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Prologue

        

      

    

    
      Jennifer Finch triggered her avatar into a roll to avoid the orc’s war axe. Well, Orakh, but everyone playing World of Magic Online knew they were actually orcs. Like many others, she had become enthralled with the game when it came out about a year and a half ago and broke the VRMMORPG paradigm. Most games on the market were little more than genre nods: science fiction games where you tried to collect lost relics from ancient races, fantasy games where you slew dragons, and modern action games where you used guns and reflexes to fight against terrorists and government conspiracies. World of Magic somehow combined the three with very recent history. It imagined a world where the invading aliens, “elves,” as the internet had dubbed them, were part of a vanguard trying to enslave Earth as part of their plan to defend against the Orakh hordes. Players could use both magic and modern technology to defend the planet and, in later expansions, take the battle to the aliens themselves.

      “Eyes front, Raptor,” Matt, her guild leader cum PR agent’s voice, sounded in her ear. “Jester spotted one of those flying wolf things coming in, and we’re running low on 20mm ammo. I’m not sure if we’ll be able to keep it from landing.”

      “I just have one more, Lieutenant, and then the Warchief is going to spawn.” She stepped inside the Orakh’s guard, tapping the axe lightly to the side with her free left hand before stiffening the fingers on her right hand and driving the weapon into its neck. It staggered backward with a scream, orange blood spraying from the wound. Although her character could use a sword, she left it on her belt. Jennifer was playing as a body refiner, one of the new classes that came with the Twilight expansion a couple of months ago. The class specialized in speed and strength--perfect for up close and personal violence.

      The rumors on the internet said that it was based on what was observed from the movements of the “elves” in the Amazon, but Jennifer didn’t really care. It was fun to be this fast and strong, and the people following her stream certainly agreed. Already, the corner of her vision was filled with her followers donating money. True, she could have used a sword on the Orakh Lieutenant, but that wasn’t how she broke into the top 50 streams. It was by pushing herself and completing tasks with panache. No one wanted to see her easily completing mundane quests, instead they paid to see her do things that they didn’t know were possible.

      With a roar, the flap to the Warchief’s command tent flipped to the side and the creature stepped out, the purple glow of its spellshield flickering surreally. Behind Jennifer, machine gun fire chattered. For a brief moment, she waited for the telltale ripples of bullets bouncing off of the Warchief, but nothing happened. The Orakh picked up a truly grotesque axe, almost five feet long and with the haft made of a spine coated in some sort of resin, and began stomping toward Jennifer.

      “The gunners are occupied with the wolf, Raptor.” Matt’s voice was tight over the team chat. “I’m coming to assist as soon as possible. Try to keep her occupied until then.”

      “Duke, if you don’t hurry, there won’t be anything left for you.” Jennifer smiled as she toggled the mana flow to her enhancements, almost doubling her strength and speed. She still didn’t understand why World of Magic Online insisted on making her use the same mana reserves as a caster rather than ‘ki’ or ‘stamina’ the way a lot of its competitors did, but Henry Ibis had always been a bit eccentric. Every time someone in the media asked him a question about the game, he would always reply with a “no comment” and an enigmatic smile.

      Really, a lot of people had questions about the gameplay balance in World of Magic Online, Jennifer mused as she ducked under an axe swing and snapped a roundhouse kick into the Warchief’s knee. For a game with “Magic” in the name, the casters were incredibly underpowered. At lower levels, pretty much everyone used firearms as none of the other classes were even close to their damage output. Later on in the endgame, casters and refiners began to rise to prominence. Jennifer had seen it coming from the beginning. The opening campaigns in the Amazon against the elves hinted at where the game was going. Gunners were useful, but the elves moved so fast from tree to tree that they were almost impossible to hit. Even when you managed to hit one, bullets were incredibly ineffective against spellshields.

      At later levels, the better gunners had taken the arcane archer advanced class which let them enchant bullets or arrows. It at least let them do real damage to spellshields, but the players who really shined were the refiners or the refiner/caster multiclassers. It seemed obvious, but even with advanced weapons, it was still incredibly hard to fight enemies that moved so fast they blurred unless you brought overwhelming firepower. As for the casters, she suspected that, with enough time, they would be able to do the same things the elves could. Right now their arsenals were limited, but most of them had one or two good tricks: being able to throw up a spellshield, shooting a laser from their fingers, or warping an enemy’s armor to restrict their mobility.

      Jennifer dropped to her side, her left leg at knee height in front of the towering Orakh while her body torqued and her right leg whipped around and clubbed it in the back of its knees, forcing it to stumble forward and trip over her left leg. That’s what she liked about this game, even though the spellshield would protect the creature from damage, World of Magic rewarded its players for being innovative. That was why the magic system intrigued her. The only real limits were your affinities, the laws of physics, and the amount of mana you had earned.

