them their sustenance, Vaines—put them under siege. Whatever I’ve learned, whatever I’ve become… I’m willing to share. Imagine what mankind could achieve if we no longer needed fear death, if neither senility nor disease could harm us. If we were united. Is it too hard to imagine we could then break the chains that enslave man to the games of the Light and the Dark? It is said you are the Lady of War. Join me, Vaines, and I’ll give you a war that shall dwarf all wars!”

      He waited for his answer, hair bathed in red Netherworld glow and ash falling on his shoulders like snow.

      Ed found himself almost believing Sephar could do as he claimed. If Ed himself could rid Ivalis of its gods, he would certainly consider it.

      “I know what you mean by joining your side, Lord Sephar,” Vaines said. “I know what the mindbrood does. It’s a larva that devours the brain and steals every thought and memory. You are not human, despite your claims to the contrary. You are a mindbrood, somehow altered to wear a man’s visage. And the world you’re meant to build shall belong to the Brood. That is the brotherhood you speak of, isn’t it?” She shook her head and her Evil Eye shone dangerously. “For all my sins, for all the blood I’ve shed, I am human, and I shall go to Murmur’s halls as one. My answer to your offer is, as Lord Wright is fond of saying… go fuck yourself.”

      “How regretful,” Sephar said after a dry pause. He shrugged. “The hard way it is.”

      Malikar cast a spell then, without warning, and a necrotic claw raked Vaines’ face. Enchantments flared and magic surged in every direction. Had Vaines been fresh and unharmed, Ed had no doubts she could’ve withstood anything Malikar could throw at her and then some. But she had just faced a Devil Knight. She fell to her knees, black veins running through her face and neck filled with necrotic energy.

      She stood again nevertheless and, along with Lord Virion, advanced toward Sephar.

      The Akathunians riddled them with darts.

      Ed tried to grab Ryan and run, but Sephar appeared directly in front of him, black spear aimed at his throat and something inhuman wriggling behind his eyes. Ryan whimpered.

      “Isn’t it remarkable how durable a Dungeon Lord with a well-planned character sheet is?” Sephar casually asked Ed. Vaines and her apprentice writhed on the floor as what had to be a lethal dosage of poison coursed through their veins. “Those darts are doused with our own blood, each drop enough to kill any normal human. But these two? Give them a few minutes and I fully believe they’ll be back on their feet. That suits me just fine, since it would be a shame to let Vaines’ marvelous mind go to waste. I admire what she has gone through—identify with it, in fact. She’s not the only one to have lost family and friends to our everlasting war.”

      “So your offer was a lie,” Ed told him. “You intend to kill us and have your creatures steal our very thoughts. And you intend to do the same to all of Ivalis.”

      “Nothing I’ve said is a lie,” Sephar responded bitterly. “Although I suppose I understand where Vaines is coming from. You know the reputation of the mindbrood—better than anyone, it would seem. Don’t think I haven’t noticed how you seeded those Starevosi regions under your hold with spiderlings.”

      Ed blinked, but managed to keep a blank expression, and Sephar went on, “The mindbrood is not what you think, Edward. That body of yours is just… meat. Your very brain is just a vessel for your consciousness. Memories, thoughts, those are what constitute the true Edward Wright. Preserve them and it doesn’t matter what suit of meat you’re wearing. The mindbrood is just another vessel. A better one. True, left alone it is a creature of instinct. It wants to feed and reproduce and does so without regard to the world around it. Isn’t that man’s nature as well, though, barely kept in check by our higher consciousness? We are predators too. It is not the mindbrood’s fault that it is simply better at it than a human. But under my guidance, its nature will be kept in check. Better than what men can manage. Edward, I know you to be a reasonable man, so don’t take my word for it.” He made an enveloping gesture that included himself and his minions. “The truth is right in front of you. The body that Lord Sephar occupied during his first life died when the Knights threw him into the mindbrood pit and set it ablaze. Those like Vaines would argue that he who rose through the smoke afterward was a different creature. However, Objectivity cannot lie. My name is Sephar, and my heart is the heart of a true Dungeon Lord.”

      A bead of sweat ran down Ed’s forehead. He had spent every second of Sephar’s speech using advanced reflexes to find a way out of the tough spot he was in. Surrounded by mindbrood-enhanced Assassins, confronted by an ancient Dungeon Lord that spoke with the passion of a prophet, Gallio bleeding out and Vaines out of commission, far away from any possible reinforcements… Ed couldn’t remember a time when he had been half as screwed as he was now.

      And the fact that he could see sense in Sephar’s words made thinking of opposing him all the harder.

      Jarlen, he realized all of a sudden, a mad spot of hope blossoming inside him. At some point, she had simply disappeared, possibly while the Light had annihilated Everbleed. Being undead, chances were she had been destroyed too, but if she had faked her demise, he could—

      Someone started clapping. Jarlen had materialized a few feet away from Sephar, ignoring the scimitars the Akathunians aimed her way.

      “Magnificent,” she told Sephar. He made a gesture, and the Akathunians lowered their weapons. “I don’t know or care about this new world you wish to build. But the war you have in mind, the war which you promised Vaines, puts to shame the one that Lord Wraith promised me during the forging of our pact. I’m old enough to have seen you in action, my Lord. I am Jarlen of Lotia. If you’ll have me, I would serve you.”

      Ed’s spot of hope vanished as fast as it had appeared.

      

      Sephar grinned. “You would go against your Regents?”

      “My only loyalty is to myself. I’ll follow a path that ensures my continued existence, but I also prefer one that allows me to thrive,” she said with a shrug. “Serving Lord Wraith was formerly the best way to achieve both, but he has shackled me as a token tribute to a morality unfit of a Dungeon Lord. Your reputation precedes you, Lord Sephar. Under your command, I doubt I’ll be as burdened.” She paused. “Although I must mention that Lord Wraith has taken measures that would destroy my coffin if I were to end my pact with him.”

      “As expected of any cautious man,” Sephar said. He exchanged a quick glance with Malikar. “It won’t be a problem. We have men in Lotia that can provide you with another coffin before you’ll need to worry about sunlight.”

      Jarlen nodded with a triumphant grin. “I figured as much. My only condition for this pact is that you match the previous offers Lord Wraith made me while removing all the nonsensical limitations.”

      Ed gritted his teeth as a black anger bubbled in his veins. “This is really not the time to betray me, Jarlen,” he said.

      “I disagree,” Jarlen said. “Sephar has made it clear he intends no ill-will toward you if you accept his perfectly rational terms. It’s not my fault you’re ridden by the delusion that you’re some kind of hero, Lord Wraith. If we don’t negotiate with Lord Sephar, we will both be destroyed, and our pact cannot force me to pursue a suicidal course of action, which I genuinely believe opposing Sephar to be. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be able to terminate our pact at all.”

      “Ah, the undead,” Sephar said after a satisfied sigh. “They possess truly delightful minds, just like the mechanism of a clock. If it's finely tuned, you can always know what they’ll do next.” His Evil Eye activated. “I accept your conditions, Nightshade Jarlen. Thus, our pact is forged. Welcome to the fold.”

      At once, Ed could feel the lingering connection between him and Jarlen disappear, leaving only the non-aggression clause that would fade in a few hours. His access to her character sheet vanished, and with it the familiarity. She was just a reanimated corpse with a cruel mind eager for murder and bloodshed. The Lord of the Haunt closed his hands into fists. He had known the sociopath vampire couldn’t be trusted! He should have expected something like this to happen!

      But you thought you had her under control, didn’t you? he told himself. Just like you thought you had the mindbrood situation under control, after no one like Nicolai surfaced in Starevos for years. Just because you found nothing, you thought it was fine to worry about a Dungeon Lord’s problems for a while. Now you made a Dungeon Lord’s mistake: to think you were too smart to be betrayed. Soon enough, you’ll be making speeches like Vandran’s.

      “Lord Edward,” the Lord of the Wetlands said, “I took your Nightshade, and you have my apologies, but the circumstances force my hand. It is extraordinarily difficult to find intelligent undead willing to go against the Regents. I promise that, if you were to join me, I would pay you back her value three times over.” He turned to Malikar and Jarlen, who waited expectantly for the orders of her new master. “Malikar, I’ll take over from here. Get Everbleed statue’s back home—and take Jarlen with you. She cannot act against Edward until the remnants of their pact wear off, which could make things… difficult, if Edward would refuse to cooperate. But surely it won’t come to that.”

      Even now he’s thinking of ways to further push his advantage, Ed thought, close to despair. The magical truce between Dungeon Lord and former minion would’ve been one way to force Jarlen to defend him if Ed were to resist Sephar. Finding a way to release Everbleed had been another.

      The longer Ed stalled for time, it seemed, the more Sephar would reinforce his winning position.

      Malikar nodded. “As you command, my Lord.” He touched the statue and cast a levitation spell on it. The statue hovered a few feet from the ground. Ed watched as the spellcaster and the vampire left the Armory, pushing Everbleed along.

      Jarlen gave Ed one last glance before disappearing into the darkness. “A word of advice… Edward. Accept the offer. You could thrive under Lord Sephar’s rule, even if you must come to terms with Sephar having different values than yours. Just like I did while serving you.”

      “Fuck off, Jarlen,” Ed told her. “We’ll meet again.” If I survive this, he added to himself. There was no way he would allow the vampire to roam free and unhindered. She was his responsibility.

      The Nightshade smiled without the gesture reaching those dead eyes of hers. Then, she left.

      

      The Armory felt almost empty, and with the Akathunians keeping well out of sight as the two still-standing Dungeon Lords faced each other, it was easy to believe they were the only two in the room… at least until Ed looked down at all the bodies, or glanced back at Ryan, who was trying to blend in with the wallpaper.

      “I will have your answer now,” Sephar told him. “Tillman’s office awaits. Say the word, and it shall be ours.” His gaze was so intense that Ed had to look away, otherwise it was easy to fall into the gravity well that was Sephar’s will.

      What the hell do I do? The hardest part was, he wasn’t actually sure Sephar was in the wrong.

      Ryan’s words in Vaines’ palace came back to the forefront of Ed’s mind. Ryan claimed Ed had been a violent person since the beginning. Perhaps he had been Dungeon Lord material from the start.

      How the hell could he be sure that Sephar wasn’t right? Would Ed have done anything different in his shoes? Even during the Bane, the most terrible of ancient Sephar’s actions, the Dungeon Lord had been desperate, having lost most of his dungeons—and probably most of his friends. If Ed lost Kes, Alder, Lavy, Klek, and everyone else… he honestly wasn’t sure he wouldn’t lose it and lash out like Sephar had against their killers. There was no way to tell unless he went through something like that.

      Hell, Sephar was actually talking to him, instead of trying to kill him on sight like almost everyone else! It was refreshing. Unlike the Light, who would destroy him like it had done to Everbleed. Unlike the Dark, that manipulated him like a pawn and jumped in delight as he soaked his hands in blood. Unlike the Dungeon Lords that had tried to strong-arm him before even knowing him. Unlike Gallio, lying there in a pool of his own blood. Gallio, who had given up on him the second he found out Ed’s heart was Mantle-black.

      Unlike all of them, the first thing Sephar had done upon meeting with Ed was try and reason with him. Sephar had exposed his own motives and was willing to cooperate. He wanted to share the Standard Factory. He was driven, rational, and smart. He had taken out Everbleed in such a way he made it look easy. Even Vaines feared him. There was no way Ed could oppose someone like that.

      Even if he could… A world without the Light and the Dark, without war, pain, maybe even without death—could it really be that bad? Perhaps if Ed somehow found a way to resist Sephar he would be the true villain of history.

      His gaze lingered on Gallio’s body. It had seemed to twitch for an instant, but now was still.

      The thing about Evil with a capital “E,” Ed thought, was that unlike what he had spent his life back on Earth thinking, it wasn’t easy to discern at a mere glance. Sure, there were entities like the Regents, or Kharon, that were obviously and unrepentantly evil. However, despite their immense power, their behavior actually made them less dangerous, not more. They were cartoonish, almost unreal, a force of nature. They were something that happened to you.

      The most dangerous kind of evil, the Dungeon Lord mused, had good intentions.

      It was the kind of evil that felt right. An infection that disguised itself as a vaccine. Those with the power to act, like Dungeon Lords, or Inquisitors, could never know if they were the heroes, or the disease.

      Just like how a mindbrood operates.

      But there were ways to out a mindbrood. Ed had learned one of those ways during his first encounter with one.

      Thinking of that time brought back memories he would’ve rather remained locked away. Gallio’s body twitched again. And then Ed understood.

      Ed raised his eyes and locked gazes with Sephar. “I am going to ask you a question, Lord Sephar. My answer to your offer depends on your answer.”

      Sephar raised an eyebrow, clearly amused. “Interesting.”

      “Years ago, there existed a village called Burrova. Before Burrova was consumed by flames, there lived a little girl that was consumed by a monster. It grew up thinking it was her. This monster ended up devouring the girl’s father and the rest of her family. She cried for me to save her and I killed her.” The Evil Eye blazed stronger than ever, and its light seemed to vanquish the doubts Ed harbored in his heart. “What was her name?”

      “What?” Sephar blinked. “That’s your question, truly? Not about how I intend to achieve my plans, not what I’ll do with the Factory? Just a little girl’s name?”

      Ed said nothing.

      The ancient Dungeon Lord, the master of the mindbrood, was visibly annoyed. He frowned, and a vein trembled in his temple. “You are not being rational, Edward. My first foray into Starevos was uncalibrated. I brought an egg believing it could sabotage the Inquisition right under their noses. What happened in that village of yours was a disaster. The young mindbrood brought too much attention. If it had lived, it may have alerted the Inquisition about my existence. I was wrong, I know that now! You did me a favor by killing it, so I harbor no ill will toward you. We have both done things we regret. We are fighting a war. Casualties are bound to happen, it—”

      “Say her name, Sephar!”

      Sephar’s Evil Eye burned just as brightly as Ed’s, and their opposing lights cast shadows that danced between the two Dungeon Lords like two clashing armies, like burning fields, like crows feasting over a sea of corpses. Shadows like auguries. Both Dungeon Lords looked like brothers for the briefest of instants as the eldritch glow erased the differences between them.

      But past the Evil Eyes and the danger exuding from both, at the very core of their beings was a glaring difference.

      Inside the older brother was a burning pit with the sky above disappearing under a sea of black horror.

      And inside the younger brother, past all doubts, hopes, and fears, drawn by fire, was a single conversation.

      

      “You are adventurers,” the monster told them. “You have magic, don’t you? Fix me! Please! Please, I don’t want to be like this anymore!”

      “Don’t you worry,” the Dungeon Lord told the mindbrood as his heart broke. “I will fix you. Don’t be scared.”

      

      “In a way,” Ed told Sephar, “you created the person who I am today. Perhaps Murmur was right. I was never the best man, even before becoming a Dungeon Lord. But then, because of you, Burrova burned. What I saw there… what I did there… changed me. It changed my fate. And I will never, ever, do to someone what you did to a girl whose name you don’t even know, you fucking monster!”

      Sephar advanced, spear aimed at Ed’s throat, something inhuman shifting inside him. “You would burn the entire world over a child you didn’t even know? The gods have killed thousands, and will kill thousands more unless we stop them! What does a single girl matter in the grand order of things?”

      “Oh, it matters,” Gallio said, spitting blood, shambling toward Sephar while holding his guts in with one hand; Dungeon Lords weren’t the only ones whose character builds allowed them to resist terrible damage by sheer force of will. “It matters all right. It matters to us.”

      The Akathunians shot at him, but Ed stepped into their path. “Barrier!”

      “Her name was Ilena!” Gallio roared, and then, raising a fist to the sky like a challenge, “SUNWAVE!”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            29

          

          
            



          

      

    

    







Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          The Enemy of my Enemy

        

      

    

    
      Although she wasn’t half as wounded as she was hoping Sephar believed her to be, Vaines almost fell unconscious as the brutal power of the sunwave burned into her veins as if her blood had turned into holy fire. Not even the best among the Silver Knights had produced such an attack during her time—she could feel it even at this distance!

      But even if the agony was unbearable, the Lady of Vros hadn’t made it to where she was by giving in to pain. She welcomed it instead, even as her talents struggled to protect her vital organs from the poison coursing through her veins.

      She had been waiting for a chance. Edward Wright, somehow, against all odds, had provided one. Now it was her turn.

      Even before her eyesight recovered from the blinding light, she was already up. At some point, someone had kicked her sword away—it didn’t matter, Saint Claire’s weapons weren’t so easily neutralized. Her will called to Eulogy, and the blade answered, appearing in her waiting hands as if drawn from thin air. The arcane glyphs of the meteor steel came to life as the blade drew a deadly arc that neatly severed the head from the nearest Akathunian.

      Try to regenerate from that, Vaines thought, already jumping like a rabid lampagos toward the next enemy. Virion did the same, back to back with her, clearing a path toward Argent Planeshifter.

      “Portal!” Vaines called over her shoulder. “Get us out of here, Argent!” Around her, the creatures that wore the skins of men began to change. Hoods fell to reveal heads splitting open with a sickening crunch into flowers of tongues and teeth; skin cracked and coalesced into black chitin; wet insect wings sprouted from backs like butterflies coming out of their chrysalids. The Dungeon Lady had never seen a mindbrood in the flesh, only in drawings and through Bards’ tales. Here they stood now; huge, not-quite-insect-like monsters that cried out with human voices.

      “My Lady, let’s go!” The Portal was open, leading to somewhere away from the brood. Argent had already crossed, and Virion was midway, gesturing frantically at her to follow.

      She almost leapt for the safety of the Portal, then stopped.

      Sephar and Wright had fallen close to each other after the sunwave had thrown them across the room.  They ought to have shared something akin to Everbleed’s fate, but even then Sephar’s half-burned body was starting to stir. He is not aligned with the Dark, she realized, and something like dread swept through her like a freezing breeze.

      Wright stirred, too, somehow. Unlike Sephar, he was Dark-aligned, and his character sheet lacked the protections a normal Dungeon Lord had toward divine magic. Apparently he had tried to survive the sunwave by using a barrier spell, but that shouldn’t have been enough.

      There was a degree of intent inherent to high-level magic. Something had changed between the dying Inquisitor and the Starevosi Dungeon Lord in the few seconds Vaines hadn’t been listening, she decided. It was the only explanation that made sense.

      And, more importantly, something had happened between Sephar and Wright.

      “Lady Vaines!” Virion called. “Hurry!” And then, “What are you doing? Come back!”

      She dodged the spear-like tail that attempted to run her through and dashed toward Wright. They declared themselves archenemies. I didn’t imagine it.

      Vaines had never been one to care for tradition, unless it provided some sort of benefit. And this? Two opposing wills standing among the ashes of divine wrath, with the Light and the Dark watching from above and below, making larger-than-life proclamations they couldn’t possibly accomplish? There was power in a confrontation like that in a way entirely separate from Objectivity—something that the newer generations would’ve dismissed as mere superstition. Ancient traditions, unearthed.

      “Fantastic,” she said as she reached Wright and began dragging him back one-handed toward the Portal. “I’m starting to sound like damned Gossiping Golsa.”

      A half-transformed mindbrood came too close for her liking, so she blasted it into oblivion with an advanced spell. Now she was down to improved-ranked magic and below.

      Good, reliable Virion kept a path for the Portal clear, but the mindbroods were almost fully transformed and what had started as a mere testing feints was now a nightmare of serrated fangs and chitin. She flashed her Evil Eye at one of the creatures and was dismayed to realize the damn thing had somehow retained its Assassin talents even after the transformation.

      “Yes, we’re getting out of here,” she told herself.

      Wright pulled himself free of her grasp. “Not yet,” he muttered. Whatever bits of his face weren’t covered in soot and dry blood was a mask of concentration as he fought through what had to be agony in his bones, but somehow he wasn’t unconscious. He ran—stumbled, actually—away from Vaines and the Portal, toward the mindbroods. No, he headed for the Inquisitor. That one, at least, had had the decency to lose consciousness and was bleeding out like a polite man.

      Hogbus’ resistance, Vaines read on his character sheet. How in Murmur’s name does a Dungeon Lord earn favor from a deity of critters?

      The Dungeon Lord reached the Inquisitor, somehow, and tried to drag him toward the Portal. Even at a simple glance Vaines knew he would never make it. She looked past her shoulder—Sephar had disappeared.

      “Gods damn it,” she said, and ran toward Wright. How long had it been since the sunwave had gone off? She had kept her reflexes burning at maximum for the duration, and her body felt like a furnace through the effort, relying on all her resistance-related talents to stop her brain from cooking like an egg inside her skull.

      “This is a waste of time, Wright,” she told the Dungeon Lord as both of them carried the dying Inquisitor toward the Portal. Virion was a few feet away, blood pouring from a dozen new wounds, barely keeping at bay a black sea of monsters with fangs that tore through enchanted armor as if it was wet paper. “No sense in dying to save an enemy. This is not how a Dungeon Lord acts.”