      Everything else was just a matter of hard work and slowly figuring out how to shape the primal forces of magic to do what you wanted. The elves in Brazil had already proven how potent magic could be once you got it working properly, it was just a matter of putting in the time to develop an effective combat skill.

      Before the Orakh warchief could regain its feet, Jennifer shimmied up to its head and began bashing it into the ground with both hands. The creature reached for her, but Jennifer sprung to the side, once again stiffening her fingers and jabbing them repeatedly into the prone monster’s torso. The clumsy Orakh bellowed at her and tried to stand, only for Jennifer to step behind it and kick its knees out once more.

      It was probably about time to multiclass into caster, Jennifer mused as she brought her right leg up over her head and slammed it down heel first with all of the magically-enhanced speed and strength her body could muster. The purple glow around the Orakh abruptly winked out and it frantically tried once again to grab her. Instead, Jennifer snatched the creature’s hand and brought her elbow down on its wrist, snapping it. Really, as powerful as a refiner was, it was too straightforward of a skillset. One of her rivals, DarkStryke69xX, had already found a way to imbue fire energy into his attacks, and his new flashy skillset bumped him up five whole ranks on the top 100 board for streams. At a minimum, Jennifer really wanted one of those spellshields. As strong as her current build was, bullets still hurt like hell and a lucky low-level gunner could kill her.

      Her foot caught the Warchief in the throat and it fell backward, gagging as it tried to draw breath. Instinctively, it reached with both hands toward its throat. She stepped in under its guard and stiffened both of her hands, thrusting them upward into the Orakh’s armpits where its breastplate provided no coverage. The monster’s thick skin barely provided any resistance as Jennifer’s fingers sunk in, rupturing arteries and tendons. The creature tried to scream through its damaged windpipe, but the sound came out as more of a croak. Jennifer stepped back and, with a flourish, kicked the crippled monster in the face, knocking it out. Without hesitation, she walked over to its unconscious form and snapped its neck, triggering a “quest complete” notification.

      Matt jogged up next to her and shook his head at her bloodstained form. Behind them, the machine gun fire from the gunners continued to chatter, now interspersed with the staccato boom of Vanguard’s 20mm autocannon.

      “You’re late, Duke.” Jennifer smiled as she wiped her hands off on the towel affixed to her leather armor for exactly that purpose. “What would you have done if I didn’t get the drop on the Warchief? Let me die out here without support?”

      “It’s only a mid-tier boss, Raptor,” Matt snorted. “Even without weapons, I knew it wasn’t much of a challenge for you. Still, if you were actually hesitant, you would have waited for me. It only took me about thirty seconds to get to you from the back row, and you’d already taken it down. That’s hardly on me.”

      He made a motion with one of his hands, and Jennifer shrugged.

      “Thanks for watching, everyone!” she spoke with a bit of forced cheer. She might make her living off of streams and tournaments, but that didn’t mean that she enjoyed actually having to interact with her fans. A lot of them gave her the creeps, to be honest. “I think this is the end for today! Make sure to like and subscribe. My next play time will be posted on my blog shortly, and I hope to see you again at that time.”

      She sighed as the feed cut out, then turned back to Matt. He was frowning slightly while looking at the Warchief’s corpse as it turned into golden light and loot. Really, nothing there could interest either of them. They had long since graduated to more powerful gear. Still, Matt had a guild to run, and that meant ensuring that the newbies were properly equipped until they leveled up enough to give back.

      “Good job today.” He nodded at the pile of gold and gold-tier runes that had once been the boss. “Not an impressive boss in and of itself, but I’m certain that was the first unarmed takedown recorded. I’ll get you the analytics later, but I expect a bit of a viewership boost from this, especially if we can get it to go viral.”

      “Matt,” she turned to him, using his real name now that the stream was done. “That isn’t why you had me stop the stream, and we both know it. Spit it out.”

      “Fine.” He grimaced slightly. “Do you really want to go forward with this ‘tournament of champions’ thing that Henry Ibis has been crowing about in the media? As much as he keeps talking about how the top 100 players will be selected for the ‘next step’ in the ‘grand plan,’ it’s all just a bit creepy to me. The entire thing gives off a vibe that’s somewhere between Willy Wonka and a doomsday cult.”

      “You’re not going to get me to back down, Matt.” She shook her head. “What if the next step is a deep dive immersion pod? Everyone is constantly whispering that Ibis is working on one, and as much as I like the current VR simulator rigs, there are still so many outside distractions. This could be my chance to take things to the next level. Instead of playing the game, I could actually be in the game. This could be my chance to be part of history, Matt.”

      “Don’t come crying to me if this thing fries your brain or you get stuck in the game or something,” Matt replied with a snort. “Still, you’re probably right, what with all of the press releases that have been coming out. Really what else could ‘you will finally be able to become your player’ and ‘truly become the vanguard’ mean? I still don’t know how we’ll be able to monetize a full immersion VR game unless he builds some sort of streaming software into it, but if he pulls this off Ibis is going to corner the market.”