      “If… stop Sephar… need all the help… we can get,” Wright told her through gritted teeth.

      As if summoned by the sound of his name, something huge and full of legs dropped like a boulder from the ceiling right in front of them. Rainbow-colored insect wings larger than those of a griffin somehow kept the massive nightmarish monster hovering a foot above the ground. Its multiple mandibles spread open to reveal sections of teeth glistening with acidic saliva and a slithering black tongue. It’s smiling, Vaines realized in horror. All its pupils shone with the Evil Eye. “I agree with Lady Vaines,” Sephar told Wright. “At some point, you need to learn your limits.”

      I can take him, Vaines decided. She only needed to distract him for a second and—

      Sephar’s tail, a massive slab of muscle and razor-sharp chitin, enveloped around her legs like a giant snake. There was piercing pain as the tail constricted, and she could hear her bones splintering. There was a surprising lack of pain, she noted. Then Sephar threw her into the air like a cat tossing a mouse after growing tired of toying with it. She could see the mindbrood’s mouth as it spread to impossible widths to receive her, and she knew she was about to die. She gritted her teeth and readied her sword—maybe she would have time for one last strike.

      A beam of fire smashed into the side of the mindbrood and toppled the creature, sending it tumbling away at the last second. Zamos’ wrath. Virion’s spell. She hit the floor, hard, and the splinters of bone inside her legs shifted, like a dozen daggers inside her body. Her vision turned red with agony, and the last thing she saw before losing consciousness was Wright standing above her, dragging her and the Inquisitor toward the Portal while good, reliable Virion kept the nightmares at bay.

      

      “Virion, get in!” Wright’s yell reached the Dungeon Lord as if from a faraway place. Monsters surrounded him, and, as if he were in a nightmare, his movements were sluggish, slower after every second. He couldn’t even think clearly, as if someone had stuffed gauze inside his skull.

      He tried to run toward the Portal, but he realized before he took the first step that he would never make it. The mindbroods had fully transformed now, and they were closing in. Toying with him. The second he showed them his back, they would spring.

      “Go!” he yelled to the Portal behind him. “I have this under control.”

      “Don’t be a—” Wright called, but then one of the mindbroods—which had snuck quietly toward the Portal from a side—tried to jump through. Argent ended the spell an instant before the creature reached the edge of the Portal.

      Virion was alone, surrounded by monsters.

      The mindbroods closed in, saliva dribbling from their mandibles as they softly opened and closed. They are laughing, Virion realized.

      Furious, he began to cast every spell in his arsenal. For a couple seconds, he held the tide at bay.

      “Enough, Dungeon Lord, you are embarrassing yourself,” the Sephar-thing said as it calmly stood up, its side already regenerating the damage Virion had done. Necrotic energy spread in a circle around Virion’s feet. He attempted to jump out of the range of the spell, but he had lost too much blood, wasn’t fast enough. Black-and-purple hands sprouted from the ground and caught him, pinning him down and draining his Endurance. Air fled his lungs and was replaced by a terrible cold that spread from his limbs, headed inexorably toward his heart.

      “You can cast spells in that form?” Virion muttered. “It isn’t fair.”

      “Nothing in life ever is,” Sephar said.

      It was known that, when a Dungeon Lord died, if the man or woman had been notable enough, Murmur himself came to take his soul to the eternal halls that inevitably became the final dungeon where all Dungeon Lords would come to dwell.

      Virion wondered if he was notable enough for such an honor.

      Well, the best part to ensure that is with a worthy death, he decided. Dragging embers of strength from somewhere within his body, Virion pushed through the spell and dove into the mass of creatures and attempted to force his way through, his sword hacking and stabbing as far as his arm could swing. “Sephar!” he roared. “I am Lord Victor Virion of—”

      Sephar tore his sword arm right out of his shoulder socket. “We are not doing this,” the monster told Virion as the Dungeon Lord screamed in agony. “No final speeches, no brave last stand.” His claws dove into Virion and spread him out like a kid playing with clay. “You are nothing. Your mind is not worth preserving. You are no one. All the Bards shall ever know of you is that you were another stepping stone among thousands that Emperor Sephar climbed toward his inexorable destiny.”

      If something could be said about a high-level Dungeon Lord, it was that they could take a beating. It took a long time for Lord Virion to finally lose consciousness.

      By the time the darkness finally arrived, Virion welcomed it.

      

      The Portal vanished so close to Ed’s nose that he had to wonder what would’ve happened if part of him had still been on the other side.

      “Damn it!” There was no point making any pretenses about Virion’s fate. He had sacrificed himself for Vaines. Even among villains like these, there was honor…

      Ed cursed, trying to use anger as fuel to remain conscious. The pain in his bones was agonizing, but somehow the sunwave hadn’t killed him. Had Gallio pulled his punch at the last second?

      The Dungeon Lord set Vaines and Gallio along the corridor. Both were in terrible shape, in urgent need of medical attention. No medic was nearby, though. If I somehow could get Andreena here, Ed thought desperately. But he himself was no healer. He knew how to give basic first-aid, like everyone in the Haunt, though, and he hurried to stem the blood-flow from Gallio’s wound, or try to as best he could.

      He wondered if he was supposed to leave the guts where they were or plop them back in.

      They were in one of the sections of the Factory previously cleared while he’d been Vaines’ prisoner. This room wouldn’t be in the same place it had been before, though, so there was no telling what could come from its entrances at any time.

      Ryan’s Portal had bought them some time to lick their wounds, but the clock was ticking, and every second they weren’t on the move Sephar was getting closer to Tillman’s office.

      “Ed, we need to get out of this place!” Ryan told him. It took only a glance to let Ed know that Ryan was in shock—and in for a lifetime of therapy if he ever made it back to Earth. “That guy’s a goner, and Vaines is a shithead, just leave her! If she dies, maybe I’ll be able to Portal us away!” The frenzy in him calmed a bit and was replaced by a sort of sadness. “I want to go back home, Ed. Back to Earth,” he added quietly.

      A long time ago, Ed would’ve simply punched Ryan’s lights out so the man wouldn’t get in the way. “No one’s leaving. Whatever Sephar is about to throw at Ivalis, we need Vaines around to help us stop it.”

      “Stop it?! What do you care? Ed, you saw those fucking things, you saw what they did to Vaines. How the shit do you pretend to stop those abominations? You’re a Lasershark clerk in cosplay!”

      Ed grabbed Ryan by the neck of his shirt and pushed him against the wall. “Listen. When I first came here, Kharon ripped my heart out and replaced it with one of his,” he told Ryan, embers of the Evil Eye reflecting on the pampered young man’s eyes. “This is my home. I have fought for it, bled for it. I am Dungeon Lord Edward Wright of the Haunt. I don’t know exactly what Sephar intends, but I got the gist of it, and it’s nothing good. So I’ll stop it. To do that, I need the help of everyone, including that nut-job psycho woman, and that man who’s too stubborn to die. So we must save their lives. And there’s only one way we can do that. Pay close attention now, Ryan… I need you to almost choke me to death.”

      Ryan blinked. “What?”

      “I think I was perfectly clear,” Ed said. He pointed at Gallio with one bloody hand. “He doesn’t have much time, so just do as I say. Put your hands here and press like this, around the trachea, so you don’t crush it. Keep pressure until I pass out, then let go.” Ed hurriedly guided a very confused Ryan through the appropriate way to restrict bloodflow to the brain.

      “Are you sure?” Ryan asked, his hands around Ed’s neck.

      “Get on with it!”

      Ryan pressed.

      

      
        	Pledge of Muted Armor - Upon falling unconscious or being otherwise impaired, a team of four rescue drones is generated around the Dungeon Lord.

      

      

      There was, Ryan had to admit, something cathartic in choking Edward Wright until the asshole passed out. A cruel part of Ryan wondered what would happen if he just… kept squeezing. The rest of him was horrified at the idea. Murder was illegal.

      Four cracks of smoke came all of a sudden around him. He squealed and jumped away from the Dungeon Lord as four impish creatures lunged at him. They had big, mischievous eyes and were butt-ugly. The color scheme of their tunics seemed somewhat familiar.

      “Wait, is that a Lasershark logo?” Ryan asked them, raising an eyebrow. “That’s trademarked!”

      The creatures waved an obscene gesture his way, and then their attention focused on Ed’s unmoving body. One of the imps shrugged and jumped without ceremony on the man’s breastplate, and then slapped the Dungeon Lord.

      Ed woke up with a gasp and said something nasty under his breath about a woman named Alita. “Finally, rescue drones,” he said, recovering quickly. The drone-creatures looked very displeased with their Dungeon Lord, perhaps due to the exotic way in which he’d summoned them. Ryan had seen that very same look in his Lasershark employees after telling them they’d need to pull extra hours during the holidays. Many times.  “You four know first-aid, don’t you?” He nodded toward the Inquisitor’s chest and whatever remained of Vaines’ legs “Since you’re here, we need help stabilizing my friends.”

      The drones grumbled a series of unintelligible noises that Ryan could understand perfectly. It was the universal sound of someone saying, “Dude, not my job.”

      Ed understood the message too, because he nodded gravely and said, “Well, sorry about that. But I wasn’t asking, it’s an order. Get on with it, or I swear to Murmur I’ll put you on permanent hell-chicken-research-detachment.”

      It turned out that the drones were quite competent at giving first aid. While they worked, Ryan rested against a wall and tried his best to imagine he was back home, sitting in his gaming chair, and that he had eaten too many mushrooms and these last months were simply the father of all bad trips. If he closed his eyes, he could almost hear the purr of his laptop.

      He shook his head and did his best not to sob. He missed his parents. He wondered if they’d even know he was gone. They could spend many months away on their business trips, and sometimes they forgot to call.

      He even missed the lame Lasershark stores, the lazy employees, and the same-old-customers. At least none had ever tried to eat his brain through a straw.

      There was some kind of liquid soaking his pants. His heart skipped a beat—was it blood? Was he hurt? Was he going to die? Then he took a sniff. “Ah.” His ears burned bright red. At least Ed hadn’t noticed. The man was rummaging through everyone’s backpacks while the drones worked on the Inquisitor and Vaines.

      It was chilling, watching Ed—or the Dungeon Lord, as Ryan had started to refer to him in his head—so… acclimated to the hellish environment. Didn’t he have family back home? Someone to go back to? And yet, looking at the Dungeon Lord loot the bodies before they were even cold, Ryan could almost believe there was no other world but Ivalis: that the two of them had always been a pair of adventurers that never got along. Possibly because Ed was the ugly one and Ryan was the hot one.

      The Dungeon Lord set a series of flasks in a line on the ground, carefully reading their instructions and grunting to himself. He took out fourteen of them, almost emptying all backpacks in the process. He separated two and passed them to Ryan. “Drink these. One replenishes fatigue, the other will… steady your nerves.” He then handed the drones two sets of four flasks each and left another two for himself.

      Ryan took a sniff out of one flask, then wished he hadn’t. “What are theirs for?” he asked Ed, nodding toward the bodies as the drones fed them the potions; he wanted to buy his stomach some time.

      “To get them back on their feet—” Ed gave Vaines’ mauled lower half a sideways glance and winced. “Er… or as close to that as possible.”

      The potions tasted much worse than they smelled, and after drinking them Ryan dug up from between his teeth what turned out to be a beetle’s leg. But they brought warmth to his stomach as if he had drunk a mug of warm brandy while sitting beside his grandparents’ fireplace.

      “What’s in these?” he asked Ed, who suddenly looked slightly less like an asshole at the moment. “We should bottle them up, sell them on Earth, and become rich.”

      “Fairy—You know, it’s probably better if you don’t know what’s inside.”

      After finishing his own potions, Ed helped the drones dress the wounds in Vaines and the Inquisitor—whom the Dungeon Lord called Gallio. There was gauze in the backpacks, and Ed had the drones transmute improvised leg braces for Vaines out of the remains of a broken security scorpion in the next room, as well as a sort of light trolley with wheels. The drones loaded the unconscious Vaines onto the trolley so they could push her around.

      “This is ridiculous,” Ryan said. “How do you intend to beat that Sephar guy? You couldn’t before Vaines turned into a cripple, so what makes you think this time is going to be any different?”

      “I don’t have to kill him,” Ed explained. “Even though I don’t know any specifics, I do know he wants the Factory. So we just need to take it before he does.”

      Ryan wanted to laugh. The potions had returned a resemblance of strength to his exhausted body, but the damage to his spirit was greater. “Ed, we barely made any progress at all with an entire team and three Dungeon Lords. Hell, these assholes have been trying to reach the office for years. The two of us, carrying two wounded, are not going to get even halfway there.”

      The Dungeon Lord’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t be so sure about that,” he said, although from his distant expression Ryan could guess he was barely paying any attention to the conversation. “It’s strange,” Ed added after a long silence. “People warned me that the Factory could change its layout, but the Museum was accurate.”

      “Yeah.” Ryan nodded. “Actually, I don’t get it.”

      “Do the maintenance beetles rebuild the Museum from scratch after every change? I don’t think so.” Ed scratched his chin. “It is as if—”

      At that moment, the Inquisitor next to Vaines groaned and stirred, and Ed and Ryan’s attention shifted to the man. Despite the terrible wound in his belly, the gaze that glared at the Dungeon Lord was sharp and fierce.

      “Wraith,” Gallio said coarsely, “I should kill you right now.”

      

      Gallio realized he had been drugged the second he awoke. It was probably a good thing; he could feel the pain of the stab wound lurking at the edge of his consciousness, ready to return and overwhelm him. It was like a wolf lurking through a forest, waiting for a chance to attack.

      Edward Wright was only a few feet away, unarmed and alone except for four chattering drones. Someone had taken Gallio’s weapons and armor, but he didn’t need steel to kill the scions of the Dark. He only needed his faith, and his will.

      At the moment, though, he felt quite low on both.

      “Good luck with that,” Edward told him, answering Gallio’s empty threat, though there was mockery behind his words. The Dungeon Lord looked as weary as Gallio felt. “Can you stand?”

      Gallio sighed and took stock of his condition. The bandaging around his torso was tight, and he didn’t feel as dizzy from blood loss as before. Still, his arms and legs seemed to be made of lead, and breathing was as a difficult as clearing a dungeon by himself. “I’d rather not,” he said. He groaned and rested his head against the wall.

      Both men said nothing for a while. Gallio noticed Vaines lying next to him, still unconscious, and also spotted the man half-hiding behind Ed. According to his sources, that one was Argent Planeshifter. Everyone in the room other than Gallio himself had a “Kill on sight” warrant signed by the King.

      Once again, Gallio’s life had been saved by his country’s greatest foes.

      Memories flooded him. The attack. Jayden and Dalph’s betrayal. And then, everything else.

      “Is it true?” he asked Wright. “Sephar was alive all this time? He was the one that had Ioan release the mindbrood inside Burrova.” Did you know? Gallio thought, recalling the traitorous Ranger. Did you know, or you were just another toy in a madman’s games?

      “I believe,” Edward said, visibly choosing his words with care, “that there is a mindbrood that believes he is Dungeon Lord Sephar. This creature possesses the talents and powers of a high-level Dungeon Lord, and some abilities even beyond that. Like you, I believe this Sephar was the one that gave Ioan the mindbrood’s egg. After that, it seems he found a normal mindbrood to be too noticeable, so he altered the larva. I’ve fought people like the Akathunians before. They are a pain to kill. But fire does the job just fine.”

      It was too much for Gallio to take in all at once. The danger of a single mindbrood warranted entire cities to burn to the ground. And now there was a mind like Sephar’s controlling them? Every other threat to Heiliges paled in comparison.

      And then he caught on to the implications of Wright’s words, and the betrayal of Gallio’s men.

      The Inquisition has been compromised, Gallio thought, suddenly so cold he likely could’ve been mistaken by one of the undead. How far does the infection run? Are the Examiners corrupted? The King?

      “Yeah,” Wright told him, as if the Dungeon Lord could read his mind. “Things are not looking so bright.” He brushed aside a stray lock of hair. “That’s why I’m going to need your help. We can’t allow Sephar to acquire the Factory. You saw what seven mindbroods can do. Imagine a mass-produced army.”

      Gallio frowned. “Because working together has served us so well in the past,” he said. “Even if we somehow take the Factory first, you’ll build an army as well. One that will kill Heiligians.”

      “Probably,” Wright said. “Unless you convince the Militant Church to leave my damn country alone.” Gallio scoffed at that, and even Wright gave a wry smile. “I won’t try to change your mind about me or my intentions, since we both know how that has worked out in the past. However, it seems you’re facing two options, Gallio, and both lead to bad endings. You’re going to have to choose who is worse. Me or Sephar.”

      There was probably something sarcastic Gallio could’ve said to such an ominous comment. He held his tongue, though. The Inquisitor recalled the confrontation in the Armory, how the two Dungeon Lords had faced each other. They had practically declared war against the other.

      If Gallio had been born in Wright’s shoes, perhaps he would’ve made very similar choices as the Dungeon Lord. Although Wright’s mistakes had led to war, Gallio had to admit Wright’s behavior was human.

      Sephar, however… Agony and torture could warp a person’s mind, and Sephar had undergone much of each during his last moments, according to the tale of the Bane. And whatever monster had devoured that delirious, dying brain had forever preserved rage and madness that should have been mercifully washed away by the gentle repose of death.

      This new Sephar was a broken mind, mended together by the abominations from the Wetlands, with something unknowable lurking underneath the fractures.

      “I am not helping you get the Factory,” Gallio said. Somehow, he found the strength to stand, although his legs wobbled and his head spun. “I am fighting off a worse threat, and the best way to do that is to work with you. For the moment.”

      Wright grinned, then extended a hand and helped the Inquisitor steady himself. “Hey, Ryan, how does that quote go…? ‘The enemy of my enemy is my enemy’s enemy. Nothing more, nothing less.’”

      

      The Portal opened to one of the rooms they had cleared before. Ed went first, because no one else was in any condition to take a hit.

      “Clear,” he called behind him. Ryan and Gallio entered, followed by his drones carrying Vaines’ unconscious body on the shoddy wheeled contraption the drones had transmuted. Seeing her moved in that state would’ve probably given any medical professional a heart attack, but the alternative was to leave her to become lampagos lunch.

      Unlike Gallio, the Dungeon Lady hadn’t recovered consciousness yet, and there were strange crystalline growths on her face and arms; they were glimmering grains of sand at first, but had grown to the size of a small pimple. When Ed had questioned the rescue drones, they had mimicked a twig being snapped in two. Ominous, and Ed dared not think of the implications.

      From that familiar room they delved through a new set of corridors. The plan, insofar as it could be called a plan, was to use the spots Vaines had ordered Ryan to remember as safe Portal locations, and hope to all the gods that during the Factory’s scramble one of them would now lead to Tillman’s office. If along the way they ran into a trap, the plan called for “improvisation” and “we’ll probably die, anyway.”

      Ed ranked it as the shoddiest plan he’d ever had in his career as a Dungeon Lord, but the alternative was to ask Sephar to play ball and give them a ride.

      They did not run into any traps as they explored the Factory. Ed had had a hunch they wouldn’t. The Museum was constantly nagging at the back of his mind.

      What they did run into was what remained of many previous enemies or former allies. Some of the minions Vaines had lost during the shift in the Armory had made a last stand against someone in a tight set of stairs, and the remains and the stench had made Ryan empty his stomach—Ed and Gallio had almost joined him.

      In some areas, the destruction left around was clearly the work of Sephar’s Brood. They would then go through a Portal to a different area.

      Ed found the lampagos that had given Redwood and him so much trouble only a few hours ago. That seemed like a million years in the past. He could not tell what had killed the monsters, but his guess was undead. A bad way to go. Ed got a lump in his throat at the sight. Perhaps he was becoming superstitious, thinking of the senseless fate of the two great hunters as some kind of augury. More likely, it was because now he would never get the chance to capture them and add them to his dungeons.

      The trudge through the Factory was long, tiring, and miserable. The halls were silent, the Forges dirty with ash. Not even the maintenance beetles were around, and the distant machinery did not tick behind the walls anymore. Every minute the pressure in Ed’s ears grew. Whenever they came by a window, he could see the red sky, like a sea along which sailed the colossal undead beast that carried the Factory on its back.

      Ed realized they were gaining altitude. One way or the other, the Endeavor was nearing its end.

      Kes’ message came without warning. Are you alive? the message said. We ran into a spot of trouble here. Roughed up but fine. Diviners trying to lock on you. Screens are down. Fiends are rioting. What is going on?

      I’m going to need more than a single rune for this one, Ed realized, rummaging through his pockets. He got his friends up to date, although he had his doubts they’d believe him. We’ll need extraction, he finished, glancing surreptitiously at Vaines and Ryan.

      He didn’t mention what he intended to do when he caught up with Sephar, because he did not know himself.

      A scream broke the silence, distant but clear like a shrill musical note.

      Gallio and Ed exchanged glances. “It could be a ploy,” said the Inquisitor. “A way for Sephar to lure us in.”

      “Agreed,” Ed said. “And yet…”

      That was all the discussion needed. They went to check out the scream. Ryan, of course, protested vehemently, and was ignored.

      Following the source of the noise through a series of empty corridors, they arrived in the scattered remains of a greenhouse. Colorful, mutated plants lay broken and scattered, and the walls were marred with chlorophyll blotches. One of the dead plant-creatures had been cut open and the half-digested remains of one of Lord Steros’ minions had spilled out. Ed winced at the sight, but there was nothing to be done. He pressed forward.

      They found what remained of Ed’s original team backed against a corner: Xorander, Steros, and Spymaster Macer. They were covered in blood, sweat, and dirt. All but Steros had lost their weapons at some point, and judging by the fact that Xorander wasn’t unleashing arcane devastation at the moment, she was either out or low on spells.

      “Stop this madness at once!” Xorander told the giant that towered menacingly above her. She hadn’t yet noticed the arrival of Ed and the others. “Your former master is dead, you’re under my control now!”

      Ed and Lord Steros exchanged glances. “Uh, Cassara…” Steros said under his breath.

      “Lord Wright was too weak to survive the dangers of the Standard Factory,” Xorander was telling Rolim’s huge, angry bulk. “He’s gone. Pact with me or be destroyed!”

      Ed coughed politely at that point. Before things got even more awkward.

      Everyone looked at him.

      “Oh, thank the Dark,” whispered Macer, then he let out a long sigh.

      “Ah, dunghill,” Xorander said, eyes wide. “Lord Wright. You survived…”

      At a gesture from Ed, Rolim stood down. “Obviously,” the Dungeon Lord told Xorander. “No thanks to you.”

      “Friends of yours?” Gallio asked, clearly at odds with the situation. The Inquisitor probably would’ve preferred if they had run into one of the mindbroods. A fight to the death was easier to wade through than the Lordship’s tangled loyalties.

      “In a manner of speaking,” Ed said.

      The Dungeon Lady paled, then she had the gall to blush in anger. “Lady Vaines took you prisoner! There was nothing we could do, and we risked enough by allowing your minions to leave our side.” She narrowed her eyes. “How did you manage to escape?” She faced Gallio. “And who the hell are you? You’re dressed like an…” Her Evil Eye activated as she took a look at Gallio’s character sheet. “By Murmur!” She jumped back, her hand reaching for a weapon that wasn’t there, and her mouth already beginning to form the start of a spell.

      Before Gallio could dash forward to stop her, Ed stepped between them. Steros made a gesture as if he planned to enter the conflict, but Rolim, who was still behind the two Dungeon Lords, placed a “gentle” hand on the shoulder of each. They stiffened and stood down.

      “Everyone stay calm,” Ed said, and somehow managed to add a note of threat to that phrase. It wasn’t hard with Rolim backing him up. “Inquisitor Gallio is with me. Believe it or not, we have bigger problems than Xorander trying to hijack my undead monstrosity—no offense, Rolim.” Ed decided to try for a direct approach. “Sephar was reborn as a mindbrood and wants the Factory. We are trying to outrace him.”

      Xorander laughed; Macer and Steros looked skeptical. “This is not the time for jokes, Lord Wright,” Steros said sternly. “If we wish to salvage something out of our alliance, I suggest you treat us seriously.”

      Ed realized it was as if he had just told two guys from Earth that Genghis Khan was alive inside the Ebola virus.

      “This is going to be a pain to explain,” he told Gallio.

      “Then don’t,” Gallio said. “I know these two. Minor Dungeon Lords. The Inquisition doesn’t rank them as priority targets. We do not need them.”

      “I’m afraid we’re going to need all the help we can get,” Ed said, glancing at the bandages visible under Gallio’s mail. There was blood soaking through them already.

      As if on cue, Ed’s drones arrived with Vaines in tow, followed by a nervous-looking Ryan. Although Vaines was covered up to her neck by a blanket, and the outgrowths on her face were big enough now to obscure her features, it was pretty obvious who she was.

      “Lady Vaines?” Steros asked. “An illusion, obviously. Wright, you’re toying with us.”

      Someone gave a wet cough. Vaines opened her eyes, weakly, and Ed could see how the Dungeon Lady visibly forced herself back to consciousness. Grimacing in pain, she slowly managed to prop her upper body up to a half-sitting position. “Does this look like a game to you?” she asked.

      “Murmur have mercy,” Xorander said. Half of Vaines face was gone, replaced by the crystal outgrowth which had acquired an orange coloration growing in intensity. “She’s becoming a Dungeon Jewel.”

      

      With Vaines back, the strangest team of all the Endeavors held its first and last emergency council. They spread in a semicircle around Vaines’ cot. If someone had seen them from afar, they would’ve made a sorry sight. Although the Dungeon Lady was the worst of them, no one was unhurt. Put together, they had perhaps three spells left. They were short on weapons, potions, and morale.

      Somehow, it would have to be enough.

      “Let’s suppose we believe you,” Steros said after Vaines was done corroborating Ed’s story. “If Sephar—or a mindbrood claiming to be him—is here, then we need to warn Lotia. Marquis Adolvar has to reunite the Lordship, organize a hunting party.”

      “If Sephar chose to reveal himself now,” Vaines said, “it means he no longer fears discovery. Either the Factory will make him too powerful to be stopped, or he has already undermined the Lotian nobility the same way we suspect he has the Inquisition.”

      “Yes, the Inquisition. His presence is something we haven’t forgotten about,” Steros said fiercely, pointing a finger at Gallio. “House Steros would love to make you answer for all the blood you’ve spilled, Inquisitor.”

      “Any time, Dungeon Lord,” Gallio said calmly.

      For a moment it looked as if the two of them would draw steel, but then Vaines interrupted. “Lord Steros, my spine may be broken, but I promise you that if you keep wasting my time, I’ll crawl your way and kill you with my teeth.”

      Steros’ lips trembled. He was probably wondering if it was an empty threat. He shrugged angrily and refused to look at Gallio.

      In the silence, there came the very faint sound of metal clashing against metal in a pattern they were all very familiar with.

      Lady Xorander cursed under her breath, then said, “We should leave soon. How do you plan to take the Factory, anyway? There’s eight of us, but three are dead weight and the rest can barely move. If Sephar is as strong as you claim, going forward would be suicide. Lord Wright, you can’t think we can win here. Be wise and know your limits. Let’s retreat today, and then we can warn Lotia and the Regents. With their force united, we can take back the Factory, and then chase Sephar back to whatever hole he’s hiding.”

      “We are not asking you to help out of the good of your hearts,” Ed explained, stepping forward. “Opposing Sephar is the smart call. If we can’t take the Factory, we must destroy it. Otherwise everyone, including House Steros and House Xorander, is screwed. No more fun wars with Heiliges, no more evil scheming, no nothing. Game over.”

      “If you want to leave, I won’t stop you,” Ed went on. The metallic footsteps were closer now. Ryan eyed the nearest entrance and his lips trembled a bit. “However, this is our best shot at slowing down that man. If we fail today, he gets access to the mutagens, the magical items, the monsters. Everything. I doubt even the Regents could stop him then.” Since the two Dungeon Lords gave him a disbelieving look, he continued, “Imagine if he altered the mindbrood larva to spread as a virus. The size of a grain of sand, just flying in the wind forever, until someone breathed it in. Imagine if, at the same time, he found a way to make thousands of eggs instead of a dozen or so.”

      “Oh,” Steros said, going pale. He gripped his sword, as if looking for some comfort there. “I see why the Inquisitor is here. You… have my apologies,” he told Gallio. Then, to Ed and Vaines, “What can I do to help?”

      Ed grinned. With Steros won over, Xorander begrudgingly fell in line. They were back in the fight. “I have a plan. Call it a hunch. You’ll have to trust me on this one.” He pointed at the entrance. The approaching sound of footsteps were almost upon them. “Our little council is missing just one participant. And… here it comes.”

      The scorpion appeared, covered in shadows, a tin patina of rust visible on the hard edges of its brass shell. It was an older model, ravaged by time and several skirmishes. Half its face was melted, and its tail creaked as it bumbled stiffly side to side. Columns of vapor shot up from several exhaust ports along its body.

      Ed’s group fanned around him, brandishing whatever weapons they had left, trying to look menacing. The Dungeon Lord gestured at Rolim to stand down. “No one move a muscle,” Ed ordered, while desperately hoping he wasn’t about to get a stinger through the heart.

      Instead of attacking, like all the other security scorpions before, the construct stopped a few feet away from Ed and then was still, as if waiting for something.

      “I see,” Lady Vaines said. Her voice was a dry rasp, as if she had crushed glass in her throat. “When did you realize it?”

      “My suspicions started when the platforms shifted,” Ed said. “Although I only put two and two together a little while ago.” He nodded at the scorpion, as if acknowledging the opponent of a game. “Back in the Armory, Jarlen thought she had been the one that caused the platforms to rearrange themselves. I wasn’t really in the frame of mind to contest that. But thinking about it, that sort of reaction had nothing to do with the rest of the times we triggered a trap. It didn’t even get rid of us. If the objective was to get us out of the Armory, there are better ways to do that.” He shook his head. “I believe the rearranging had a different objective, and we were just caught in the crossfire. My hypothesis is that the Standard Factory was trying to keep Sephar away from Tillman’s office. Which means…”

      Vaines laughed, or tried to, and the sound that made was much worse than her speech. “Ah. So all this time the Lordship and the Regents were being played for fools. It seems Sephar wasn’t the only one willing to surprise us.” Then she raised her only remaining eyebrow. “I wonder which of the two is behind this.”

      Still the scorpion made no move, content just to watch for the moment.

      Ryan’s gaze went from Ed to Vaines and over again. “I don’t get it,” he said, finally.

      “You’re not the only one, Planeshifter,” Xorander told him.

      “It means two things,” Ed went on. “First.” He raised one finger. “Sephar had to be closer to Tillman’s office than we were. Malikar hadn’t summoned him when we dealt with Lord Vandran in the Museum, meaning he had to be behind us at the time.” He paused to let that sink in. Every single contestant in the Endeavor had passed by an entrance to the office and had missed it. “The Factory, seeing his intentions and realizing he was too close for comfort, rearranged itself to keep him away. It put him close to us, either by chance or hoping we all would kill each other. Evidently, it failed, and since it hasn’t rearranged again, I suspect it’s running out of juice.” He raised a second finger. “The other thing. Most of us have knowledge of artificial constructs. We know what they can do and what they can’t. At first, I thought the Factory’s security system was just that: a series of interconnected traps and security measures. All the alarms and warnings certainly helped sell that illusion. However, actively keeping Sephar away from the office goes beyond the programming of a construct like a skeleton or a golem. That requires discernment. So does building a Museum that reflects the Factory’s previous layout despite the fact it changes constantly from Endeavor to Endeavor.” He strolled toward the scorpion, trying to appear confident, and hoping to all the gods he hadn’t made a huge, faulty leap of logic somewhere and was about to eat a deadly portion of brass. “In short, there’s no automated security system keeping Dungeon Lords away from the office. There is a mind. A human one, and I would be willing to bet we know who that is.”

      It was as if all the Dungeon Lord’s words had been directed at the scorpion, as if Ed dared the construct to prove him wrong. Instead, the dreaded stinger never came. The creature just kept staring at them in silence.

      Well, Ed thought. Here goes nothing. “Madame Tillman,” he said. “I believe it is time we have a talk. Face to face.”

      Nothing happened. He could feel the stillness of his companions behind him, no one daring to move a muscle in fear they would set off the tension in the room and goad the scorpion to attack.

      Then the construct slowly lifted one of its heavy brass pincers. Ed tensed and had to resist the urge to jump away and go on the offensive. But instead of attacking, the creature opened the pincer a fraction and dropped something, a piece of paper, that fluttered down toward the floor and landed a few feet away from Ed. The scorpion then turned stiffly and went back from where it had come.

      No one said anything until Ed picked up the slip of paper and examined it.

      “What is it?” Gallio asked.

      Ed grinned.

      

      
        
        Saint Claire & Tillman’s proudly presents:

      

      

      
        
        An invitation to the Grand Opening of the Standard Factory’s Museum, to be held in the wing:

        

        A Prophecy of the Future

        

        Pack your bags and get ready for the fun to start!

        

      

      
        
        Kind regards,

        Lord Saint Claire & Evangeline Tillman.
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Chapter Thirty

          

          Eulogy

        

      

    

    
      The Museum’s vast main hall had gained a threatening quality since the last time Ed had been there. While the others were exiting Ryan’s Portal, the Dungeon Lord looked up at the crimson zeppelin replica hanging from the ceiling and noted it would be a perfect place for a couple of mindbroods to hide.

      Shadows seemed to come to life as the group advanced past the main wing, up a series of stairs, and through a corridor with a faded red carpet, brass railings, and furnishings. The ticket seemed to burn in Ed’s pocket, calling for his attention as his armored steps made muffled sounds on the carpet that broke the looming silence enveloping him and his companions.

      “Nice paintings,” Ryan noted as way of nervous conversation. Framed paintings hung from the walls, showing scenes of vast brass cities with white vapor trails rising to the skies. “I did not know Ivalis Online had a hidden steampunk vibe.” Other paintings had Dungeon Lords with eldritch green eyes standing on spider-like vehicles, overseeing industrial operations with archaic flying machines circling overhead like a flock of brass birds.

      Xorander gave Ryan a worried look. “What is steampunk?” she asked Ed. “And what the hell is he talking about?”

      “Don’t mind him,” Ed told her, although he wondered about Ryan’s condition. It seemed to be getting worse.

      The paintings showed a possible future; the way Evangeline Tillman, Ivalian proto-industrialist, had envisioned it. Ryan had compared it to steampunk because he came from a world that had advanced past that stage of development—and also had no magic as far as Ed knew. To people like Vaines or Xorander, who had no concept of science fiction, these images had to look utterly alien, just as unbelievable as a Bard’s craziest fantastical romp.

      Lisa would’ve been all over the aesthetic, though, Ed thought. It was a shame she wasn’t here to see it.

      The corridor brought them to a pair of elegant doors guarded by a—somewhat familiar-looking—golem. It cheerfully waited for the rest of Ed’s group, bobbling in place like an excited worker bee.

      “Didn’t Xorander blow you up a while ago?” Ed asked, more to himself than anyone else.

      “Welcome to the ‘Prophecy of the Future’ by Saint Claire & Tillman’s entertainment division! We regret to inform you this wing is yet under construction and is not open to the public just yet,” the golem announced, impossibly happy. “If you wish to attend the inauguration, please provide sufficient authorization or face immediate destruction!”

      “Should I fireball him?” Xorander wondered aloud.

      “Last time that didn’t go so well, my Lady,” Spymaster Macer told her, just a tiny hint of reproach in his tone.

      Ed showed the ticket to the golem, who took it in its clunky appendages and examined it closely. “Ah, a VIP invitation. Haven’t seen one of these in a while. Or ever, for that matter. Everything looks to be in order.” Then, it bit the edge of the slip and handed it back to Ed, a pair of round holes apparently marking it as redeemed. “As esteemed VIP guests of Saint Claire & Tillman, you are entitled to a guide, Fast Track access to all our attractions, an interview with our esteemed Directors, and complimentary drinks at the end of the tour. Please, follow me.”

      The golem threw open the doors and stepped into the darkness, whistling a cheerful tune. The group faced a second of indecision, painfully aware that they could be stepping into an ambush with little they could do about it.

      In the end, Ed shrugged. “I would kill for a complimentary drink,” he said, and went after the golem.

      The rest followed. Steros and Xorander were right behind him, followed by Ryan and Macer, then Vaines’ cot dragged by the rescue drones, and finally Rolim guarding the rear. As soon as they all went through, the doors closed behind them and magical light was activated. Where the Factory’s forges had Saint Claire’s handprint all over them—hard lines, naked metal, and function over form—the Prophecy wing spoke of Tillman’s influence. Checkered furniture and floorboards, brass and silver furnishings, marble and obsidian as far as the eye could see. There was an expensive bar at one end of the wing, with elegant glassware and bottles so old most of their contents were probably undrinkable. Even the air was permeated with the sort of scent one might expect from an elegant opera theater.

      “It’s like a Bard’s tale in here,” Xorander pointed out.

      Ed had a sensation of having stepped into a version of an Ivalian “World of Tomorrow” sort of deal. Mosquito-like constructs the size of dogs hung from the ceiling, built out of brass, iron, and wood. Displays showed models of impossible machines that mixed magical theorems with vapor engines and slim, impractical technology taken straight out of Jules Verne’s imagination. Mannequins showed Tillman’s prediction of the Lotian fashion of the future. Ed doubted she would’ve worn any of her own designs. The wing was vast, and had many rides and attractions that looked promising. On a whim, Ed examined the floors and walls, looking for the telltale signs of the platforms that allowed for the Factory’s expedited reconstruction. He didn’t find any. This part of the Factory appeared to be fixed. It probably meant nothing… or it was a small bit of evidence that Tillman favored her own creations over those of her business partner, because no such concern had been spared to Lord Saint Claire’s Armory.

      “Should we begin the tour?” the golem asked. Its tone was eager.

      Ed wanted very much to say yes. He would’ve loved to spend a day exploring the wing, hopefully without anything trying to kill him. Maybe Klek would’ve enjoyed tagging along.

      “Another time,” he said, hoping that was true. “We are in a hurry. You said something about us having an interview with the Factory’s Directors. Is there a way to reach them from here?”

      Despite its facial features being chiseled in brass, the golem managed a dejected slump. “No one ever wants to take the tour,” it said. Then, it regained its composure and pointed its arm appendage toward the opposite end of the wing. “Please, follow me. Your ticket includes access to Director Tillman’s personal elevator.”

      “Finally, some good news,” Xorander said as the golem went off ahead.

      Since he was at the front of the committee, no one saw Ed’s grimace. Farther through the wing, the showcases gradually switched their focus from predicting technological advances toward the changes with the Lotian society.

      Ed noticed he was starting to get slightly dizzy and popped his ears. It seemed that the Factory’s undead dragon was flying steadily higher by the minute. He wondered if the mindbrood could survive without oxygen. He certainly couldn’t. He sped his stride.

      It wasn’t hard to divine Tillman’s ideology through her concept of a perfect society. Ed had an increasingly bad taste in his mouth as he saw paintings of people that looked like Alder with arms and legs locked in chains being herded by Tillman’s mechanical constructs toward art deco pyramids with mechanical-assisted sacrificial altars at the top, manned by High Clerics wearing the latest fashion. A Lotian couple walked right at the front of the painting, each holding the hand of an eight-year-old boy, who stared in awe at the line of Heiligian slaves.

      Ed saw life-sized wax statues of a cadre of attractive Dungeon Lords standing around a map of a united Lotia. A fake window behind them showed a painted-on background with one massive Standard Factory blotting out the sun, pumping out brass automatons in a never-ending stream of industry. The Lotian map was divided in provinces and each of them held a miniature model of one such Factory.

      Ed realized, almost as an afterthought, that Ivalis had enough space for more than one great Villain to go around, and that underneath Saint Claire & Tillman’s cheerful facade had lurked something way darker. Hadn’t the two Directors been Sephar’s contemporaries? It was probably for the best that most great, world-spanning, civilization-toppling schemes had a tendency to run in the way of each other.

      Not for the first time the Lord of the Haunt wondered what future generations would think of his own schemes, if they were to run into the Haunt’s own Museum in some nebulous future.

      Next to the wax statues was a brass lift elevator of the sort Ed would’ve expected in a very old hotel. The elevator was huge and would’ve easily fit all of them, but it was ruined, bent, and trashed as if it had fallen from a huge distance; debris was strewn in a circle in front of Ed’s feet. Steros cursed loudly behind him. The elevator doors had been pried open. Although he already knew the answer, Ed turned toward the golem and asked, “Did any visitors arrive before us?”

      The golem wriggled its arm appendages nervously. “They came through a different entrance not long before you arrived,” it explained. “They did not have tickets, but reports from security suggest that we were unable to stop them.”

      “And you didn’t tell us this before because?” Gallio asked, leaving the question open.

      “You didn’t ask. I am merely an automaton,” the golem replied. “I have no way to discern which information is relevant to our guests’ interests.”

      “Of course,” Ed said, though he was doubtful. “Well, I didn’t come all this way to be stopped so easily.” He crawled inside the ruined elevator. There was a maintenance hatch at the top. The fall had bent it out of shape and it wouldn’t budge. Ed called Rolim over and the undead man hunched over, half-crawled into the elevator, then turned on his back and pressed against the hatch with both hands. There was a sharp noise of metal changing shape, and then the hatch popped upward and disappeared. A strong gust of wind poured from the opening. After Rolim crawled out the elevator, Ed went in and took a look.

      “Well, that makes sense,” he said to himself. He looked toward the others. “Guess where Tillman put her office.”

      A slash of open red sky shone down the hatch. A vast stretch of yellowed, ridged, vertebrae like those of a dinosaur’s spine extended for a couple hundred meters—from Ed’s perspective it may as well have been ten miles—toward the undead dragon’s naked skull. The creature’s spine swayed like a tree under a storm as the creature adjusted its flight path.