      “Are you sure you’re going to win, though?” Matt asked after a moment of silence. “The tournament rules say that everyone will be starting with brand new characters. Something about how the tournament is supposed to be a measure of talent rather than popularity or resources. I know that a lot of people who’ve spent hundreds of thousands on in-game currency and items weren’t exactly thrilled to hear that.”

      “Why do you think I’ve been practicing unarmed?” Jennifer smiled. “If I have no idea what gear I’ll get, maybe it’s just easier to be ready to win without using any gear? No real way to be disappointed in my drops if I’m not going to use them anyway.”

      “Fair enough.” Matt nodded before turning from the dissipated Orakh and looking Jennifer in the eye. “Something about all of this just seems a little morbid to me. Soldiers are dying in Brazil right now fighting off the aliens, and here Ibis has made a game out of it. I get that everyone is playing it right now and that it has the best gameplay and viewership, but it still seems wrong. Like we’re profiting from actual suffering.”

      “Look,” Jennifer replied. “You know that I’d be helping if I could. Grandpa says that things are in a bit of a holding pattern right now. People aren’t really dying; they’re more just glowering at each other. I don’t like the idea of aliens setting up shop on Earth as much as anyone, but I really don’t see what I can do to help the situation.”

      “I know,” Matt sighed. “It just doesn’t sit right. Everyone just seems content to let the aliens set up shop in Brazil because it would be ‘too much work’ to clean them out. Australia and Russia fought them off already, but now that the conflict has dragged on for nine to ten months.No one wants to push further. Something's got to give.”

      Jennifer nodded in agreement.

    

  







            CHAPTER TWO

          

          

      

    

    






Recruits

        

      

    

    
      Daniel Thrush frowned briefly at the laptop in front of him. After a harrowing year of life-threatening adventure on Twilight, another planet steeped in magic and monsters, returning home to paperwork wasn’t exactly the hero's welcome he’d expected.

      Sure, the first series of reports made sense. Humanity needed to know more about the force it was up against. The Tellask Empire spanned the galaxy, a sprawling collection of hundreds of worlds bound together with tradition, magic, voidships, and the cold steel of medieval weaponry.

      Then he had spent days being debriefed by a never-ending stream of doctors and well-muscled men in suits with steely gazes. Every topic was covered, from Dan’s rambling conversations with Daeson, his erstwhile elven magic instructor, to the tactics and magical weapons used by the elves' human servants. Then they were covered again. By now, Dan was pretty sure he could give a presentation on his time on Twilight in his sleep.

      The weeks stretched into months, and he began to feel out of place. True, the lesson plans he was creating for the new wave of System recipients and future magi were useful in the grand scheme of things.

      When he wasn’t tweaking the materials for the foundation’s prospective recruits, Dan spent the rest of his time working with Thoth scientists to decode the runes on the artifacts recovered from the invasion and pass on his own knowledge of runescripting. Intellectually, he recognized that his written work would probably be more important to Earth than anything that Dan could do on his own. Still, Dan was sick of being chained to an office.

      The elves landed in Brazil months before he’d arrived on Earth. Every day he woke up restless knowing that the invaders were terrorizing innocent people, setting up their bases uncontested. And here he was, humanity’s best weapon, writing a practical guide on how to properly raise a caster’s affinity.

      His breath became slightly ragged and the corners of his vision flashed pink for a second. Dan removed his hands from the keyboard and folded them in his lap. One of the most unfortunate side effects of learning magic was the seductive nature of mana. Every magical creature or sentient killed released a portion of that entity’s mana to be absorbed by their slayer. It was like a drug, and as soon as he had a taste, Dan found himself making excuses and taking risks to recapture the feeling.

      Maybe that was why he was so resistant to being cooped up in the office. Even though his hard-earned knowledge and skills could help millions, deep down, some part of him wanted to be chopping off an enemy’s head and basking in the afterglow of their mana.

      Dan only discovered the insidious side effect of his meteoric rise to power once he was fully addicted. Still, if he had to do it all over again, he wouldn’t change anything. Now that he was back on Earth, a combination of meditation and therapy, his situation had improved greatly. Now, he was much better at recognizing the violent impulses and anti-social urges associated with the mana addiction. More importantly, his therapist had given him the tools he needed to deal with the addiction.

      He closed his eyes and let the room fade away. There was no real purpose getting upset over his circumstances. He knew exactly why his employer, the secretive Thoth Foundation, had him preparing the lesson plans.

      As the sole friendly magi on Earth, he was the only person capable of awakening the mana within his fellow humans. Literally, the primary reason that he’d been dispatched to Twilight and forced to make his way in an alien world was to develop his powers to the point that he could return to Earth and help create more spellcasters.