      Perhaps it was the altitude and the ever-increasing lack of oxygen, but looking up toward the skull had made the world around Ed spin as if he was on an out-of-control carousel, and his heart pounded in his chest. He closed his hand into a fist and realized his palms were damp.

      Steros and Xorander had very similar reactions, followed by a lot of cursing and arguing. Dungeon Lords hated heights and going underwater. Having a water-breathing ring had allowed Ed to face one of those fears, but no one on the team had anything resembling wings.

      And yet. “There are iron steps nailed to the vertebrae,” Ed pointed out. “I believe they reach all the way to the skull.” He guessed they were there for maintenance, or in case of an emergency.

      Steros and Xorander stopped arguing. Everyone looked at Ed.

      “Wright,” Gallio said. “Just to be clear. You are suggesting we, in our current condition, climb that neck.”

      “The wind is very strong,” Macer pointed out. “No offense, my Lords, but it would be suicide for most of us. And in Lady Vaines’ case, plain impossible.”

      Steros and Macer could make the climb, Ed decided, but that would mean leaving the others behind. Splitting the party often presaged its violent end, but he just simply couldn’t see any other option.

      “Leave the wounded behind,” Vaines said, weakly, but still managing to sound like an annoyed teacher. “Get to that damned office. It’s the only thing that matters.”

      Ed was not a betting man, but he was absolutely sure that Sephar had left a few mindbroods to take care of any stragglers. To leave the wounded here, including Vaines, was tantamount to letting them die. “Not an option,” he said.

      Although… He narrowed his eyes. “There is a way we can all get in,” he said. And gave a pointed look.

      One by one, the entire group followed his gaze and focused on Ryan, who had until then been trying to make himself invisible through sheer force of will.

      

      Ed fastened the straps of his backpack before the climb and made sure the rest of his equipment was tightly secured on his body. In doing so, he found the necklace the Haunt’s Diviners had used to keep track of his location. He mulled it over for a moment, then took it off.

      “Here.” He handed it to Steros. “If I don’t make it, my minions may be able to get you out of here with this.”

      He turned toward the elevator, where Ryan was already waiting.

      “Wright. Wait,” Vaines called raspingly. The crystals around her face and body were not only growing, but coalescing into one single lump. It was as if Vaines was growing a coffin that would entrap her forever inside. Ed shivered.

      The Dungeon Lady gestured at the empty sheath hanging from his belt. “You lost your sword,” she said.

      Ed recalled that the Akathunians had taken his weapon when he passed out. They had neglected to take the short sword he carried on his back, though. “It’s fine, I’ve a spare.”

      “Let me see that.” Vaines grabbed the short sword, frowned with what remained of her face, and tossed it away. “You won’t last a second against a mindbrood with that thing. You need something you cannot lose. Here.” Vaines extended her hand, and black Eulogy appeared in her grasp as if out of thin air.

      “Vaines,” Ed said. “I can’t—”

      “Nonsense,” Vaines said. “My fighting days are over. It will be dangerous up there. Take it.” Even holding the weapon seemed like a huge effort for her. Ed doubted, then nodded. Vaines went on to say, “I, Dungeon Lady Aramis Vaines, bequeath in life the sword Eulogy to Dungeon Lord Edward Wright, naming him as its sole owner. May it serve you well, Edward.” The glyphs in the blade shimmered and seemed to dance and rearrange themselves.

      Ed took the weapon from Vaines’ hand and tested its balance. It wasn’t right at first—too long and heavy—but then something changed and the weight was now perfect, as if it had been made for him in the first place. He recalled something Vaines had told him in the Armory, about how every weapon was made custom to its owner’s specifications. This meant that Eulogy’s capacity to conform to a new owner’s needs was something Vaines had asked Saint Claire to add. She had intended the blade to be part of her legacy, something to leave to future Dungeon Lords of her House. To her descendants. Now it was Ed’s. He untied his old sheath and replaced it with Vaines’.

      “Thank you,” he told the Dungeon Lady.

      Then it was time to leave. Every second wasted was a second Sephar got closer to his goal. Ed hurried toward the elevator. “Give me a boost,” he told Ryan. Ryan gave Vaines a fearful glance, then linked his hands together so Ed could step atop them.

      The Dungeon Lord reached the hatch, then climbed up and out of the Standard Factory. The wind came at once, as if it had been waiting in ambush, and buffeted his face. His cursewing-scarf flopped madly past his back. Ed gritted his teeth, fighting off a wave of vertigo. The crimson sky was above him, and so were the towering vertebrae of the undead dragon. Around him were the slanted rooftops of the Factory, with its many chimneys extending like iron hills as far as he could see. He caught a glimpse of a vast skeletal wing in the distance, and his knees trembled. He was painfully aware of how easy it would be to lose his footing on the smooth surface of the rooftop.

      “Now it’s your turn,” he said, forcing himself to remain calm for Ryan’s sake, as if Ed thought all of this was just another day in the business. If not for Vaines’ circlet, Ed held little doubt that “Argent” would’ve run away through a Portal a long time ago.

      Ryan accepted Ed’s hand and, groaning, climbed out of the elevator’s shaft. The Planeshifter took a wide look at his surroundings, and Ed saw the young man’s blue eyes widen in fear. “This is suicide,” Ryan said, hunkering down as if the wind was about to tear him away and throw him off of the Factory like a leaf. “Ed, screw Vaines’ orders, I can’t do this!”

      Carefully, Ed found the Thieves Guild climbing tools stashed in his Guild-issued belt and took out a thin line of iron cord. Without a word, he secured the cord around Ryan’s waist, then gave it a couple hard yanks to test the feedback. “I’ll go first, so if you slip you’ll remain attached,” Ed told him.

      “Damn it, this is a goddamn nightmare!” Ryan said, looking up at the climb ahead. “That fucking creature is waiting for us up there, you have to know that! You need to help me, Ed, you need to get me out of here. Can’t you just take the fucking circlet off so I can Portal us away?”

      Ed clenched his hand into a fist as Ryan kept going on. The Dungeon Lord closed the distance between them and Ryan flinched, as if expecting a punch. Ed placed a hand on his shoulder. “Ryan. Listen to me. This is happening, and you need to face it. You can’t hide in a corner any longer.”

      Ryan, who had at one point been the greatest douche Ed had ever met, grimaced and visibly held back tears. “So what, you’ll try to convince me with an inspiring speech, like you did with Xorander and Steros?” He shook his head sadly. “It won’t work. I’m not like you, Ed. This is terrifying. It doesn’t matter if you tell me it’s my duty, or if it’s the right thing to do. I’m not a hero! If I go up there, I’ll get killed!”

      All the times that Ed had fought and almost died flashed in his mind. “Between you and me? I’m no hero either. I get it, Ryan. You’re scared. I am too—every single time. When facing monsters that can rip through Dungeon Lords twice as strong as I, talk of valor and duty and heroism goes right out the window. When something that can gut me in the time it takes to blink is charging right at me, I’m not thinking of the power of friendship or the redeeming graces of love. All that fades away. There is only one thing that matters.” He could see the embers of the Evil Eye reflected in Ryan’s terrified gaze. “Ryan, when we’re up there, if you don’t fight… you are going to die.”

      Then Ed let go of Ryan’s shoulder and reached for the first iron step embedded in the dragon’s huge vertebra. He began to climb.

      

      The ascent ahead was long and miserable. Every step was impeded by the raging wind, which probed and tested Ed’s hold and footing, looking for any weakness, any mistake it could capitalize on to rip the Dungeon Lord away from the vertebrae and into the vast nothingness below.

      It didn’t help that he could barely breathe, and that he was so dizzy he couldn’t differentiate between nausea and vertigo. If he looked down—which he tried not to do—he could see the Standard Factory wrapped around the body of the undead dragon like a suit of armor, and to his sides were the sky and the sulfurous clouds of the Netherworld. Above, past the dragon skull, which seemed ever so distant, extended a black starry night like a veil draped by one shining sapphire.

      Maybe because of the lack of oxygen, Ed’s mind wandered. Some of those stars seemed vaguely familiar. He recognized a few Ivalian constellations. He had believed the Netherworld to be a different dimension, separate from Ivalis, much like the eldritch dungeon world where Kharon dwelled. These constellations, however, suggested otherwise.

      Was the Netherworld a planet? The sapphire celestial body could’ve easily been its moon. It looked an awful lot like Ivalis’ blue moon, Ullira, although that couldn’t be the case—its red sister Camcanna was nowhere in sight.

      The muscles of his back burned—the potions he had drunk to replenish his strength were waning, and when the effect ended he’d be doubly exhausted. He gritted his teeth. He felt as if he had been climbing forever, but the back of the dragon skull still loomed far ahead.

      Yes, those craters resemble Ullira’s, Ed thought to distract himself from his growing fatigue. If Camcanna was nowhere in sight… he began to formulate an incredible hypothesis. Ivalis had Diviners, so it hadn’t developed the technology behind binoculars and telescopes. When he was back in the Haunt, however, he would build the best telescope he could using magic and would take one long look at Camcanna’s surface.

      He was trying to figure out why the “Netherworld” had an atmosphere when the rest of Camcanna was barren—and then he caught movement with the corner of his eye.

      Shit. Adrenaline pumped through his veins as he jerked his head straight up and activated his Evil Eye. The vertebrae path was as clear as always. If someone was hiding under an illusion, his illusion-piercing talents would’ve seen it. However…

      Because he knew what to look for, and because the Akathunians had used that exact tactic against him many times before, he was able to see the faint outlines of a transparent bulk as it crawled slowly down the vertebrae toward him.

      Mindbrood, he thought. The damn creatures could use the talents of the person whose brains they devoured. Chameleon did not count as illusion magic, but as a branch of alteration. His Evil Eye could not pierce it as easily, and they knew that.

      It seemed like Ed and the Haunt weren’t the only ones who could tailor their character sheets against the enemy’s weaknesses.

      The monster must’ve sensed its cover was blown, because it dropped the spell and rushed down with terrifying, insect-like speed, its jaws snapping open to reveal the fanged hell that was its mouth.

      Ed noted two things as he activated his reflexes. First, unlike Sephar, a normal adult mindbrood lacked wings. Second, there were two of them.

      “ED!” Ryan yelled over the wind. “Careful!”

      “I see them!” Ed yelled back. And, to himself, he thought, How am I getting out of this one?

      His heart pumped blood so fast that the beating inside his ears drowned the screams of the noise. The Dungeon Lord screamed a challenge at the incoming monsters, which was carried away by the wind. Holding on with one hand, he used the other to draw Eulogy. In the time that took, the mindbroods closed half the distance. They are so damn fast! Ed thought. Facing them like this, one handed, looking up awkwardly, was suicide. They had their mouths and prehensile tails to fight even as they used their extremities to climb, so they had an overwhelming advantage.

      Ed’s cursewing draped itself around his left arm, then grabbed one of the iron rungs. Ed let go with both hands, entrusting his weight to his familiar, and managed to stand vertically on the vertebrae while pulling on the cursewing with his left arm for balance. Now, at least, he could face the creatures head on.

      The first mindbrood was on him faster than he had expected, like a projectile, with the pale light of Ullira at its back. Ed’s Evil Eye blazed open, and the world became a storm of eldritch shadows. “Eldritch edge!” he yelled over the wind, and the black sword was engulfed by green flames.

      As soon as the mindbrood came in range, Ed stabbed straight forward with Eulogy, trying to run the monster through the mouth. The creature’s Assassin reflexes made it react instantly, dashing to the side to avoid the blade. It ran out of Ed’s reach, moving on the vertebrae without any need for iron rungs. As it closed the distance again, the second mindbrood arrived, its inhuman eyes glinting maliciously under the Evil Eye’s light. Ed stabbed at the monster’s head, but it dodged to the opposite side just as the first creature came back for a second go. The Dungeon Lord jumped away and tried to slash the creature’s face off, but because the monster was on his left side Ed was obstructed by his own body.

      A set of claws the size of short swords flashed across Ed’s left leg so fast he could barely tell it had happened even under advanced reflexes. A beautiful crimson arc followed its path. Burning pain exploded in Ed’s leg, despite his armor, which had been torn open like a tuna can. The Dungeon Lord toppled down and fell to one knee, his cursewing pulling on him to stop him from falling over backward. In that instant, both mindbroods closed on him like wolves about to deliver the final blow, and Ed knew he was about to die.

      So, pushing from his good leg with all his might, he jumped off the vertebrae. The cursewing snapped off its hold in the rung and flapped around him as, for a blood-freezing moment, he was airborne and in free fall.

      Then a force caught him by the waist, stopping his fall cold so suddenly he almost bit his tongue off when his teeth clacked together. The force smashed him hard against the vertebrae, and his vision went blank for a second. He was dangling from the Guild’s lifeline, which was connected to Ryan, who was holding on for dear life with both hands and barely managing it. Ryan was so focused on not letting go that he didn’t see the mindbroods closing in, but Ed did, and he kicked frantically in an attempt to regain his footing.

      The Dungeon Lord knew that Ryan lacked the Brawn to hold on to both their weights one handed. Ryan couldn’t draw his sword, so the mindbroods would face no resistance at all. The creatures seemed to know this, because they crawled down toward the young man with bile-yellow trails of saliva pouring from their mouths.

      They were already savoring the kill.

      Ed didn’t stop to think, he just acted. “Fight!” he urged Ryan, one last time, and then he struck the line connecting both of them with Eulogy, severing it in a single hit. The world soared around the Dungeon Lord as he fell backward amid the impossibly vast crimson sky and was engulfed by a field of white clouds.

      

      “Inquisitor,” Vaines whispered softly—it was the best she could manage in her condition. “Come closer.”

      Gallio doubted for a second, then went down on one knee next to her. Doing so made him dizzy enough he almost toppled over—the potions Wright had fed him hadn’t done a perfect job replacing lost blood, it seemed. He was probably still bleeding internally, and the lack of oxygen exacerbated his condition. “Yes?”

      Vaines had a glassy look to her, quite literally. Gallio had never seen the finished result of the transformation she was undergoing—few Dungeon Lords survived the sort of wounds that created a Dungeon Jewel—but he knew what to expect from reading the Inquisitorial archives. Over the course of a few weeks, Vaines would gradually lose motor control and her body would crystallize entirely. Eventually, her body would transmute into a huge gemstone, with the Dungeon Lady’s consciousness forever trapped inside—or until the gem was destroyed. In exchange, her dungeon-related abilities would increase, so she would still be… functional. Archlord Everbleed was a confirmed Jewel, the location of his gem hidden somewhere in the Netherworld.

      To Gallio, it was a fate worse than death. Everything human about a Dungeon Lord was stripped away, turned into an eternal tool by their Dark masters.

      “Do not make any sudden moves,” she whispered at him, cutting his thoughts off at the root. “We have company. Seven o’clock, camouflaged under the wax statues. Two of Sephar’s creatures.”

      The mere idea of a mindbrood that could turn invisible chilled the Inquisitor to the bone. It didn’t help that he currently had his back turned to the spot Vaines was describing. He somehow forced himself still, and despite his heartrate increasing, pretended to be relaxed. “How long have they been there?”

      “Since we arrived,” she said.

      “And you said nothing.”

      “If I had, Lord Wright wouldn’t have left.”

      “Why would Sephar let him leave in the first place?”

      “Divide and conquer.”

      Gallio raised an eyebrow. He felt very thirsty. “Understood,” he told Vaines. Lord Wright was, of the four that had escaped Sephar’s clutches in the Armory, the only one in any condition to mount any effective resistance. Sephar had predicted that, if Wright, and the others showed up, Wright would have to climb to the skull first. So he had left two mindbroods to take care of the wounded and cut Wright off from any possible reinforcements, meaning Sephar and the rest of the brood would be free to deal with an isolated Wright. Sephar had prepared this despite already having enough of an advantage that he could’ve just faced them all head on in the dragon skull and won anyway.

      And Vaines had known! She had seen the ambush and then had sent Wright away despite this being a practical death sentence for her and the other two Dungeon Lords. There was a cold, brutal logic to her decision. If Wright stayed to fight, Sephar’s lead toward Tillman and the Factory’s ownership would’ve increased even more, and perhaps Wright wouldn’t have been in any condition to chase after him afterward. So she weighed her victory condition—depriving Sephar of the Factory—to be more important than her own life. She had decided all of that while being in the middle of what was clearly an agonizing transformation.

      It filled Gallio with dread, the idea that people like Sephar, Vaines, and Wright existed and played for the enemy team out of their own volition. How the hell had the order of the Silver Knights managed to stop someone like Sephar in the first place?

      Don’t give in to despair, he told himself. If he did, all would be truly lost. It was when the Dark seemed overwhelming, when it was as if the night would drown the world, that the Light had to shine the brightest. He was the Light’s bulwark against the evil that threatened to snuff out all that was good in the world.

      He would drive the darkness back, or he would die trying.

      With this resolution came a sort of clarity, like the calm before the storm. Sephar was mortal. He made mistakes just like everyone else did, no matter how smart, or how powerful they were. When thinking clearly, Gallio could even point to one such a mistake. Back in the Armory, Sephar had neglected to disable or kill Argent Planeshifter, which had allowed them all to make their escape. Like all men who knew they were powerful, Sephar was arrogant.

      The Inquisitor was not afraid anymore. Mortals weren’t perfect. That meant as long as he could swing his sword, there would always be a fighting chance to oppose evil. “Do you think we can take those two?” he asked Vaines as he stood up and calmly, almost as an afterthought, picked up Wright’s short sword, the one Vaines had discarded a while ago.

      “Probably not,” Vaines said.

      Gallio grinned. “Then get ready, Lady of Vros. I shall grant you the respite every innocent hopes for when evil such as yours comes their way.” And he drew his own sword and went, holding both blades, into battle against the darkness.

      

      Ryan screamed as the Dungeon Lord dropped, even reached down as if he could catch the man at the last second. Come back here and save me! he wanted so scream, but Ed was fucking gone. Ryan glanced up, and his eyes widened in horror at the two colossal shadows like stalking wolves. A thick, warm glob of saliva fell on the Planeshifter’s face, and his heart jumped to his throat as he saw the monstrous mouth part open like a blossoming flower to reveal the teeth below.

      The mindbrood was so close now Ryan knew he wouldn’t even have time to reach for his sword. The creature would now do to him what it had done to so many others across the nightmarish endeavor. The world seemed to slow to a crawl as the reality of his situation, in one moment of clarity, revealed itself. He was about to be eaten alive. Those sets of jaws would crunch his bones into red mulch and Ryan would live long enough to watch it happen.

      Ryan did not think of his friends, for he had none. He did not think of family, or duty, or bravery. He did not promise to change his ways, and he certainly didn’t have a great spiritual revelation. He just did not want to die.

      So he fought back. The only way he knew how.

      

      Ed’s fall was silent. At some point he had dropped Eulogy. He felt a pang of guilt about that—hadn’t Vaines warned him not to lose his swords so much?

      The Portal appeared without warning right below him, before his life had time to flash before his eyes. The world around the Dungeon Lord changed at a dizzying speed, and in the blink of an eye he was dropping like a rock right in front of the dragon’s spine, right above the mindbrood that was towering over Ryan.

      There was no time to think, even to activate advanced reflexes. Years of training and constant fighting took over as Ed twisted his body to aim his feet toward the monster and extended his hand the way he had seen Vaines do. As if responding to his need, Eulogy appeared in his grip, still aflame from the effect of eldritch edge.

      He fell straight on top of the creature, all his weight behind his sword. There was a bone-shaking impact and Eulogy exploded through the mindbrood’s chitin right below the back of his skull. The flaming tip came out the monster’s mouth with a hiss of burning flesh and jets of steam, and its body trembled, dead before it could realize what had happened. Ed could feel his Spirit attribute straining as Hogbus’ stubborn resilience tried to keep his internal organs from being crushed against one another. He bounced against mindbrood as the creature slipped off the vertebrae and fell like an insect that had just been bathed in pesticide. It brought Eulogy down with it as the burning sword charred the creature’s skull.

      Ed’s cursewing caught a nearby iron rung and Ed swung toward the second mindbrood. The monster rushed at the spot where Ed’s swing would bring him, ready to turn him into mincemeat. Ed kicked off the vertebrae at the last second and was airborne again. His perspective changed as he fell onto another Portal to reappear in front of the mindbrood. The flight of the dragon changed slightly, causing Ed to be left behind, since the Portal was static compared to the Factory’s movement. He barely had time to be thankful Ryan hadn’t put him in the dragon’s way, because then he would’ve been flattened.

      Another Portal, and this time Ryan nailed the positioning, because he appeared right above the remaining mindbrood, which was still looking angrily at the spot Ed had disappeared into. As his cursewing grabbed on to the mindbrood itself for purchase, the Dungeon Lord summoned Eulogy and struck downward. The hit bounced off the creature’s chitin. Even as an inch of flaming steel surged into the creature’s body, Ed knew it wasn’t a killing blow. The creature twisted violently, screeching in pain so loudly Ed’s ears rang. A claw slid across his breastplate and ripped off a chunk of mail underneath as Ed tried to tear the sword out and found it stuck.