      Already, Henry Ibis, the chair of the Thoth Foundation was putting together a team of 200 elite recruits, experts in each of their fields, for him to train. He’d heard rumors that his students would be trained in conjunction with someone from the army. Even if he wanted to be out on the front, risking his life and earning more mana, this was more important in the long run.

      Gradually, all thoughts faded from his head as he centered himself, the flashes of anger and the telltale pink light of a mana high one-by-one began to disappear. Time slipped away from him as one breath followed another, the gentle hum of the air circulation system lulling him into a trance-like state.

      A knock on the door jolted Dan from his meditation. He looked up to see Samantha Weather, head of Thoth Foundation R&D and one of his few friends in the Foundation, standing there looking at him with some concern.

      “You were meditating,” she said, a note of accusation in her voice. “That means that something happened that made you feel the need to meditate. The mana addiction is still troubling you, isn’t it?”

      “I don’t think it’s going away anytime soon.” Dan shrugged wearily. “I’m getting a lot better at controlling it, but at this point, I’ve just accepted that it’s part of me now.”

      “I don’t like it being part of you.” She was frowning. “I pulled the brain scans from your nanites when you absorb mana. It’s like watching a heroin addict take a hit. Your neurotransmitters go haywire, and you start acting erratically almost immediately. It’s not healthy, Dan.”

      “I know it isn’t.” He stood up and walked across the room toward Sam. “It doesn’t feel healthy, that’s for sure. I’m not in control when the addiction kicks in. I’ll do almost anything for another hit. Usually, that means killing people. Do you know what it’s like having a voice in the back of your head telling you to hunt and murder your friends and family? I don’t think anyone sane would consider that healthy.”

      “Dan...” she grimaced as she tried to find a response. “You know I give you shit and play pranks on you from time to time, but I care about you. Ibis means well, but his head is in the clouds. He’s not going to notice if you’re struggling. I might not be the best at talking about feelings and stuff, but I will always be here for you. I know that the mana and your time off-world has you a bit messed up, but if you just say the word, I’ll be there to talk things through.”

      “Thanks Sam.” He smiled thinly back at her. “I mean it. I’ve got a therapist now, and talking to him has really helped. Killing my only companion in a drug-induced haze has been a lot to unpack, even if he probably deserved it. Still, I think this is something I need to work through on my own. I’ve been too passive for too long, and the more I’ve been meditating and working through my feelings, the more I’ve realized that it’s been slowly killing me.”

      “Good.” The tension left Sam’s face. “I would have been awful at comforting you anyway. Are you ready to meet up with the System recruits?”

      “I’ve had the lesson plan done for at least two months,” Dan replied, happy for the change in subject. “There are only so many times you can check and recheck it before you start going a little crazy. I’m as ready as I’m going to be.”

      “So,” Sam pursed her lips, drawing a sigh from Dan.

      “Out with it.” He closed his eyes again. “I don’t think I’ve ever had you say something I was going to enjoy after the word ‘so’ with that look on your face.”

      “I found out where Ibis has been sourcing his ‘best and brightest’ for the System,” Sam ran a hand through her short hair. “And you’re right, there’s no way you’re going to like this.”

      “It’s not prisons, is it?” Dan asked uncertainly. “I could see him pulling stone cold murderers off of death row for something as risky as this. It just seems like his style.”

      “Not quite that bad.” Sam smiled weakly. “So. I don’t suppose you noticed that Ibis released a new VRMMO called World of Magic Online. It’s set on a planet called Twilight.”

      “No.” Dan began pacing back and forth, “No, no, no.”

      “Ibis just finished his first major all-game event.” Sam forced the words out. “A tournament offering a slot in his ‘next big project.’ He’s dropped a bunch of misinformation about what the new project might be, but I just got the list of his selections. Every one of them scored well in the tournament.”

      “What the hell,” Dan whispered. “Are they at least in shape? Do any of them know how to fight with melee weapons in the real world? I know the Director is eccentric, but…”

      “I tried to talk to him about it.” She rolled her eyes. “He kept rambling about how it would be a mashup of ‘The Last Starfighter’ and a light novel.

      “I pushed him, tried to talk him out of it.” Sam shrugged, helpless. “He claimed that lifelong gamers would understand the System easier. Honestly? I don’t really know what there is to get. You practice something and the nanites running through your body help you quantify your skills.”

      “I don’t know if it’s enough.” Dan frowned. “But the Director might be onto something there. It’s not just numbers; you have to learn to trust the System. Right now, when I swing a sword, it’s half me, and half muscle memory that barely even seems real. It’s almost like there’s someone holding onto my arm and guiding it. As for spells? You have to learn to abandon yourself to the nanites entirely. Your entire body locks up and the System does what it needs to in order to finish the spell. I tried to fight it the first couple of times, and let me tell you, that’s a great way to burn off your eyebrows.”