      The mindbrood twisted again, which almost threw Ed away. He pulled on his cursewing to regain his footing, and then the mindbrood managed to half-turn and the Dungeon Lord found himself staring at a huge, gaping mouth, which was large enough to engulf his head in its entirety.

      Ed let go of his sword, extended a hand into the creature’s mouth as if offering it to the monster. Eulogy disappeared from the creature’s body just as its jaws were about to close on Ed’s arm, then the blade appeared vertically inside its mouth, forcing it wide open like a wedge and running three inches of burning steel straight into its skull.

      Ed jumped off before the creature’s dying convulsions had a chance to rip him apart and used his cursewing to lock on to a nearby iron rung. This time, the dying mindbrood did not fall—its burning carcass remained stuck to the vertebrae, its dying eyes locked on Ed, hatefully, until the green fire reached them.

      A faint, distant sensation of doom gripped Ed’s heart—as if someone were walking atop his grave—as he climbed down to check on Ryan. Objectivity, it seemed, had been mildly annoyed by Ed summoning Eulogy straight into his enemy’s bodies. Ed cursed inwardly. Objectivity could be such a killjoy.

      “Are you OK?” he asked Ryan. The Planeshifter had no visible wounds, although the gore of the first mindbrood had rained on his face when Ed killed it.

      “I don’t know,” Ryan said earnestly. “But you’re bleeding,” he pointed out.

      Ed grimaced. The wound in his leg was deep and hurt like hell—definitely not something that spectral regeneration could take care of quickly. But the claws had to have missed the femoral artery, given that he was still alive. “Nice Portal placement,” he told Ryan. “How about we skip the rest of the trip? Just drop us right below the skull.”

      Ryan nodded. A Portal appeared in the air a few feet away from them and a second one in the spot Ed had told him to. Both Portals flew away. Ed blinked. “Damn it,” he said. It wasn’t the Portals that had moved, but the undead dragon flying away. He realized just how lucky he had been that Ryan had managed to catch him twice. If Ryan had miscalculated just a bit… “Let’s just climb there,” Ed said. Hopefully he wouldn’t bleed out before then.

      

      Lord Steros barely managed to roll away in time to avoid being bisected by the mindbrood’s claws. He jumped to his feet and tried to poke the creature’s eye out with his sword, but instead the monster swatted at his blade and tore it out of his grasp as if it were a toy. Cursing loudly, Steros backed off until his back hit the wall. Around him the Museum wing was engulfed in the chaos of the desperate fight. From the corner of his eye he saw Inquisitor Gallio fending the other monster off by himself. In that second of distraction, Steros’ opponent charged at him, far faster than its size had suggested it could. Steros’ eyes widened as several rows of bile-dripping fangs came an inch from his face.

      The monster flew back all of a sudden, and Steros saw Wright’s hulking undead servant, Rolim, pull on the mindbrood’s serrated tail to send the creature flying through the air and smash hard onto a group of wax statues. Xorander rushed in and launched three flame bolts at the stunned mindbrood, then Rolim charged in, and the undead grappled with the abomination, both tearing chunks out of the other with violent efficiency.

      As Steros rushed to recover his blade, the Inquisitor ducked under the other mindbrood’s bite, then rolled forward next to the creature’s flank. The Inquisitor sprang to his feet at the same time he slashed with his longsword and severed one of the monster’s legs clean off. In the same movement, he stabbed his short sword up to the hilt into the creature’s side, hard enough that Steros could hear the crunch of the exoskeleton. Tangled gray viscera spilled out the wound, but the mindbrood’s roar was filled with more rage than agony, and it turned violently and swatted the Inquisitor away with its tail.

      Macer, looking completely out of his element, rushed the mindbrood from behind. “Sneak attack!” he yelled, making his weapon glow purple. Before he could sink it into the monster’s back, its tail struck against his head like a cudgel. Macer’s eyes went blank, and, standing on its hind-legs like a man, the mindbrood turned to finish the Spymaster off.

      “NO!” Xorander tried to hold the monster off with magic, but the creature broke through the summoned chains like they were nothing.

      Steros finally found his sword. He rushed at the mindbrood, screaming, and slashed at its hind-legs. “Power strike!” The creature reacted faster than he’d expected, stepping away from the hit and pinning Steros to the floor with its remaining front leg. The Dungeon Lord screamed in agony as the monster effortlessly collapsed his breastplate and broke his ribs, likely without even realizing it had.

      As the creature placed a claw over Steros’ jugular on his neck and began to press, the Inquisitor came out of nowhere, silent like a shadow, and drove three inches of golden steel into the creature’s eye.

      Instead of dying like any sane living being, the monster forgot all about Steros and, blinded by rage and agony, attacked madly in the Inquisitor’s general direction, who, unarmed now, could do nothing but dodge as best he could. Steros rolled away, breathless, feeling like a sack full of glassware that had been smashed against a wall. He reached for his sword, grabbed it, then stabbed into the mindbrood’s exposed belly, where the exoskeleton was weakest. He twisted the steel around, and tried to rip it out, but the monster pulled back so hard it took the sword with it, and yanked Steros along for the ride.

      “I’m ready!” Steros yelled at the monstrosity, although deep down he knew he wasn’t. He tried to free his sword, and then his hands disappeared inside the mindbrood’s mouth.

      He experienced no pain. Instead, feeling strangely calm, he looked at the two red stumps with the bit of bone poking out right below his elbows where his forearms had been. The edges of his vision went white, as if covered by gauze. He felt strangely disassociated from it all. As if it couldn’t be happening.

      The mindbrood chewed, then came down to snack on the rest of him. Steros watched calmly, as if he were a spectator in a theater, while a bright burning lance struck with perfect precision into the creature’s open mouth, and its entire head collapsed in a burning heap. It fell backward, convulsing as its impossibly powerful regeneration tried to replace its lost brain. Steros wasn’t so sure it would fail to do so, if given enough time.

      He looked back, retracing the path of the fire spell to Vaines, lying in her cot, her only functional arm extended. She groaned, then her head went slack.

      Steros realized he was bleeding out. It was the first time he had experienced something like it. He lacked the experience points for his body to have any chance at all to recover on its own. He accepted it, still prey to this strange coldness that had taken a hold of him. Many times, when he had been a child training with the hope to take up the Mantle and honor his House, he had wondered what his last words would be when the time came to join Murmur’s halls like all other Dungeon Lords before him. It all seemed unimportant now. He was thirsty.

      Someone was dragging him backward by his underarms. Steros glanced up and saw the Inquisitor, face muddy with blood, gore, and dirt, and his features contorted into a mask of focus. “Time to get out of here,” the Inquisitor told him. There was a Portal right in front of the ruined elevator. Steros wondered curiously when it had appeared. On the other side of the room, Rolim was losing the fight against the remaining mindbrood. Steros noted that the undead’s brutal strength and resistance simply couldn’t compete with the monster’s regeneration. Every chunk of reanimated muscle the creature tore away slowed Rolim down.

      In the distance, a man screamed an order and Rolim stood, calmly, while the mindbrood dug its claws into his belly. The undead warrior kicked the monster away and strolled toward Vaines’ cot, tossing the unconscious Dungeon Lady over his shoulder and carrying her like a child. Likely because he was in shock, Steros started to laugh at the sight.

      “He’s in shock,” a person said above him, “and losing blood fast.” He realized they were past the Portal now—it closed just before the last mindbrood managed to jump through.

      Steros tried to wave goodbye, then realized he had no hand to do so. He laughed until he passed out.
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Chapter Thirty-One

          

          Tillman's Will

        

      

    

    
      As soon as Ed and Ryan reached the top of the spine, they forced open the grate door of the elevator and silently walked into a wide receiving room that would’ve shamed a king’s hall, if a pair of monsters hadn’t rampaged through it. Ed caught a glimpse of two collapsed statues whose fragments were sprayed across broken furniture and broken traps. There were smoking craters on the walls and floor, and he almost stepped atop the head of one of the statues. Ed looked at it. It resembled an angry humanoid boar. It blinked at him, weakly, and then its features went slack.

      A gargoyle, Ed thought. Tillman had eschewed her mechanical defenses for something more traditional in the inner quarters. From the look of it, it hadn’t done her much good.

      “What now?” Ryan asked him.

      “Open a Portal to the Museum,” Ed told him. He eyed the huge set of stairs that undoubtedly led to Tillman’s office, deep into the dragon’s cranium. If Sephar or his mindbroods came down those stairs, things would get ugly.

      “Is it just me,” Ryan panted as he strained to open the Portal up, “or is it getting really difficult to breathe?”

      “It’s not just you,” Ed confirmed. He was about to say something else, but then the Portal opened up to reveal a hellish scene. “Shit!” Ed saw blood and broken displays. Steros lay in a pool of his own blood only a few feet away from the slumping, headless shape of one of Sephar’s brood. Farther away, Rolim fought against another, while Xorander hurried to help Macer. “Get in here!” Ed screamed. He tried to rush in to help, but because of his leg he could only manage a pitiful shamble.

      The four rescue drones saw his wound and immediately forgot all about Vaines. Ed ignored them. He helped Xorander get Macer past the Portal while Ryan aided Gallio in carrying Steros. Ed saw the young swordsman’s stumps and filed away the image deep inside his mind, to be experienced later in his nightmares.

      “Rolim, leave it,” he told the undead. Behind him, he could hear Ryan grunting in exhaustion in his effort to keep the Portal open. Never before had the Planeshifter showed any signs that sustaining a Portal taxed him. Either he was reaching his limit, or the elevation was doing a number on him. Possibly both.

      Rolim listened to the command and left the mauled mindbrood to regenerate in peace. He deposited Vaines safely on the floor a second before the Portal closed behind them.

      Ed took stock of the situation. The mindbrood was still a threat—it could climb up to the skull just like they had. But Steros was bleeding out. He ordered his drones to stem Steros’ hemorrhage however they could.

      “We need to cauterize the wound,” Gallio said. “Your sword, Wright. The flame spell.”

      Ryan made a small noise. “You cannot mean—”

      Cursing under his breath, Ed brought Eulogy out. “Eldritch edge!” He was glad to see the flames come once more—he had been sure he was out of spells. It sure as hell felt that way. He followed Gallio’s instructions and burned Steros’ stumps, hoping it would save his life. It was probably a mercy that the young Dungeon Lord was unconscious.

      The rescue drones couldn’t do much. They were out of potions, out of time, and in the middle of enemy-infested territory. Ed began to feel like they had embarked on a suicide mission. He watched, horrified, as Xorander tried to slap Macer awake, but the man failed to respond.

      Ed stumbled backward. The lack of breathable air was getting to him. He wondered what would happen if the dragon managed to fly out of whatever enchantment the Dark used to contain the Netherworld’s atmosphere. Probably something deadly. At least it would get rid of the mindbrood’s infestation. He realized, then, that that might be Tillman’s plan.

      He crossed his fingers, hoping the damn things couldn’t survive in a vacuum.

      “Keep moving.” Vaines’ rasping voice called to him. “Stop worrying about the wounded.” The Dungeon Lady’s lips hadn’t moved. She remained still, like an unfinished statue. Her words seemed as if they arrived straight into his head, although everyone else turned her way, indicating they’d heard her too. “Take whoever can move with you and the rest will cover your back.”

      Whoever could still move meant Gallio, Rolim, and Ryan. Xorander was out of spells, so she wouldn’t be much use. Ed grimaced. If he left Vaines and Xorander to defend Macer and Steros, they would die without a doubt. He thumbed the last dungeon message rune he had left. Although these people were at best allies of convenience, and even possible enemies in the future, their lives were still his responsibility today. No matter how much Vaines insisted, he couldn’t bring himself to think like her. Instead, he compromised. “Xorander, the necklace Steros is wearing serves as a beacon for an extraction team,” he told the young Dungeon Lady. “Hold on as long as you can; hopefully they’ll be able to get you out. I’ll tell them how to find you, but you may have to jump.” He doubted Shrukew’s crew could fly as high as the Standard Factory.

      “Jump?” Xorander said, raising an eyebrow. “Can’t Vaines’ Planeshifter just Portal us back home?”

      Ryan winced as if struck. “I’ve no idea where we are,” he told her. “Connecting short distances inside the Factory is not a problem. I think I could get us back to the camp… but after that?” He shrugged. “I doubt I would be able to move, much less make another Portal.”

      “Unacceptable,” Vaines said. “Planeshifter, you’re staying with Lord Wright until he wins, or he dies. That’s an order.”

      To Ed’s dismay, Ryan didn’t have the spirit left to protest. He merely slumped his shoulders and said quietly, “Whatever. I know I’m going to die here anyway.”

      “You’ll have to trust me,” Ed told Xorander. There were no other options left.

      He turned to Lavy’s creation. “Rolim, stay and protect the wounded,” he told the undead. “Gallio, Ryan, you’re with me.”

      Gallio checked his weapon, then grimaced at the movement, which made Ed suspect that the Inquisitor was trying to hide just how wounded he was. “I’m fine,” Gallio told Ed, and strolled toward the stairs with barely a hint of pain.

      Ed caught up to him, jaw clenched. Every step he took was like having his leg torn open all over again. They probably made for a pitiful sight, the Dungeon Lord and the Inquisitor, side by side, barely able to stand.

      “Sephar is going to piss his pants when he sees what he’s up against,” Gallio told Ed.

      The Dungeon Lord barked a laugh. He hadn’t known Gallio had a sense of humor. “Distract him with one of your speeches and I’ll bleed into his eyes. This fight is in the bag.”

      They walked up the stairs for a while. Soon enough they couldn’t see or hear Xorander and the wounded below. Ryan followed sullenly behind them, pale and resigned to his fate. Ed was aware of the Planeshifter at all times because of his ragged breathing.

      “Hang in there,” Ed told Ryan. One way or the other, it would all be over soon.

      Ed gave Gallio a sideways glance. The Inquisitor was dealing with the increasing altitude better than Ryan—or Ed himself, for that matter. Gallio’s expression was one of complete focus, eyes fixed up ahead and lips pressed into a thin white line.

      Isn’t the lack of oxygen some kind of constant damage, Objectivity-wise? Ed thought, trying to figure out the secret behind Gallio’s superhuman endurance. If so, my stubborn resilience should be able to weather it. He focused his will. It wasn’t just considering asphyxiation a kind of damage, he had to believe that his interpretation of his talent’s description was correct. Slowly, the white veil over his vision lifted, if not completely. His mind began thinking clearly again. His body burned all over, a sort of growing fever, not dissimilar to using his reflexes too much. Overusing stubborn resilience would eventually be just as deadly, but he had bought himself some time. Now he had to make it count.

      They reached the top of the stairs and came face to face with what had once been a huge pair of elegant steel doors. They had been forced open by some powerful spell that had turned them into slag, and the remains were all over the floor. The interior of Tillman’s office beckoned, dark and foreboding like the proverbial wolf’s mouth.

      “Ready?” Gallio asked Ed. Both men drew their swords.

      “Let’s go,” Ed responded. They walked into the darkness, weapons at the ready, trying to be as quiet as possible.

      The office wasn’t entirely black. There was light, coming from many sources, up ahead. A faint tremor reached Ed’s feet. The air was cold and dry, and smelled of dust and old books, and something bitter that stirred Ed’s memories. It was a smell he associated with incoming dread. Formaldehyde.

      The first thing they saw was a wingless mindbrood, lying unmoving on the floor. Its exoskeleton somehow looked sunken, and the rest of its body was withered. Ed and Gallio exchanged a silent look, and the Dungeon Lord carefully inched closer to the body. He poked it with his sword, and the mindbrood collapsed on itself like a sandcastle on a windy day.

      They stepped over the dissolving corpse. Whatever had done that was up ahead. There was no way in their current condition that they could face it. Nevertheless, they had to try. The lights around and above him, he realized, were illusionary displays like the ones he used in the Haunt’s Observatory. They showed diagrams with transversal cuts of security scorpions, as well as ever-updating maps of the Factory’s many floors. Status reports flashed red with warnings about altitude, alarms blared about infestations in the lower basements. A projection of dozens of mindbroods rushing through maintenance tunnels danced next to the displays.

      Sephar must’ve called in for reinforcements, Ed thought.

      The strongest source of light hovered up ahead above a huge raised dais that contained a hulking mechanism built out of brass tubes that reached all the way to the ceiling, with a wide center that resembled a pipe organ. The organ’s pipes grew without any apparent order, in a chaotic way that resembled the image of a neuron Ed had seen in a book one time. If Tillman’s office was located in the cranium of the dragon, this mechanism, he decided, had to be the brain.

      There was a seat in front of the main bulk of the Factory’s brass brain, and a hooded figure wearing a tattered robe sat hunched down. A gleaming, transparent sphere floated a few meters above the figure, the source of the light Ed and Gallio had seen from a distance. Ed recognized the spell as some sort of containment field, although it appeared much more complex than any other magical display he’d seen before, not counting gods.

      Sephar, in his human form, was inside the sphere, an unreadable expression on his face. He seemed to be arguing with the hooded figure, although it refused to move.

      “Careful,” Gallio said. “I’m sensing something really Dark-aligned up ahead.”

      “You mean Sephar,” Ryan said. “I see him. He’s right there.”

      Gallio shook his head. “Sephar is invisible to my talents. Somehow, he is not aligned with the Dark.” He pointed at the hooded figure, which just then began to turn toward them. “I’m talking about that.”

      The hood dropped, and a pair of malicious emerald embers stared straight at Ed from deep inside the empty eye sockets of a smiling skull. Memories rushed back at Ed. He had seen a creature such as that one once before. His skeletal hand tingled in recognition even as he activated his Evil Eye to confirm his suspicions.

      “Evangeline Tillman. Ascended Wraith,” read the character sheet.

      An aura of cold dread—of overwhelming fear—reached Ed, as if the woman’s cold hands had wrapped around his heart like a vise.

      “At last,” said the wraith’s voice, coming from seemingly nowhere. “The second-worst option arrives.”

      “Wright!” Gallio warned, but it was already too late.

      An invisible force caught Ed and lifted his feet off the ground before he had time to react. A sphere of force just like the one holding Sephar appeared around him in a flurry of shifting glyphs and arcane iterations. Ed smashed against the surface of the sphere, although he bounced back perfectly without doing any damage whatsoever other than to himself. The sphere flew at a dizzying speed toward the eldritch pipe organ, only to stop just as abruptly before striking it. Ed saw Sephar’s sphere hovering just a few feet away from his, the two Dungeon Lords trapped like butterflies on a display.

      Evangeline Tillman extended her skeletal hands and slowly, majestically, levitated herself up to Ed’s eye level.

      “You cannot keep me in here forever,” Sephar warned her, his voice muffled inside his sphere. His hands were aflame with necrotic energy, and he was pushing against the surface of the sphere. Ed saw a small crack appear on it. Sephar kept pushing, and bit by bit the crack grew.

      “I can keep you in there long enough, my dear,” Evangeline Tillman told him. Then she turned the naked bone of her skull straight at Ed. “Just long enough to give this foreign Dungeon Lord a chance to convince me not to crash my Factory into the ground with everyone inside.”

      

      All things considered, Ed managed to keep a measure of composure when staring at the “face” of one of the many monsters he saw in his nightmares—probably because he had nowhere to go.

      “Tillman. So our suspicions were true; you weren’t—” He had been about to say “dead,” but realized his mistake “—gone.”

      Sephar chuckled. “Lily is the most stubborn woman I’ve ever known. It’s not surprising in the slightest that not even death managed to get the drop on her.”

      “Dungeon Lords have a tendency to stay around even after they’re gone,” Tillman said, giving Sephar a meaningful glance. “Keep them in your company and you end up picking up some of their tricks.”

      Ed wracked his brain to try to remember what he’d learned about both Sephar and Tillman from the history lessons he’d received from Jarlen and Alder back in the Haunt. They had never mentioned a friendship between the two—not even a passing acquaintance. Then again, Jarlen knew Sephar and Tillman from a distance, like a person from Earth might follow the lives of the rich and famous from the stories of the scandals in the magazines. He knew Tillman had died under mysterious circumstances during the decline of her company, and that Jarlen believed the Regents had assassinated the woman. That was about it.

      Behind the wraith, Ed could see Gallio making a run toward the dais, probably hoping to get to sunwave range. Before Ed could get his hopes up, Tillman simply snapped her fingers without even turning. “Sleep,” she uttered. Gallio dropped to the floor as if struck by lightning.

      “That one’s a fighter,” Sephar warned her jovially, “kill him before he can annoy us further.”

      “Explain something to me,” Ed told the wraith, speaking quickly in an attempt to divert her attention from Gallio. “The Endeavor. Why trick everyone into trying to take the Factory if you were still around?”