      “Ibis claimed that his gamers would have the necessary creativity and adaptability to craft new spells, unlike professionals,” Sam complained.

      “I don’t know.” Dan cracked a partial smile, trying to lighten the mood. “I’ve seen some of your grant applications, Sam. Maybe us science types are a bit out of shape, but I wouldn’t accuse us of lacking of creativity anytime soon.”

      “Ha ha, Dan,” Sam rolled her eyes. “I didn’t see you complaining when that grant got us first class flights and access to an atom smasher.”

      “I also didn’t complain when you got us into that gala with the fundraisers,” he chuckled. “I’m not exactly sure what foie gras with billionaires has to do with unlocking the secrets of magic swords, but I’m not going to pretend that it wasn’t a great time.”

      She smiled at him, a mischievous light dancing in her eyes even as stress stamped crows feet on their corners. Then Sam shook her head, as present frustrations overcame nostalgia.

      “If you ask me,” she continued, “it all sounds like something he made up after the fact to justify another one of the ideas from those foreign graphic novels the Director reads. At the end of the day, it’s still his money, though. I’ve looked over the profiles of a couple of the gamers and he’s right, they’re all in pretty good shape. Maybe ten years ago that wouldn’t be the case, but modern VR technology is exhausting to use. I don’t think that any of them are worse off than you were when you started working here.”

      “Thanks for using me as the low water mark for physical fitness,” Dan chuckled. “I was a little paunchy, but it wasn’t that bad. As I recall, you were mostly looking for excuses to use the System to shock me.”

      “Guilty.” Sam smiled and walked forward to the metal security door separating the two of them from the auditorium. “The military recruits will show up with their attaché in about a week, but the Director wants you to get his candidates up to speed first. I think he’s a bit territorial about them.”

      “He’s the boss,” Dan agreed. “If we managed to turn me into a magi, I don’t see why we can’t do the same with a bunch of high-end gamers. Do you have any idea when they’re going to arrive?”

      “So,” Sam pursed her lips once again, drawing a scowl from Dan. “Remember how I asked if you were ready to get started?”

      “How long do I have?” Dan asked, massaging his forehead.

      “Sorry, Dan,” Sam replied. “I have an intern stalling them right now in Auditorium A. Apparently the Director wanted it to be a big surprise for both of us.”

      “Great,” he threw his hands up helplessly. “I don’t have any of the materials printed out, and none of the demonstrations are prepared. As far as I can tell, the gym is completely booked, so we won’t even be able to get to any sort of practical magic displays, and...”

      “Calm down.”

      Dan looked up as he felt the warmth of Sam’s hand on his shoulder.

      “They’re as disoriented as you are. Today is just an introduction. You can start with the lessons in earnest on Monday. Look.” She flashed a half smile at him. “Just think it over while we walk to the auditorium. No one is expecting anything crazy from you to get started, but I’m worried about what Ibis has told these kids. Let’s just get the ball rolling today and worry about their actual training next week.”

      She led the way through the sterile and metallic hallways of the Thoth Foundation’s main building until the two of them reached the entryway to the waiting auditorium. Sam moved to the side, letting Dan step past her and push open the door. Beyond was a large room filled with milling people. He felt a slight tremble in his hand as he stepped through the doorway. Public speaking had never been his forte, but if he could survive Twilight and put himself on the long path of recovering from a mana addiction, talking to a bunch of confused professional gamers shouldn’t be too hard.

      The talking in the room ground to a halt. Dan felt profoundly uncomfortable as a hundred pairs of eyes focused on him. Nothing for it but to get started.

      “Good afternoon, candidates.” Dan tried to project as he spoke. “Now that you’ve all signed nondisclosure agreements--”

      He stopped, suddenly realizing that he knew next to nothing about what the recruits had actually done or not done. A panicked glance at Sam punctured his bravado. Thankfully, she nodded imperceptibly.

      “--and arrived on site.” He did his best to ignore the momentary stutter in his speech. “I’m sure you’re eager to get started. My name is Daniel Thrush, and I will be your project lead and magic instructor. Behind me is Doctor Samantha Weathers, she’s in charge of R&D here at the Thoth Foundation. She will be the one to talk to about any of the technical aspects. Over the next couple weeks, more instructors and support staff will be arriving on site, but for now, I wanted to take this opportunity to introduce myself and answer any questions that you might have.”

      A man with spiky blue hair in the second row raised his hand. Dan pointed to him, and he stood up, nervously glancing back and forth in the crowded auditorium.

      “My name is DarkStryke69xX.”

      Dan immediately rolled his eyes at the man’s introduction and nasal voice. Still, he was a bit impressed that the man was able to enunciate both of the xs in his tag without spelling it out. “By magic, do you mean the deep dive VR technology that Henry Ibis has been working on in secret? How is it going to work? Will we need surgical implants, or is it something we just have to place on our heads?”

      “Deep dive VR?” Dan asked incredulously, looking over his shoulder to Sam who shrugged back at him. “No, by magic I meant magic. Shooting lightning and fireballs, jumping over buildings, that sort of thing. Like the stuff the elves do. What’s deep dive VR?”

      His mind whirred. What in the hell was Ibis playing at? It was looking more and more like the eccentric billionaire had decided to keep both sides in the dark. The bastard was probably cackling at him through CCTV right now as Dan squirmed.

      “Deep dive VR is a piece of gaming technology that Henry Ibis is rumored to be working on,” a woman with short brown hair in her late twenties responded. “It’s supposed to render the user unconscious and project the contents of the video game into their mind. All senses rather than just sight, the next generation in gaming technology. It’s what we all thought we were coming here to test.”

      Dan stepped back and hurriedly grabbed Sam by the shoulder.

      “Did Henry not tell them what they’re here for?” He hissed at her. “They do realize that they’re about to join the war effort, right?”

      She shrugged uncomfortably, confusion on her face. The auditorium erupted into concerned whispering as the candidates realized that something was wrong. Seconds later someone tried the visitor's door to the auditorium only to realize that it was locked. Dan and Sam shared a hasty look and exited just as someone started shouting that their cell phone had no reception and demanded to speak to their lawyer.
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      “What do you mean you thought it would be a fun surprise?” Dan fumed, staring at Henry Ibis. The worst of it was how nonplussed the Director was. Through Dan’s entire tirade, the old man’s smile hadn’t changed at all.

      “Dan, my boy,” the Director shook his head while rubbing his hands together. “You have the sense of adventure down. Ever since you came back from Twilight, you’ve been wearing an aura of danger like a cloak, but you don’t have any sense of style. Everything you want to do is logical and boring; there’s no panache to it! “ Ibis snapped his fingers, punctuating the final clause. “I’ve read all of your recruiting proposals, Dan. Sure, I could have drawn from the pool of olympic hopefuls. You’re completely right that biathlon competitors would have a great combination of drive, physical fitness, and weapon proficiency.”

      Dan frowned at Ibis, only for his boss to raise a hand, shushing him before he could utter a syllable.

      “Hell,” Ibis continued with a chuckle. “You also had a point when you said we should be up front about everything. I think you suggested that we should use online advertising to let people know that we were looking for super soldier candidates to beat back the alien menace. What if I did? It would have been as interesting as reading a menu. We wouldn’t have fish out of water, we wouldn’t have personal growth, we wouldn’t have had any of the elements we need to breed a good and proper protagonist.”

      “Protagonist?” Dan closed his eyes and counted backwards from ten. He wasn’t sure if his mana addiction was getting worse or if an entirely different part of his personality was screaming at him to murder Henry. “This isn’t a book or story, Director. People in Brazil are dying right now, and if we can’t stabilize the situation, the elves are going to keep bringing soldiers through their teleport beacon until they have something that can fight our air force. The last I heard, satellite footage has already revealed elves riding what look like griffons.”

      “I know!” Henry’s eyes glowed with excitement. “Isn’t it great? They’re already putting together the perfect whetstone we will need to sharpen our heroes. Once you triumph over the elves in Brazil, we will be ready to put together a force capable of protecting Earth from any enemy be it Orakh, Elven, or even human.”

      “I don’t think I’ve read about any human polity with void ships in the Tellask records,” Sam interjected, frowning slightly. “It sounds like dwarves and dragons have their own way of traveling between worlds, but beyond them, it’s mostly just the Elves and the Orakh.”

      Dan shifted slightly in his seat. They were in the conference room where he had spent so much time on weekly briefings during his training at the Thoth Institute. Not much had changed in the dimly lit room since that time; it was only Ibis, Sam, Dan, and Ibis’ omnipresent bodyguard. Except now, they were discussing the training regimen for others.

      “Humans don’t have to get off of a void ship to be an enemy of Earth,” Henry replied with a wink.

      “That ominous statement aside.” Dan waved his hand to draw attention back to himself. “Even with non-disclosure agreements, we can’t just keep so many of your candidates against their will. Most of them are minor celebrities with legal and public relations teams. The public is going to notice if they just disappear from the public eye while we train them.”

      “So?” Henry shrugged. “If their legal and public relations teams were so good, they never would have signed the contracts we sent them. The non-disclosure agreements are ironclad, and they waived their right to leave the compound or communicate with the outside world during the testing process. There’s even a clause in there allowing us to seek injunctive relief to enforce the contract. A clause that I’ve talked over with the local judges at the nearby country club. They assure me that it’s enforceable. Given that they would be the people enforcing it, I feel like your statement was a bit incorrect. We can hold them here against their will, and we are going to.”

      “Is...” Dan glanced nervously at Sam, who was also fidgeting across the table from him. “Is any of that in my contract with the Thoth Foundation?”