      The wraith lifted her arms to the sides in such a way that made her robe flutter and reveal the ribs underneath. “You call this ‘still being around?’” she asked. “Foreigner, in life I was a powerful Witch. My knowledge of the spiritual craft was almost unrivaled. This construct of unlife you see before you is but a shard of what was once Evangeline Tillman. Indeed, my current functions are more in line with those of a temporal legal guardian than a vetted Director.” She shook her head sadly. “In other words, I am not an appropriate figurehead to inspire confidence in Saint Claire & Tillman’s venerable customer base.”

      Ed blinked. “You… are not what I expected,” he said carefully. Next to him, Sephar was still busy trying to destroy his holding sphere, and he was making progress. Ed knew he had to speed up the conversation. “You are still looking for a replacement, is that what you’re saying? Then why not select one yourself? Just point your finger at someone you like and stop the constant bloodbath.”

      “Young Vaines would chide you for the dislike you profess to have for violence,” Tillman told him. “In practice, however, I saw you kill Dungeon Lord Vandran barehanded, without ceremony.” The shredded hem of her robe swayed as if she had drowned long ago yet had remained forever trapped under the waters. “Both your attitude and your words show blatant disregard for the ancient traditions of the Lordship, like a child rebelling against his parents. There is talent inside you, I admit. Potential, as well. But potential is not enough without experience, and that you lack. You are not qualified to be the face of a traditional company.”

      “Such a shame,” Sephar said. “Perhaps you should try again in another century or so, Edward. I’m sure you’ll be more than qualified then.”

      Tillman fluttered to Sephar, the green pinpricks that were her eyes glinting with rage. “And you are no better, Lord Sephar,” she told him. “Never did you pay the faintest respects for our history and values, and now you aren’t even human. A successful business endeavor needs respectability. A strong base that supports a culture of innovation. You bring a wave of unfiltered chaos, Sephar of the Wetlands. Your resurgence today has sent the spiritual world into disarray. The ley lines shake under the shadow of what you wish to unleash upon the world. A business cannot thrive if there is no civilization to profit from.”

      That is what you care about? Ed thought with dismay. He was starting to see Jarlen’s point when she had said that Tillman had a reputation for being eccentric.

      “Such small-minded ideas,” Sephar told her as the cracks in his sphere widened. “Change is inevitable. Saint Claire & Tillman may have been powerful once, but you failed to adapt. I am evolution, Witch, and I shall triumph where you did not.” He smiled, and Ed caught a flicker of a tongue that wasn’t human. “Name me as your successor, and the Regents that murdered you shall never bother mortals again. The gods themselves will fear the name of Evangeline Tillman. I shall bring life and prosperity to a world that only knows death and suffering.”

      “Succeed, and you shall bring about eternal hunger,” Tillman told him.

      If a Dungeon Lord’s Evil Eye reflected the strength of his conviction, then Sephar’s had to have some of the strongest beliefs Ed had ever seen. “Call it however you want. You cannot stop me,” he said. “Kill this body and I’ll return with more. Name a different person and they’ll join the brood, one way or the other. Destroy the Factory and I shall rebuild it. You are a remnant of the past, growing weaker each time you use your spellcraft. You are fading, Lily. But I am the future. And you cannot stop me.”

      “Correct,” Evangeline Tillman said, no emotion visible on her old bones. “I can, however, slow you down.” She pointed upward, and the display that showed Sephar’s mindbroods on the lower levels of the Factory floated forward. The mindbroods lay in a pile. Dead, Ed thought at first. But the image zoomed in and he saw they were still breathing, although weakly. “To start, I shall purge your plague out of my Factory’s bowels, and then the Standard Factory and I shall have one last flight. Perhaps I’ll crash it right on Korghiran’s Palace. I never did like her.” She shrugged. “One way or the other, no one will get the Standard Factory.”

      Sephar lost his composure. He smashed his hand against the sphere over and over, screaming in frustration. His lustrous hair flew in all directions. “You utter fool! Can’t you see I’m trying to do what you want? Pray I don’t get to you before you have a chance to fade away or you shall know hell on Earth before you have a taste of the real thing!” He almost reminded Ed of Ryan in his worst moments at Lasershark, entitled and furious things weren’t going his way.

      Something is wrong, Ed realized. The vivid memory of himself and Mohnuran on the Gray Highway came to his mind. How he had acted like a stereotypical Dungeon Lord to trick Mohnuran—and thus the Inquisition—into thinking he wanted to use the Highway to run away, when in truth he planned to stay and fight. Misdirection, the Dungeon Lord thought.

      And then he understood the truth. Sephar wanted Tillman to destroy the Factory.

      One of the maxims of warfare was not only to muster as many resources as possible to achieve one’s objectives, but to deny your enemy the resources they need to accomplish theirs.

      If Sephar won the Factory, then he had gained a valuable asset, something that would massively speed up his plans to infest the world. However, if the Factory was destroyed with Ed and everyone else inside, then Sephar would’ve deprived his opposition of not only the Factory but of powerful men and women willing to stop him. Either way, he came out ahead.

      No, it is even worse, Ed thought. Sephar was already at an advantage. The mindbrood larva was difficult to detect to anyone but Dungeon Lords, and the adult mindbrood was almost impossible to kill. Sephar had gods-knew how many at his disposal. And how many sleeping agents had he hidden in the courts of Ivalis? Politicians thinking they were real, when in truth all their choices and decisions served Sephar. Generals, Kings, High Priests… None were safe.

      The Haunt—no, everyone—needed the Factory if they were to have a chance at survival.

      “You cannot destroy the Factory,” Ed told her. “That’s what he wants.”

      “If I made you Director you would never be able to survive the ploys of the Regents, and the constant attacks of your fellow Dungeon Lords,” Tillman told him. “You need a mentor. But it is too late now.”

      “Damn it, if you won’t give it to me, then hand it off to someone else. Anyone who is willing to oppose him. Give it to Vaines!”

      The wraith’s phantom eyes flickered. “It is true that Vaines could navigate the Dark’s political landscape. She, however, is too traditional,” she said. “She’s had a career that spans decades, and not even once has she opposed the will of the Regents. Eventually, she is doomed to go down the same path as Everbleed: a mere spent puppet, dancing in their palms. That is not what I gave my life for.”

      Ed wanted to scream in frustration. “You can’t have your cake and eat it too,” he said, and was aware even as he spoke that Tillman would have no idea what he meant. “Look, you can’t have everything you want. At some point, Tillman, you need to compromise. Surely a suboptimal Director is better than destroying the whole damn thing?”

      “Walk away, Lord Wright,” Tillman said. “Get your Planeshifter to take you to safety. There’s nothing you want here.”

      The Dungeon Lord could see the amusement dancing in Sephar’s eyes. Ed raised an eyebrow. “I’m not leaving,” he told the wraith. “Do what you have to do.”

      As if following some unseen command from Tillman, the whole room quickly slanted upward, and the pressure in Ed’s ears grew along with his fever. The Factory was flying as straight up as it could, Ed realized.

      “That right there is the kind of mistake an experienced Dungeon Lord would’ve never made,” Tillman said. “Principles should never be above operational strategy. Farewell, Lord Wright.” All the displays above and around them went red with warning alerts. Ed couldn’t hear the strain on the Factory, but he could almost feel it.

      In the other sphere, Sephar was laughing.

      Then, coming seemingly from nowhere, a woman’s voice announced, “I’ll be his mentor.”

      

      Xorander and Macer finished securing Lord Steros to their improvised harnesses, and then the young Dungeon Lady took a look at the elevator shaft. “Lord Wraith better be right about this,” she said. The Haunt’s minions had told her through a message spell that the carrion avians were down there, following along the Factory’s path, ready for, as the woman of the message had put it, “an improvised rescue operation.”

      Vaines couldn’t see the fear in the young Dungeon Lady—she couldn’t see much at all anymore—but she could sense it.

      “It is your last hope,” Vaines told her. “You’ll have to trust Lord Wright.”

      “But you aren’t,” Xorander said. “You are staying.”

      Vaines would’ve nodded, but her spine had turned to crystal. “I believe I can still be of use,” she explained. “You, however, would be entirely useless here. Don’t waste your life away, young Lady.”

      “You know what? Screw you,” Xorander said. “I may be out of spells, but at least I can still walk, unlike you. Maybe I’ll just stay and take the Factory for myself.” Vaines could sense ambition and resentment where doubt and fear had nested. Perhaps Xorander had had some potential after all.

      “How brave of you,” she told the young woman. “It seems that Wright’s rashness is contagious. Something to keep in mind. But now is not the time. Rolim, if you don’t mind.”

      The undead man took a step forward, now face to face with Xorander.

      “Macer, take care of your Lady,” Vaines said. Macer, stunned and weak as he was, hurried to do as asked, and grabbed Xorander’s arms.

      Xorander raised an indignant eyebrow. “What do you think—?”

      Rolim pushed her down the shaft. Macer fell with her, and a second later Steros did as well.

      “Finally,” Vaines said. “Some peace and quiet.” She focused on the undead man. She could sense intelligence underneath the stoic appearance, although she wasn’t entirely sure if that preserved brain had human intelligence. “Your orders are to remain with the wounded,” she told him. “I am the wounded. But you also have a duty to protect your master, do you not? He’s in mortal danger as we speak. If you bring me to him, then you’ll be able to accomplish both requirements at the same time.”

      The undead man’s answer, as always, was silence, although she could sense his hands on her as he lifted the mass that was now her body as if it weighed nothing. Step by step, he brought her closer to her final destiny.

      Trapped inside her own body, Vaines wasn’t sure what would happen once they arrived at the office. All her senses were fading, and she knew without a doubt she’d become something like Everbleed. As a Dungeon Jewel, she would try to hold on to a measure of the power and authority she once had, and slowly she would come to lose it all, until only the Jewel remained, stashed in some deep corner of Tal Zamor’ temple until the end of time.

      She remembered her brother, Heines, who had lived a violent, passionate life, and had crushed a thousand enemies under his boot before finally leaving this world to walk Murmur’s halls for eternity. Beloved Heines wouldn’t have suffered the humiliation of turning into a sentient stone. No. He’d chased a heroic death, earned it many times over, and in the end had gotten it.

      Vaines, on the other hand, had always been the cold one. The one who calculated, who counted their projected losses against the possible earnings, the hand that aimed the axe that was her brother. Together, they had been an unstoppable force. Conquerors. But that was a long time ago.

      Perhaps marching to what was surely her death was Vaines’ way to go into the Dark like Heines had. One last fight, and then she would pass the torch to the next generation. Let someone else take care of war for a change. For a long time, she had thought there would be no one to take up the mantle, that the new Lordship was but a bunch of incompetent fools. And most of them were. But now, she wondered if she had refused to see beyond her preconceptions because she didn’t want to pass the torch. War was all she knew. And she had learned to enjoy it.

      Perhaps turning into cold stone was the appropriate fate for someone such as herself.

      She didn’t realize when they had arrived at the office, but she could sense Tillman’s presence, the necromantic threads flowing into her body animating the wraith like a puppet. Those threads grew weaker as Vaines observed them feeding the spells and enchantments that Tillman kept ongoing. Soon enough, there would be nothing left to fuel her unlife.

      The ascended wraith was talking to the Dungeon Lord that people called Wraith. Although Vaines had no ears, she nonetheless could listen. And as she listened, she realized that it had been indeed fate that brought her here, to this.

      Not every maimed Dungeon Lord turned into a Dungeon Jewel. Only those that, for some reason, the Dark thought could still serve the cause.

      Vaines wanted to laugh. She was only a tool. A monkey dancing in the palm of the gods. But, gods-be-damned, at least she could still fight.

      Good enough, she thought, just when Tillman was saying to Lord Wraith:

      “There is no one else.”

      And Vaines knew what she had to do. If she had had enough facial muscles to muster a smile, she would’ve. As it turned out, it wasn’t too late for her to conquer the Standard Factory after all.

      All she had to do was learn to compromise.

      “I’ll be his mentor,” she announced.

      

      The voice came from seemingly nowhere. “I’ll be his mentor.” Vaines appeared, carried in Rolim’s arms. The Jewel transformation had advanced since the last time Ed had seen her. Her legs had fused together, and her torso was like a misshapen lump. Only part of her face remained visible, a single blind eye fixed in Tillman’s general direction.

      “Vaines,” Ed said. He felt mixed emotions. The cavalry was here, but the cavalry was in no condition to fight at all. “You didn’t leave.”

      “Of course not,” Vaines said confidently. “We’re a team. Like Madame Tillman said, we work better together.”

      In fact, they weren’t a team. Vaines was lying her ass off. She had almost killed Ed on several occasions, manipulated him every chance she could, and used him as a stepping stone to reach the Factory. He didn’t trust her, she wasn’t his friend, and she was only here because it benefited her.

      He was very glad to see her. “Of course we are a team,” he said, matching her tone. “The power of friendship and all that. Right?”

      “Right,” she said cheerfully.

      Sephar groaned in his sphere. “Have some damn dignity,” he said.

      “A team,” Tillman said softly. “Two Directors, as different from each other as they come. Most of your goals are in conflict with the other’s, your philosophies are incompatible, and you are sure to be at each other’s throats just as much as you are your enemies.” She cocked her skull to the side, and Ed was sure she would’ve smiled if she had had the means. “Just like in the old times.”

      “You and Saint Claire,” Ed said.

      Sephar groaned again. “Just kill us all already, Tillman!”

      But she wasn’t listening to him anymore. She turned to Ed, then to Vaines, and then she floated down to the main bulk of the brass machine that was the Factory’s brain. “You could complement each other, plug the other’s weaknesses. Vaines the realist, and Wright the idealist. She would teach you all you need to know, and you would bring much-needed new blood to our company. Yes. It can work.” She turned to Vaines. “But there is a price,” she said gravely.

      Gears and machinery whirred inside the brass organ, and the pipes trembled as if under a heavy load. The main bulk of the machine hissed as jets of steam surged upward. Its sides parted to reveal a black interior, like an oven. The smell of formaldehyde grew heavy, almost overwhelming, and then a wide tray emerged, the air around it glimmering with necromantic residue. There was a mummified corpse on the container, and Ed realized the brass machine wasn’t just a brain.

      It was a coffin.

      “Do you understand?” Tillman asked Vaines. “This is how I kept the Standard Factory away from the Regents’ grasp all these years. If you and Wright are to do the same, the Factory needs a mind at all times. Once you go through with this, there is no coming back.”

      Ed’s blood turned cold inside his veins. Tillman was asking Vaines to bury herself alive!

      “Is that all?” Vaines asked. “Let’s get on with it, Rolim. I don’t have all day.”

      As the hulking undead man advanced toward the platform, Ed could’ve sworn he saw a triumphant glint in Tillman’s eye. Of course, that had to be impossible.

      Rolim had only taken a few steps when Ed heard a cracking noise. He turned just in time to see Sephar’s hands finally break through his holding sphere, which dissolved into a thousand shards—they then flew in all directions and dissipated in a shower of feedback.

      Sephar rolled as he fell and jumped to his feet with surprising agility before ducking under a series of dart-like magical projectiles Tillman unleashed his way. “I’m afraid I can’t allow this alliance,” he said. Still on the move, he started setting up a series of buffs and enhancements. Heroic magical resistance, spell reflection, silencing touch. Ed tried to interfere by using the frightening upgrade of his Evil Eye, but Sephar never met his gaze, focused instead on dodging Tillman’s attacks.

      “Enough! Obliterate!” A sphere of concentrated necromantic energy smashed against Sephar’s chest. There was a flash along with the overbearing smell of burning ozone as the spell bounced back at Tillman. The wraith’s robe was engulfed by black flames, and she fell to the ground like the sack of bones she truly was.

      “You and I are going to have a long talk, Lily,” Sephar promised the wraith, and then rushed toward Rolim and Vaines, faster than any human had a right to be, his black spear materializing in his extended hand as he charged.

      “Let me go!” Ed urged Tillman. “I have to stop him!”

      Rolim barely had time to put Vaines down on the floor, and then Sephar was upon him. The spear went through the undead man’s torso and out in one fluid movement. No blood came out. Rolim threw a kick that would’ve turned a mortal person into mush. Sephar ducked under the attack, however, and struck Rolim’s knee. There was a crack and Rolim collapsed.

      Tillman managed to stand. She was a charred skeletal husk, not unlike Ed’s cursed hand. He could see the wraith fading by the second. “You are not ready,” Tillman told him. “Face Sephar as you are and you will die.”

      Rolim tried to reach at Sephar’s head and crush it with his gigantic hands. Sephar made a lazy spin with his spear, and Rolim lost four fingers on his left hand. The undead man gave no signs of pain, but he kept his arms closer to his body as he tried to pressure Sephar while the Dungeon Lord used the range of his spear to keep out of range.

      “He’ll kill Vaines if I don’t go.”

      “Maybe. But you’re not her only defender.”

      The world shifted again around Ed’s floating sphere as the Factory violently changed course. Sephar lost his footing and slid away from Rolim an instant before he had a chance to impale Rolim’s head. As he fell, Sephar began to change into his true form. He was halfway through when Gallio charged out of the darkness, his sword shining gold with the righteous power of the Light. The slash caught Sephar by surprise and severed muscle and tendon. Sephar groaned in pain, a deep wound sizzling in his side. He stopped his transformation, although the wound began to knit itself back together.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Ed saw Ryan rush toward Vaines. Sephar saw him, too, because he readied another spear throw.

      Gallio rushed him. “Sunwa—!” he started, but Sephar threw the spear at him. The weapon homed with magical precision at Gallio’s chest, and the Inquisitor had to dive to the ground to avoid being run through. The spear hadn’t yet fully gone past when Sephar had already summoned it back to his hand again. Before the Inquisitor could regain his footing, Sephar was on him again. The fight was fast, desperate, brutal. Sephar did not bother parrying most of Gallio’s attacks; he simply regenerated those wounds and mounted on the offensive. Gallio was losing ground, could barely keep his stance, and Ed knew Gallio would be dead in instants unless someone did something.

      Ryan reached Vaines at the same time Sephar disarmed Gallio. The Planeshifter reached for the crystal figure. “Gust!” Sephar used a basic spell, and Ryan disappeared down the downward slant of the office and into the darkness.

      Then the Dungeon Lord of the Wetlands towered over the Inquisitor. “I’ll be honest,” he said. “Killing your kind never gets old.” He readied his spear.

      “Murmur’s reach!” Ed exclaimed, hoping to all the gods he still had a spell left.

      

      It was as if Gallio’s world had been reduced to the spear hovering an inch away from his throat. He was aware that his remaining time in the world of the living could be measured in heartbeats. Perhaps he should have used that time to think of his fellow countrymen, or all the soldiers of the Militant Church that were about to embark on a long trip to Starevos, unaware that the very monsters that had forced the Inquisitor to raze cities to the ground could be hiding among their very brothers in arms.

      He didn’t think any of that, though. He could only wonder, as he locked gazes with Sephar himself, why Sephar was invulnerable to the Light’s retribution.

      Sephar smiled, perhaps reading his thoughts. His expression said, I bet you would like to know. The Lord of the Wetlands readied himself to deliver the killing blow.

      And then a foot the size of Gallio’s head appeared from the side and kicked Sephar so hard in the ribs his feet left the ground and he disappeared into the darkness.

      Still alive, Gallio thought, stunned, as he looked up to Rolim’s stitched-together face, dead eyes blazing to life with the eldritch light of the Evil Eye. “Ah, Wraith,” Gallio said.

      “Who else?” Wright’s voice came from Rolim’s dead throat. “No one else is allowed to kill you, Inquisitor.” Chuckling to himself—or to Rolim—the Dungeon Lord stepped over Gallio.

      Sephar came flying out of the darkness, fully transformed into an armored monster that towered even over Rolim. He still retains his enchantments, Gallio thought. Just what was that creature?

      The two monstrous Dungeon Lords crashed with such violence that fragments of bone, chitin, and ichor splattered over Gallio’s shirt. There was nothing noble about the fight that followed, nothing elegant. The two monsters fought without exchanging a word, every ounce of their beings focused on doing as much damage to the other as fast as they could.

      Wright reached out and tore off Sephar’s wing. Sephar clawed out a chunk of bicep, rendering that arm almost inert. Wright caught Sephar’s forelegs under his arms and smashed his forehead against Sephar’s skull over and over while Sephar raked his claws and his legs into the undead’s belly, causing it to burst wide open like a balloon.

      Gallio looked away, sickened. He couldn’t breathe, and he also suspected he should have lost consciousness a while ago. You cannot rest yet, you asshole, he thought, furious at himself. His sword had disappeared, and he had no weapons left, but he had to get back in the fray.

      Wright was losing. Rolim had lost too much mass on the previous fights, and he was no match for the talent-empowered mindbrood.

      Sephar’s serrated tail punched through Rolim’s chest and came out his back, then the mindbrood lifted the undead man as if he weighed nothing. Wright struggled weakly, trying to regain purchase without success. His broken arm lay uselessly to his side.

      Wright summoned Eulogy with his broken arm. The sword slid out of his unresponsive hands and clanked against the ground.

      Sephar set his oversized hand right in front of Rolim’s face. His spear appeared and ran Rolim’s head through, entering through an eye and exiting from the back of his skull, showering the floor underneath with gore. Rolim went slack, and back on the holding spear, Wright’s real body convulsed from the agonizing feedback.

      The Evil Eye in Rolim’s remaining eye dimmed and then vanished.

      “It’s over,” Sephar said. “I’ve won.”

      Gallio slid between the legs of the undead man, grabbed Eulogy, and, howling in agony as he felt the last dredges of his power keep the weapon’s curse at bay, severed the monster’s tail. The monster roared, more in anger than pain, as Rolim dropped heavily to the ground. Sephar readied a strike that would end Gallio once and for all.

      The Evil Eye roared to life in Rolim’s eye. Wright caught Sephar’s claw, broke it, then dragged the mindbrood into a viselike grip. “Do you feel like you’re winning?” he yelled, then smashed Sephar’s skull against the floor, over and over again.

      Slowly, the other wounds on Sephar’s body began to heal. Wright kept wailing on him, however, systematically tearing him apart faster than the creature could heal. “Now, Ryan!” Wright exclaimed.

      There was a flash, and a Portal tore to life a few inches away from the entangled monsters. The Inquisitor saw a red vastness through the Portal’s edges, and a powerful wind took hold of his inert body and dragged him toward the Portal.

      Wright grabbed Sephar and jumped through, the Portal closing behind them a second before it sucked Gallio in. The Inquisitor fell hard to the floor; then, finally, he blacked out.

      

      “We could’ve been friends, Edward,” Sephar told him as they fell through the red sky.

      When falling from a high-enough spot, Ed felt as if he were flying. His heart roared in joy. Up here, there were no Regents, no Kharon, no Inquisition. Just peace. Just the craters of Camcanna below and the stars above, and in the middle of such incredible vastness, two Dungeon Lords were locked in struggle. They could’ve fallen forever, it felt like. Ed doubted he would ever fear heights again.

      After what felt like a long time, Ed fixed Rolim’s remaining eye on the monster with the heart of a Dungeon Lord. “I have enough friends,” he told Sephar.

      They were alone, the two of them, and Rolim’s crushing hold was almost intimate, if not for the sound of cracking bones.

      Sephar’s Evil Eye, if viewed from the ground, may have appeared to an observer like a pair of falling stars. “For now,” the Lord of the Wetlands said joyfully. “For now.”

      The sound of Sephar’s laughter stayed with Ed even after he ended Murmur’s reach and his soul soared away, upward, as fast as the wind.
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Chapter Thirty-Two

          

          Homebound

        

      

    

    
      The mortal remains of Evangeline Tillman crumbled to dust after Vaines’ Dungeon Jewel replaced them in the heart of the brass machine. The office went completely dark, all displays snuffed out like candles under a sudden breeze. Tillman’s wraith cast a small light spell, which flickered like a faulty lightbulb. Her bones crumbled as her essence faded.

      Ed would’ve found it sad, if he hadn’t been busy dying from lack of oxygen. Next to him, lying on the cold floor, he could see the faint outlines of Gallio and Ryan. Neither of them were moving.

      It was a close call, Ed thought. Holding Sephar back had taken everything they had, and Ed knew they had gotten extremely lucky. Next time, the Lord of the Wetlands would take measures against asphyxiation.

      Still, the white relief of victory washed over his mind like a warm wave. He had fought, and he had stolen triumph from the jaws of defeat. The pleasure of being alive was almost a religious experience. That, or the brain damage was finally setting in.

      “She’ll be unconscious for a while,” Tillman told him, pointing a bony finger at Vaines as the corpse tray entered the machine with a hiss. “In the meantime, I’ll maintain current altitude to clear the infestation on the lower levels. If we don’t, Sephar will simply return using one of those bodies.” A pause. “I’m afraid the mindbrood shows more resistance to lack of air than a human being. You and your allies need to leave the Factory now.”

      Ed nodded weakly toward Ryan. The Dungeon Lord was too weak to reply, so he tried to tell Tillman with a look that their ride was currently unconscious.

      Thankfully, Tillman understood him. Or, more likely, she had seen Ryan in action and put two and two together. The green embers inside her skull came to life as she prepared a spell that crumbled most of her ribs as well as a section of her skull. Purple and black swirls of necromantic energy converged on her skeletal hand as she pronounced a quick incantation.

      “This is the last time we meet, Director Wright,” Tillman told the Dungeon Lord. “Return to the Standard Factory as soon as possible. Protect it with your life. There is much you need to learn, and little time. A war is brewing, a war to end all wars. Unite the Lordship, Director, and sharpen them into a blade to wield against the terrors of the Wetlands. If Lotia is to survive, it’s going to need new traditions to go along with the old.”

      Slowly, weakly, Ed raised a shaking hand and gave her a thumbs up.

      “Deliver them to safety,” she ordered Ryan’s unconscious figure as the spell washed over him in a way that flashed into view the bones under his skin.

      Ryan opened his eyes, and Ed realized the Planeshifter was under the control of Tillman’s compulsion. Ryan stood, and Ed could see power flush through the other man’s veins.

      Ed almost allowed himself to pass out then. It was over. He could rest for the moment. Soon he would be back in the Haunt, surrounded by his friends. They would celebrate the victory. Kes and Andreena would chide him for his wounds and the overuse of potions; Lavy would pitch a fit because Ed had defenestrated her undead masterpiece; Alder and Klek would demand a feast, and Ed was in the mood for one. Gods knew they had earned it.

      And after the feast was over? Then it would be time to get back to work. The Standard Factory would create an army of monsters Ed would use to unify Starevos and repel the invading army of the Militant Church. He would muster his forces and hunt Sephar to the very ends of Ivalis and purge the infestation of the Bane. Once that was done, maybe then Ed would have enough knowledge and power to give a certain demigod what was coming to him.

      He drifted off to a placid sleep, and he knew he would have no nightmares this time. Only a well-deserved rest.

      And as his consciousness shut down, in that place between nothingness and existence, the voice of an old god came to him from the dredges of memory:

      Grasp it, and it shall slip from your fingers.

      Love it, and it shall leave you.

      A pang of unease disturbed the perfection of Ed’s slumber. Deliver them to safety, the wraith had ordered Argent Planeshifter, Kharon’s Chosen, Vaines’ protege.

      Had anyone told Tillman that Argent Planeshifter was actually Ryan from Earth?

      A mind that had undergone the sort of trauma Ryan had experienced… where would it think safety was located?

      Ed opened his eyes just as the Portal engulfed him. He had barely enough time to whisper one brief sentence, and it was, “No, no, no—”
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Chapter Thirty-Three

          

          Aftermath

        

      

    

    
      “—no!”

      A murky night sky without stars met his gaze, a single moon, like the eye of a dead god, shone upon him without a hint mockery or judgment. The air was rank with stagnant water, smog, and decaying trash. The screeching sounds of passing cars urged the Dungeon Lord to cover his ears. There were sirens in the distance, roving drunken groups, crying children. He covered his ears. He had landed in an uncomfortable cushion of black plastic. He looked down, and realized Gallio, Ryan, and himself were lying in the dump behind some seedy fast-food restaurant.

      Ed stared for a second at the massive towers of concrete and steel that rose past the slash of asphalt road visible past the alleyway. He turned to Ryan and grabbed the unconscious man’s shoulders. “Ryan, take me back right now!” No response. The Dungeon Lord shook the young man’s shoulders. “Ryan, they need me!” Ryan seemed dangerously pale. “I need to go back!” An awful suspicion took hold of Ed. Travel between dimensions had to take an awful lot of juice, and Ryan had been already exhausted before Tillman’s compulsion forced him to disregard common sense and his own safety. With a trembling hand, Ed checked for pulse, but found nothing.

      “Shit!” The pale white moon shone, blind and uncaring, over Ed as he frantically did chest compressions on the unresponsive man that was his only ticket home.

      

      Marshal Kessih of the Haunt left the Laboratory with a troubled look that didn’t presage anything good.

      The former mercenary masked her feelings as she marched down the sprawling tunnels of the massive dungeon complex that was the Haunt, past nervous squads of elite Janitor batblins chasing an escaped ooze, past animated skeletal patrols running onto walls, and past chained steel doors where the screams of unknown beasts thundered against the stone walls. Marshal Kessih paid no attention to the flurry of barely controlled chaos that was the normal state of affairs of the Haunt. She went past the Main Hall where Lord Wright held court at the moment. Diplomats from the neighboring cities or far-away dungeons clamored for his attention, trying to ensure support from the rumored master of the Nightmare Factory, or at least obtain a promise of non-aggression. The Dungeon Lord promised nothing and avoided all compromises, cold and unreachable as he sat in his throne like the statue of a king of old.

      Well out of sight of any visitor, the drones of the Haunt stumbled blindly through half-built tunnels. The haggard imps made no jests and followed no orders. They maintained the dungeon, barely, and it was a guarded secret that their numbers diminished by the day.

      A horned spider princess guarded the entrance to the Infirmary. The critter had knit a spiderweb around the hallway and crept down a silver thread as Kes’ footsteps echoed on the stone slabs.

      “Is he awake?” Kes asked the spider.

      “Tell me something only Marshal Kessih would know,” the spider answered.

      Kes sighed. It wasn’t the first time this day she heard that question. “When you were but a spiderling you fell into a pot of soup in the kitchens. I happened to be in the kitchens and managed to get you out with a ladle. We agreed never to mention it again.”

      Tulip shivered at the memory. “I remember. You went to the kitchens to steal Tzuika from the basement. Good times.” She climbed up her silver web just enough to let Kes pass through into the Infirmary. “Come on in, he is awake and has been annoying Sas and me all morning. He wants to get back to training.” Her mandibles snapped a chuckle. “I almost wish Andreena would drug him back to sleep.”

      The Infirmary bed was so big compared to Klek that the batblin seemed like an oversized doll, half-hidden under the covers. “Kes!” he exclaimed when he saw her. He tossed the covers away to reveal a bandaged torso. “Have you found him?” he asked, wriggling his hands nervously.

      “Bad news,” Kes told the batblin. There was no point avoiding the subject. “The Diviners made yet another pass. Although they used every single one of their daily spells, there is no trace of Ed. Not here in Ivalis, not back in the Netherworld. I am sorry, Klek. Lavy says there’s a chance he may not even be alive.”

      The batblin’s reaction mirrored Kes’ feelings. Unlike Klek, though, she couldn’t permit the Haunt’s inhabitants to see how worried she was. No one except for a select few knew the truth. Alder was busy day and night maintaining the illusion that “Lord Wraith” was still around, Lavy barely left her Laboratory except for frequent trips to the Netherworld, where she practiced dangerous rituals and hunted after increasingly darker tomes of Interdimensional Travel. And in the meantime, Kes herself tried to keep a dungeon running without a Dungeon Lord to repair and upgrade it. She tried to ignore the mounting mold on the walls, the wild growth of the gardens, the abandoned Grey Highway, and even the dry fountain by the Market.

      In the Starevosi countryside, in the contested frontier between Raventa and Constantina, every dungeon and every Scrambling Tower had turned into an irreplaceable bastion. Every defeat was a foothold lost under the constant attack of the Inquisition, which, Kes now understood, was but the staging grounds of a far worse threat: Sephar was alive, and he wanted to do to the Haunt what a lone mindbrood had done to Burrova.

      With every passing day, the threat of the Heiligian army grew larger, and so did the unrest in Constantina. There was talk in Undercity of negotiating surrender with the Militant Church. The Pirates became bolder, and there had been attacks against Haunt-aligned merchants. The bandits, which had almost been suppressed, had exploded like a plague, ravishing small towns and making trade by land all but impossible.

      It was as if Kes had been tasked with keeping together a sandcastle on a windy day as the tide crept inexorably toward the sand walls. She could feel it crumbling all around her. The name of the game was attrition, and without a Dungeon Lord, it was a game the Haunt couldn’t win.

      “He is alive,” Klek told her, with a conviction born of idealism Kes was too old to share. “He must be. Our minionship bond is still active.”

      “We don’t know,” the Marshal said. “The Mantle may have… funky interactions with travel between dimensions. We can’t take anything for granted.”

      Klek shook his head emphatically. “Wrong. He is coming back for sure. We just need to hold on in the meantime.”

      Kes bit her lips. She was about to say something, then Klek jumped out of the bed and instantly winced from the pain. He stumbled, but didn’t fall.

      “Don’t lose hope,” Klek told her. “When a batblin is hiding in a hole and there are hungry wolves outside, he cannot give in to panic no matter how much he wants to. You know why?”

      Kes shook her head.

      “Because the wolves can smell fear,” Klek said. “If we lose hope, we are fucked.”

      The Marshal had seen many idealist mercenaries die brutally and without ceremony on the battlefield. She knew that although morale was crucial, platitudes could only carry one so far. Normally, she would’ve kept her doubts to herself. Klek, however, was right there, trying to comfort her, when it should have been her duty. “We can’t just sit on our asses with an invasion looming only a year away. The people are scared, Klek. They expected the Nightmare Factory to change the tide of the war. If we want them to keep their hopes up, we need to give them a reason why.”

      Klek raised an eyebrow. “Well, then, we’ll just have to liberate Raventa ourselves.”

      “What?”

      The batblin narrowed his eyes. “I know now that there are two types of batblins. Those that stay in their holes when the wolves come… and those that come out and kick their shaggy asses.” He flashed her a confident grin, something Kes had rarely seen in the batblin. “I know what kind of batblin I want to be. What about you?” In truth, despite his wound, he looked stronger than ever. For a forest critter, facing Archlord Everbleed and not dying was a colossal achievement. Legendary, even. It had earned Klek and Tulip a hundred points each—not that much for an adventurer in the grand scheme of things. But for a batblin and a horned spider it was a life-changing amount.

      Perhaps Klek Adventurer Slayer was wiser than she had given him credit for.

      Kes laughed. “When you put it like that, I can’t really say no without looking like a coward.” She clapped the batblin’s back, which made him yelp in pain. “Shit, sorry,” she said quickly. “Hurry and get better, my friend. We have a city to conquer.”

      Klek returned her grin. “Lord Ed is going to be so surprised when he comes back.”

      There was not a hint of hesitation in the statement.

      

      Far south from the treacherous Undercity, past the vast green expanse of the Hoia Forest, past the city of Mitena and its farmlands, past rivers and lakes and fields that reached over the horizon, past deserts and mountainsides, past the fossilized remains of dragon-nests, past dry canyons whose phantom waters had quenched the thirst of bygone civilizations, was a land of marsh and swamp. There loomed the Wetlands, where the day was drowned by shadow, where roaming clouds of mosquitoes blotted the sun, and slumbering beasts with no name slept under primordial waters older even than the Regents of the Netherworld.

      Few explorers ever returned from the dreaded far-south, and those who had often spent their remaining days telling mad tales of vast cities lurking under the murky waters, and dead beings dreaming inside underwater crypts. Pyramids and ruins and monsters with no name, and things that when they stirred in their eternal sleep made the Light and the Dark shiver in fear and wonder.

      Deep inside the Wetlands, through secret paths, was a pyramid of ancient rock. One side had been melted into a charred mess an eternity ago, the rest was carved with images of idols whose names are best left unsaid. Living flesh wriggled inside that pyramid, but to the outside world it was peaceful. At its top was a garden seeded with unearthly vegetation. In the center of this garden was a statue. The statue was of a powerful Devil Knight, face contorted in challenge, arm forever extended as if about to cast a spell. Sitting on this shoulder of the Devil Knight statue was a tall man with long flowing black hair. He was playing a soft, melancholic melody on an ebony flute as the pale sun set over the horizon.

      Malikar found Sephar by following the music. As far as Malikar knew, the Dungeon Lord liked to come here every night and stare at the stars as they came to life. The spellcaster stood back, unwilling to disturb the Dungeon Lord’s reverie.

      Sephar lowered the flute. “Back from your trip already?” he asked without turning back.

      Malikar wasn’t surprised that Sephar knew he was there. The Dungeon Lord’s Evil Eye could see everything that happened under his domain. “I’m happy to report a successful quest. Nightshade Jarlen has a new coffin with earth from her birthplace. She is installed in one of our forts near Starevos and awaits further orders.”

      “Good,” Sephar said simply. He seemed to be in a good mood, but despite having known him for years, Malikar had never been able to fully read him.

      “Any news of Lord Wraith’s whereabouts?” he asked.

      “Lady Vaines blocked our scrying into the Standard Factory as soon as she awoke,” Sephar said. “Thankfully, I have other means. Lord Wright has retreated back into his homeworld to recover from his wounds. There’s no telling when he will return.”

      “He may not,” Malikar said. “After seeing what he’s up against, he may have decided to stay in his own world.”

      Sephar shook his head. “This is more than likely a tactical retreat to build up strength. Remember, this is the kind of person that pro-actively seeded southern Starevos with spiderlings to single-handedly set back our plans of expansion. He has been fighting a war against me before anyone else knew I was alive. In other words, he’s not the kind of man to run away.”

      Malikar had his doubts. The spiderling situation nagged at him. He had spent years in Starevos, and he could’ve sworn Wright simply used spiderlings as spies, and had little to no idea about the ancient enmity between horned spider and mindbrood. An adult mindbrood was all but invincible to a horned spider cluster. But a larva? A lone spiderling could take care of a larva. If it weren’t for Wright’s spiderlings, half of Starevos could’ve been turned into an army for Sephar at a moment’s notice. Sephar thought this move to be part of an ongoing strategical game between the Lord of the Haunt and himself. Deep inside, however, Malikar suspected that the spiderling issue may have simply been a coincidence, and that Sephar’s admiration of Wraith came from a disposition of certain intelligent men to think everyone else played at their level.

      “Why are you so sure?” Malikar asked, because Sephar encouraged his minions to ask questions and rarely punished unwilling ignorance.

      Sephar’s demeanor grew weary, and Malikar knew he was thinking of times gone past.

      “In my previous life, if my friends and family were in mortal danger, I would stop at nothing to go back to them before it grew too late. At nothing.” Sephar shook his head. “No, if Edward is away it is because he can’t come back. Yet.”

      Malikar knew how the rest of the story went. Sephar had fought to protect his loved ones, and he had lost them all one by one. And at the very end of his life, at the height of his despair, he had found the Brood. In what others called the Bane of Sephar, Sephar himself had found a new beginning. And the dream of the ancient Dungeon Lord had been given one more chance.

      It was the stuff of legends. A tale of vengeance and salvation. Malikar was honored to be a part of the great mission Lord Sephar had envisioned. He would follow his beloved Master to the very end of the world if needed.

      “I’ve failed you, my Lord,” Malikar said, bowing before the Dungeon Lord of the Wetlands. “It was my mistake that Wraith escaped. I knew what the Planeshifter was capable of, yet I neglected to take care of him. I accept full responsibility. My life is yours to take, if you wish.”

      Sephar laughed at that. “If I killed my men every time they failed at something I’d quickly run out of competent minions. I’d have to take care of my own errands, and what kind of Dungeon Lord would I be then?” He pocketed his lute, then turned and gave Malikar a warm smile. “Besides, if I remember correctly you left halfway through the proceedings. I was the one in charge when Argent Planeshifter made a run for it, and I already knew what he could do because I read your report. So if anyone made a mistake, it is me.”

      Malikar flushed. “L-Lord! I didn’t—I would never imply…”

      Sephar made a dismissive wave. “Oh, come on, Malikar. Everyone makes mistakes. Even us. The wise man learns from his errors and eventually turns them into strengths. That is how one adapts.”

      The minion nodded, then the two men stood in silence as the first constellations came into view. There was something that bothered Malikar. Something that didn’t quite make sense. “Permission to speak freely, my Lord?”

      “You have it.”

      “I believe you are lying, my Lord.”

      The Lord of the Wetlands raised an amused eyebrow. “How so?”

      “You read my report. You sent me to Vaines’ palace in the first place to learn about the Planeshifter first of all. And in the Factory, you had our brothers keep well away of Argent at all times. You explicitly ordered he was not to be hurt.” Malikar scratched his beard. “I believe you let him get away, my Lord, although I don’t know the reason.”

      Sephar stretched like a cat, and jumped down the statue of Everbleed. “Clever. Thankfully it wasn’t as obvious to anyone else, otherwise it would’ve been a wasted gambit.” He cast a spell and an illusionary display coalesced in front of the two men. It showed an impossibly clean white room and a bed with a metal framework. The Planeshifter lay in that bed, haggard and surrounded by transparent tubes of soft glass and beeping devices. Malikar watched the display, and realization slowly dawned upon him. Sephar went on, “I had our Akathunian brothers plant an enchanted coin in the Planeshifter’s bag soon after we dealt with Everbleed. He never noticed. This coin allows our Diviners to lock on to his location. To be honest with you, my original plan was that he would unwittingly reveal crucial strategic positions. At the very least, we could’ve tracked the Factory’s whereabouts as long as he was within. I never expected he would go back to his homeworld. However—” he smiled dangerously “—I’ve adapted.”