      “What a silly question, Dan!” Henry smiled, displaying his perfect teeth. “Now, please give me an update on your experiments with awakening animals. I want to make sure you have the process down before you get started on any of the candidates. Even though the contracts do waive all liability, we still wouldn’t want any accidents.”

      “They’ve gone pretty well so far,” Sam interjected, giving Dan a second to breathe. “The first couple experiments were a bit messy and ended in spontaneous combustion, but since then, we’ve had a great amount of success. The only limiting factors we’ve been able to discover are size and complexity. Dan hasn’t been able to find any mana to awaken in smaller animals such as rabbits, guinea pigs, and parakeets. Similarly, even larger creatures without developed nervous systems such as tapeworms and plants have been an impossibility. He has been successful in awakening mana in a wide variety of larger animals, such as komodo dragons, squid, eagles, condors, dogs, bears, wolves, dolphins, sharks, and most recently, monkeys. Per your instructions, he has awakened two breeding pairs of each animal so that we can see if their offspring inherit their magic. At this point, I believe that he is ready to move on to human experimentation.”

      “Good!” Henry nodded enthusiastically before rolling up his arm. “Do me, right now.”

      “Director,” Dan replied hesitantly, “I’m not sure that this is the best idea. My first couple of attempts went explosively awry, and this will be the first time I try this on a human. Maybe we should start with someone from death row or something like that, where I can afford to make a mistake.”

      “Dan, my boy!” Henry shook his head while smiling. “I’ve seen your work. At least before you came back, you were timid to a fault, but you’ve always been meticulous. You don’t make mistakes. Now, quit dawdling. If I’m going to ask a room full of internet celebrities to submit themselves to this procedure, the least I can do is go first.”

      Dan shrugged and looked at Sam but she gave him no support. Sighing, he walked over to Henry and put both of his hands on the older man’s exposed forearm. For a second, nothing happened, but then his senses moved through his fingers and into Henry’s body. The process was always a bit jarring. One second, Dan was standing in a conference room, and the next he was more or less inside another being's body. He moved his perception around and frowned. There was mana in Henry, but he couldn’t find an affinity. From his experience with animals, he knew that he would need to use an affinity as the core of that creature’s spirit sphere. Only after one or more affinities were bound together in the creature’s chest could he begin to weave the mana flowing freely in their system into a ball of energy around the cluster of affinities. Without an affinity, even if Henry had mana, he would simply die if Dan tried to coalesce it into a usable form.

      He released the Director’s arm and stepped back, shaking his head. “I can’t find an affinity to latch onto, Henry. I’m sorry.” His voice lowered with regret. He knew how much having magic meant to Henry. The old man’s face sank.

      “Well,” Henry said, trying to keep his attitude up, “I have my good health, my looks, and my nearly limitless wealth. I guess it was a bit much for me to hope for everything. Try Dr. Weathers next.”

      Dan glanced at Sam, and she nodded tightly before extending her arm. After grasping her, almost immediately he found an affinity and then another. Dan collected the shards of light and metal affinity together in his friend’s chest and began pulling the mana from the rest of her body toward them. Almost immediately, Sam shuddered and began screaming as her body rejected the unnatural and unstable method of collecting the energy. Then, in a second, it was over. Sam was gasping, face down on the table and her mana was collected into a stable sphere in her chest.

      A part of him was a little annoyed that the process was so simple for her. When he had awakened and ranked up, it had taken hours of the most agonizing pain that he had ever experienced. Still, his process had been abnormal to say the least, and it had his benefits. The five spirit spheres in his chest reflected a prism of affinities, and each sphere regenerated mana at almost three times the speed of the sphere in Sam’s chest. He wasn’t sure that he would take the risk of self immolation again in order to gain those benefits, but what was done was done.

      “Light and metal,” Dan announced as he stepped back from Sam’s heaving form. “Dual affinity.”

      “It isn’t fair that she has two while I have none,” Henry mumbled, his eyes clouding slightly. Then he perked back up to his usual state. “Well, no one said that the world would be fair. I suppose it’s time for us to test the candidates and see what affinities we’re looking at. I know I’m certainly excited to see what abilities will be available to them.”

      Over the next two days, Dan and Sam processed the Thoth Foundation’s reluctant applicants. Dan awakened them, and Sam injected them with a pared-down version of the System. Unfortunately, the Thoth Foundation’s source for the nanites couldn’t produce massive batches of the powerful and robust prototype used on him. The only way to keep up with demand was to grow smaller and cheaper colonies of the tiny robots with greatly-reduced functionality.

      Instead, their Systems were modified based upon the data recovered from Dan’s nanites upon his return from Twilight. Compared to his System, the new ones almost made up in increased efficiency what they lacked in processing power, but when it came to their ability to mentally link with and reconstruct the user’s body, they were clearly inferior.