      “Are we to free this world as well?” Malikar asked. The expectation of more conquest to come—of more glory to be earned—filled his heart with desire.

      Sephar caressed the display, and it diffused into a swirling cloud. “First things first. Travel between dimensions is no easy feat, despite what the Planeshifter may make you think. And, well, as they say… ‘don’t fight a war in two fronts.’ In the meantime, there is so much to learn of this Earth dimension, Malikar. They have weapons beyond our wildest dreams. Their military doctrine is without equal. Biology, virology, physics. Spells that could level cities. Automated crossbows that can shoot thousands of projectiles, each of which can tear through armor as if it was paper. Think what could be born of the marriage between their knowledge and our magic.” Malikar noted that his Master was all but trembling with excitement. “This is a fantastic development. No wonder that Edward is such an interesting fellow—his entire world is interesting.”

      Malikar absorbed all of his Master’s words in quiet awe. Still, something nagged at him. “You said you hoped Lord Wraith would agree to join you, eventually. He’s not likely to take our interest in his homeworld lightly.”

      “One can’t have everything they want,” Sephar said humbly. “I’m afraid to say Lord Wright and I have… conflicting philosophies. And, since he is in my way, we cannot simply go our separate ways.” He grinned fiercely and the blazing light of the Evil Eye came to life—a manifestation of Sephar’s excitement at the incoming conflict. “To be honest with you, my friend, I’m looking forward to matching wits against a worthy opponent. Even far from my ancestral home, I was still raised Lotian. Old habits die hard. And the Lordship’s traditions demand that two conflicting Dungeon Lords must fight.”

      “Only in triumph is strength redeemed,” Malikar quoted. “Something Vaines used to say.”

      “A good friend of mine wrote that.” Sephar’s grin grew wider. “It means that in a fight to the death, the one whose beliefs are worthier is the one who shall win.”
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      The detective strolled down the clinically white corridor. The smell of chemicals permeated the hospital wing, and he could feel the gaze of the nearby nurses burning into his back. He stopped by a help desk to get directions, took two elevators, and went down the second corridor to the left. Two blue-clad police officers stood guard by a door. The detective knew there was one more inside, keeping watch at all times. The officers waved at him; he returned the wave. One of them pointed a thumb at the door and made a face—one that said, “You’re in for a wild ride, bud.”

      A doctor appeared as if out of nowhere and set a path to intercept him. She was in her mid-twenties, tight ponytail, focused eyes that could’ve use some sleep. Clearly one of those overachievers that collected diplomas as if they were trading cards. The nametag on her blue overalls read “Doctor Hill.” The detective recognized that name. It was stamped at the end of the report that gotten the attention of the Higher Ups and brought him all the way here.

      “Your credentials, please,” said Doctor Hill coldly.

      “Detective Edgar Kane, at your service,” Detective Kane said, flashing his badge at her.

      Doctor Hill regarded him with a clinical look. She was taking his measure, he reckoned. “We’ll see about that, Detective.” She did not introduce herself.

      He gave her his best professional smile. He was not unused to people being testy around police. “How is our ward doing, Dr. Hill?” he asked.

      “Given that he’s not an hour out of the ER, I’d say he’s drugged up to the eyeballs and you’d be lucky if he wakes up next week for interrogation.”

      She’s deflecting, Detective Kane decided. Trying to hide a source of insecurity behind a wall of hostility. He’d seen it before, both in the medical field and also with lawyers. They were used to being absolute masters of their domain and thus didn’t react nicely when they ran into something that challenged their knowledge. He narrowed his eyes, like a shark smelling blood in the water. This is getting interesting.

      “Actually, I’m here to ask you a few questions, if you don’t mind.”

      “I wrote a report for you.”

      “Your report is the reason I’m here, Doctor,” he told her. He decided to build some rapport, a way to show her he was on her side and try to get her to open up a bit. “To tell you the truth, my superiors are pushing me hard over this. Someone leaked the details to the press—”

      “I heard about it,” she said blankly.

      “Well, the case made it to national news. Speculation is rampant on social media. People call it a kidnapping. Everyone and their mother think the Randall’s boy made some kind of heroic escape, that he managed to fight off his captors and run to freedom.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “And you don’t think that’s the case?”

      Perceptive, too. He wondered if there was any way at all he could ask her for her number without it coming across as wildly unprofessional. Finally, he decided against it. “We are not ready to release a statement to the public. Ryan Randall is recovering in a private hospital, shielded behind an army of lawyers. Total media blackout.”

      This wasn’t entirely true. Detective Kane knew, for example, that Ryan Randall had barely survived by the skin of his teeth. His heart had stopped for two minutes after his discovery. It was a testament to the skill of the city’s emergency services that the young man had managed to survive at all. Kane remembered one part of the long list of injuries the paramedics had registered; a brief paragraph had jumped to his attention and stayed with him hours later. It said:

      The subject shows signs of extreme exhaustion—it’s as if he ran a marathon at full sprint without a single day of training beforehand.

      Also, at one point inside the ambulance the subject had recovered consciousness in reaction to a dose of adrenaline. “I’ve been to hell,” he had told one very surprised paramedic. “I’ve been to fucking hell and he will come to take me back! Oh, God, keep him away from me!”

      Not exactly a field day for the Randall kid, then. Kane wondered how long until that particular statement made its way to newsrooms everywhere.

      Although Randall had lost consciousness soon afterward, the paramedic had had the presence of mind to ask the young heir who the fuck was he talking about.

      “Edward Wright,” was all he had said. Kane gazed at the tag next to the door. “Edward Wright,” it read. The same Edward Wright that had disappeared under mysterious circumstances out of a police car after having assaulted Ryan Randall at their workplace. The police could put two and two together well enough, but Ryan Randall had been missing for months now. The Randall Conglomerate wasn’t exactly on friendly terms with the police department after the latter had failed to find the Randall heir. The fact that said heir had been found—by a civilian—lying half-dead in a ditch next to two bloodied wackos soured things further. The company’s lawyers were raising hell, and the Bosses were getting nervous. There was talk of the FBI getting involved.

      In short, Kane needed to provide some results, or he would be spending a lot of time doing paperwork behind a desk.

      On one hand, the case should have been simple. Wright had kidnapped Randall as revenge for his termination. Randall had managed to escape, they had fought and wounded each other. Open and shut.

      Kane wished it were that simple. Wright had had an accomplice, or so the police suspected at first. Not an hour after the three John Does arrived at the nearest ER, however—even before the Randall lawyers had made their appearance—the suits of a previously unrelated corporation had showed up. They had identified one of the John Does as Gabriel Knight, missing months ago in a different state. Their paperwork supported the claim that so-called Gabriel Knight had been a victim of the kidnapping just as Randall had. Knight was unconscious and recovering in a private hospital under the watchful protection of Pantheon’s team of lawyers, and the FBI was absolutely salivating at the “went missing in a different state” bit about his backstory.

      The claim of Knight being another victim of Wright instead of an accomplice muddied the waters of the investigation. What was Wright’s motive? He had never sent Randall’s parents a ransom note.

      Detective Kane believed Wright was a cog in a far darker machine than a simple kidnapping. A human trafficking ring, perhaps.

      In any case, the need to put their main suspect under heavy surveillance was evident, even if, as the doctors had said, Wright’s condition was what amounted to a pulpy red paste in the shape of a person.

      Or so it had been yesterday. Then Doctor Hill’s report had arrived and Detective Kane had been dispatched straight to the hospital, allowed to take no stops along the way.

      “Tell me about our suspect’s condition,” he said.

      “I’m afraid my shift wouldn’t last long enough,” Doctor Hill said. At least she was starting to open up. Maybe, Kane guessed, because what she had seen was just so outrageous she simply had to share it, if only to confirm she wasn’t insane. “The gist of it… Look, I’m no forensic detective or anything like that—” That was in fact a half-lie. She had taken a couple courses and had the diplomas to show for it, Kane knew “—but my opinion, off the record? That man has spent a lifetime as a mercenary for some Eastern European country that somehow never got the memo that guns are a thing. Right now my interns are having a field-day just figuring out what his scars mean. So far we’ve tagged stabs, slashes, cuts, burns, acid scars, frost damage, you name it, he has it. Not a single bullet wound, though. Most of his ribs were broken and healed at some point. There are signs of former hairline fractures all over, and if the massive scar tissue in the middle of his chest means anything, someone fucking ran him through with… I’m not going to call it a sword, but it sure as hell seems that way. Anyway, it pierced his heart—yes, there’s scar tissue there as well—and he somehow lived through that. Oh, and I forgot about the weird prosthesis his left hand has been replaced by. We tried to remove it, but… ah, forget it, you won’t believe it. It doesn’t matter. Honestly, I want Wright’s surgeon’s number, because that man is either Hippocrates reborn, or he somehow has a stash of phoenix down hidden somewhere.” Kane did not understand that last reference. He was about to interject, but she waved him off. “I’m not done yet. Wright’s liver, pancreas, kidneys, stomach, and intestine all look like those of a rock-star twice his age. His skeletal frame and muscle group suggest use of high-grade designer steroids over a short period, from two to four years, but there are absolutely no traces in his system. Also, his eyes are… weird.” She blinked and said nothing else.

      After a long pause during which Kane took time to process everything, the detective carefully said, “So all of that is why he’s out like a broken lamp right now—”

      “Oh, no,” Doctor Hill waved that silly suggestion off. “All of those are old wounds. I haven’t gotten to his current ones yet.” She took a deep breath. “Patient Edward Wright came into the ER with a cracked femur and a partial femoral hemorrhage. He showed documented evidence of massive blood loss and internal bleeding. Scans show hairline fractures all over. Analysis revealed traces of, well… neurotoxin in his system. Yes, I can show you the lab results. He had a concussion, because why not at this point? We also registered a fever of one hundred and three before we managed to bring it down. My prediction when Wright was first brought into the ER was that survival was unlikely, and if he pulled through brain damage was almost certain. Needing a cane to walk for the rest of his life was a definite yes.”

      “Holy shit,” Detective Kane said. He had read the report, but it was another thing entirely to listen to it straight from Hill’s mouth. What made it hit the hardest was Hill’s expression. It was as if she weren’t entirely sure that what she had witnessed with her own eyes was real. She had used words like “documented” and “video-evidence” in her report too, seemed to dare anyone to call her crazy.

      “Yes.” She smiled and fixed her eyeglasses. “And you know what’s worse? I have a friend from the faculty in the hospital where they’re keeping Gabriel Knight. Off the record, when someone shared Wright’s status in the group chat, he sent three crying-with-laughter emoticons and said, and I quote, ‘My guy has a list twice as long, but somehow he has regained consciousness twice so far despite having enough morphine in his veins to murder a horse.’ End quote.”

      Detective Kane narrowed his eyes. Now he was unsure if Hill was pulling his leg or not. But she didn’t strike him like the kind of person to risk her career for a joke. Also, she really needed to read up on what “off the record” meant, although Kane wasn’t about to fry her for it. “So, what you’re saying is… Wright is not likely to leave that room walking.”

      “Actually,” Hill said, “I am making no such a statement.”

      Kane had to admit, Hill’s attitude was making him nervous. He hated that—he hadn’t felt that way ever since he was a rookie and a gangbanger stole his cruiser because he left the keys in the ignition during a routine inspection.

      “What do you mean, Doctor?” he asked, a bit harsher than he had intended. The two officers by the door gave him a worried look, which he ignored.

      Thankfully, Hill gave no signs of having noticed. “As per my report, that was my initial assessment of Wright’s condition during his stay in the ER. That assessment is no longer accurate.” She was on a roll now, and there was no stopping her from saying what was on her mind. “During the fifty-eight hours Wright has been under our care, he has showed unexpected, well-documented progress, to the point that my original prognosis is no longer even remotely accurate. My current observations all point to Wright making a full recovery in a couple months. In other words… Detective Kane, if I were in your shoes, I would increase the security around his room.”

      “OK, bullshit,” Kane said. There was only so much a mind could take before breaking his suspension of disbelief. “Are you saying Wright and Knight are some kind of superhumans? Bio-engineered terrorists, is that it? And Ryan Randall beat one or both of them to a pulp? How am I supposed to look my superiors in the eye and tell them any of that massive load of crap?”

      Dr. Hill shrugged. “If you find a way, please let me know. My own bosses are riding my ass over this, despite thorough video evidence.”

      Kane cursed under his breath. That desk job was not looking quite so unappealing at the moment. “You’re not telling me something, Doctor. You’ve skirted around it since the beginning. This investigation is one second away from turning federal, so I advise you not to keep anything to yourself.”

      Hill rolled her eyes. “Well, you know what? Fine. It is about his heart. It isn’t… Damn it, Wright’s heart is not—”

      CRASH.

      The detective and the doctor froze in the middle of their exchange like two deer caught in highlights. The sound had come from inside the room.

      Half a second later, Kane and the two officers burst through the door, pistols drawn and aimed.

      “STOP RIGHT THERE—” Kane couldn’t believe his eyes. Wright was not in his bed. Instead, the windows’ iron bars were. From the look of it, they had been melted straight off their hinges. The window was broken, and the night’s breeze ruffled Kane’s hair. Next to the window lay an officer he knew. Martinez was a six-foot-tall linebacker in the local football league. He was slumped forward and nursing a bump on his forehead. He also had a blank look on his face that Kane knew very well.

      “Concussion,” Hill whispered, voicing his own thoughts. The doctor had slipped in unnoticed.

      “Officer down!” one of the officers called on his radio. “Suspect is on the run! Be advised, the suspect had outside help!”

      Kane pointed at the window. “He can’t be far, go get him!” He and Doctor Hill rushed to tend to Officer Martinez. Other than the bump, Martinez had no visible wounds.

      “Take a look at this,” Hill said, raising Martinez’ forearm to eye level. It was some kind of faint burn mark, Kane decided, in the shape of a hand.

      Martinez’ gaze was unfocused, and his shirt was soaked with sweat. “He asked for a glass of water,” the man said. “What’s the harm? I thought. It’s just water, and he’s handcuffed to the bed. He grabbed me with that charred hand-thing when I got close—I did not know it could move!” He shook his head and sighed. “I don’t remember what happened. God, I am so tired.”

      Hill and Kane exchanged a look. The detective wanted to catch up with the officers, join the pursuit, but he knew what his job was. He inspected the scene.

      What remained of the handcuffs were now rusty scraps on the bed.

      Most of the glass had fallen outside. The person who broke the iron bars had to have been Wright. Somehow.

      Kane shook his head, staring at the empty night below. Sirens could be heard in the distance, drawing closer. The lights of the city shone over the black waters of the lake. A second later he could hear helicopters join in the chase.

      “What the hell is going on?” he wondered aloud.

      The only thing he was certain about was that the Higher Uppers were going to find a way to blame him for it.
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      Thank you for finding the time to follow along Ed’s adventures once again.

      

      Ancient Traditions was the hardest book I’ve ever written so far, and the most rewarding. I feel that by now that’s starting to become a trend, each new installment being more challenging than the last. That’s just how it should be, in my opinion, when writers think they’ve their story under control it’s probably because they’re doing something wrong.

      

      This is the first book in Ed’s tale that ends in somewhat of a cliffhanger. I promise you’ll have the next book on your hands before long, unless the Internet explodes or something unpredictable like that. Ed’s story is far from done, and there’s no one more eager to return to the world of Ivalis than the Dungeon Lord himself.

      

      In any case, feel free to hurry me along at hugohuesca.writer@gmail.com !  You can also join my Facebook group, Hugo Huesca, and leave a comment there to check on the book’s progress. And finally, if you’re really serious about not missing the next book no matter what, try following my Amazon profile so the page itself gives you a heads-up if everything else fails.

      

      I hope you enjoyed Ancient Traditions.  See you in the next one!

      

      —Hugo Huesca.

      

      Edward Wright will return in Dungeon Lord V: Nightmare Kingdom
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      If you want to find out about Dungeon Lord’s next installments before anyone else, you can do so here:

      

      www.subscribepage.com/dungeonlord
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      RUNE UNIVERSE

      Space Opera, Videogames, and Cyberpunk meet for this action-packed thriller.

      There are infinite worlds in Rune Universe, but only one of them holds the key to Cole’s salvation.

      The Complete Rune Universe Trilogy is available now.

      

      EDGE OF CONQUEST

      A thriller set in the background of a space war between the Earth and its former colonies in deep space as they struggle for independence.

      Joseph Clarke is a former soldier fallen in disgrace. He has sworn never to fight again, but when the rebellion comes knocking at his door, he must break that promise.

      For a woman forgotten by history has been found alive, hidden in a remote planet, away from the grasp of the Tal-Kader conglomerate, the corrupt corporation that governs the Edge with an iron fist.

      As the flames of war threaten to engulf the Edge, Clarke must team up with a genetically-enhanced assassin to beat Tal-Kader’s fleet in a race to the planet where the woman is hiding. But Clarke’s actions could bring the Edge to a conflict much greater than a mere civil war — it could mean a war against Earth.

      Edge of Conquest is available now.
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      The Workshop was quiet like the grave and almost completely dark, save for a bright dot of red light and the column of smoke flowing out of it.

      “Master Lavina?” Researcher Arieselle called. Succubi weren’t the type of fiend that could see in the dark, despite what most people thought. “Is that you?”

      As her eyes adjusted, she saw the faint outline of Lavina’s figure. The famed Witch of the Haunt barely acknowledged Arieselle’s presence, but then waved her in. “Come in already, I don’t have all day.”

      Arieselle did as asked, leaving the door open a bit so they wouldn’t be in total darkness.

      “Master Lavina… are you well?” The rumors about the Witch’s condition after finding out what Lord Wraith had done to her beloved creation were all over the place. As a loyal member of Lavina’s Research Team, Arieselle knew better than to give credence to the rumors. However, it was true few had seen Lavina around the Haunt. The only one making fewer appearances was Lord Wraith himself.

      Lavina snapped her fingers and the magical torches around the Workshop blazed to life. “Do we look like we are fine?” Lavina asked caustically. Arieselle took a look at the disheveled Witch and then at the thing tied upright on an operating table by her side, which caused the succubus let out a small yelp.

      Unlike other undead abominations, Rolim lacked the telltale smell of preserved flesh that could alert someone to their presence.

      Whatever little remained of Rolim tracked Arieselle’s every move with his one remaining eye. “Murmur have mercy!” Arieselle muttered. She wasn’t one to blaspheme like a dirty junker fiend, but sometimes nothing else sufficed.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Lavy said bitterly. She took one long puff of her cigar and spat out another column of smoke. Arieselle had had no idea Lavina smoked. It was probably a new habit. “Damn it. Sorry, Arieselle, I shouldn’t take out my bad mood on you. It’s not your fault that that—” At this point Lavina said a couple epithets that the succubus had never heard before “—Dungeon Lord dared to hurt my dear Rolim!”

      Arieselle smiled nervously. For some reason, she had no idea what to do with her hands. “I’m sure Lord Wraith didn’t mean to—” she started, but Lavina waved at her.

      “I’m not talking about Ed. Rolim’s job was to protect him, and as far as I’m concerned my beloved creation saved Ed’s ass back there.” She tossed her cigar on the ground and stomped it. “I’m talking about him.” She of course neglected to say who he was, but Arieselle didn’t hold it against her. Succubi knew how Dungeon Lords and their seconds-in-command were—always making mysterious proclamations and swearing crimson vengeance for the smallest slight. “When I get my hands on him,” Lavina went on, “I shall rain crimson vengeance upon him and his every damn dungeon! He shall rue the day he made Lavina’s designs look vulnerable!”

      Truth be told, Rolim didn’t seem to give a damn about his current condition. He probably didn’t give a damn about anything other than following Lavina’s commands.

      Arieselle nodded. This she knew how to deal with. “How can I help, my Master?” She added only the slightest implication to that last word, but only because she was a succubus, and it was pretty much expected of her.

      Lavina ignored it completely. She grinned like a maniac and said, “Take a look around, dear.”

      The succubus did so, and realized the Workshop was loaded with disassembled mechanisms, the steel remains of huge scorpion-like creatures, and long parchment rolls with complex designs unlike anything Arieselle had ever seen. Curiosity got the better of her and she examined one such scroll, which seemed to depict some kind of magical battery designed to work in conjunction with the necromantic emanations of reanimated corpses. As a Researcher, the mere concept was preposterous. But the sheer daring of it! At the very end of the parchment Arieselle found a small signature. “E. Tillman.” Arieselle’s heart skipped a beat.

      “Do you now see the great work ahead of us?” Master Lavina asked. “My creation was almost destroyed, but that merely opened the door for even greater investigative glory! We shall rebuild him, better and stronger! We have the technology.”

      Then the Witch started to laugh. Arieselle grimaced.

      “When was the last time you slept, Master?” she asked timidly.

      Lavina’s laughter stopped abruptly. “Sleep is for the weak-minded. Now hand me my scalpel.”
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