      At first, it was a bit difficult to deal with the recruits’ whining and cajoling as they tried to talk their way out of processing. Some threatened to call lawyers, others made up imaginary medical conditions that Sam was able to quickly rule out. Eventually, promises from Sam of money and “social media exposure,” whatever that actually meant beyond a buzzword, were sufficient to silence them.

      Still, a couple of them, including the brunette that had spoken up on the first day, handled it like champions. They took the injections, gritting their teeth through the pain, reduced from the mind-blanking agony Dan had suffered through by the comparative simplicity of their systems. These candidates were excited enough by the prospect of gaining the powers normally consigned to their video games to swallow their complaints.

      By and large, the Thoth Foundation recruits could be divided into three camps. About forty percent of the applicants simply didn’t have an affinity and couldn’t be awakened. Henry took charge of them immediately after they failed their testing. Dan hoped that they were being released, but he wasn’t willing to put any money on it.

      The remaining sixty applicants were divided almost equally. Half of them were upset and tried to fight the process every step of the way, alternating between bribes, promises, and legal threats. The other half, once they found out that they would be learning magic and getting training in order to protect Earth from alien invaders, were oddly enthused.

      Dan couldn’t help but empathize more with the second group. Their world and way of life was at risk, and these people had the opportunity to learn magic and become something more. How could anyone willing to devote fifty hours a week to becoming a top player in a game called World of Magic Online not want to become an actual wizard and honest-to-God super soldier?

      True, there were risks involved, but doing nothing would likely lead to being enslaved by elves and forced to the Orakh front without proper preparation. At that point, you might as well try to take charge of your situation and make the best of it. Being able to toss balls of energy around was a welcome plus.

      As for the people with magic who chose to fight the program, Dan didn’t put much stock in them. They were cowards both physically and intellectually. They were too scared to fight the elves even if they were given the tools they would need, and utterly unconcerned with learning the new rules of magic and physics that apparently governed the cosmos.

      If he had his way, Dan would have remanded them to Henry as well, but the Director insisted that both camps get the same training. He wasn’t exactly sure how he would feel with one of the awakened, too afraid to properly learn magic, being tasked with protecting him while he was in combat, but ultimately Henry was his boss, and it was his call.

      Finally, a day before the military candidates were set to arrive, and while all of the Thoth candidates were recuperating from their treatment, Henry took him aside and had him test the Foundation’s security staff.

      They were down forty candidates, given the members of the program that simply didn’t have an affinity. It only made sense that they do their best to replace those missing recruits from a pool of competent people.

      The security staff were a mixed bag. Dan didn’t doubt that they could handle themselves, most of them were ex-special forces or private military contractors, and almost as fast as he was with his enhancements, without any magic of their own. Still, they had an arrogance to them that he found off-putting. Like they were humoring Henry and Dan when they went through the testing, but they didn’t take any of their directions all that seriously.

      He hoped the growing divisions in the Thoth Foundation’s candidates wouldn’t develop into a problem later, but at the same time, he was worried. He had faith in himself, but his luck dealing with others had never been that great.
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      At least the army is organized, Dan thought as he watched the lines of well-built men and women file into the auditorium. Unlike the Thoth Foundation recruits, the soldiers settled in without fuss or conversation. A man walked up to the podium where Dan and Sam stood, a silver leaf on the collar of his smartly-pressed uniform, and extended his hand to Dan.

      “Daniel Thrush, I presume?” He asked in a pleasant tenor. After Dan nodded his acknowledgement he continued speaking. “My name is Lieutenant Colonel Hans Bowman. I report directly to General Finch, and I’ll be in charge of the military half of this operation.”

      “Nice to meet you Colonel,” Dan responded, taking his hand. “Hopefully you’re had a chance to look over my lesson plan. If you have any suggestions, I’d be happy to hear them. I think I’ve figured out most of this ‘magic’ stuff, but I’m hardly an expert on actually teaching people.”

      “The Thoth Foundation sent us a summary report of your little journey through the looking glass, and I have to say, it raised some eyebrows back at the Department of Defense.” The man’s voice was clipped and professional as he looked him up and down. “I still don’t know what in the report was true and what was… professional liberties, but my understanding is that you’re to be our instructor on all matters arcane.”

      “That’s right, Mr. Bowman.” Dan almost missed the officer’s flinch when he forgot his rank. It had been years since his time working with the army, but he should have known better. Not addressing an officer by their rank was the easiest way to land ‘coffee fetching duty’ for a civilian contractor. Still, there was something about the name Finch that rang a bell, although it wasn’t coming clearly to him at the moment. “I apologize, Colonel Bowman. I don’t really know what Henry said to you, but it was pretty harrowing on Twilight. Magic can be powerful, but at the same time, the same can be said for a rifle.

      “Personally?” Dan shrugged helplessly. “I really only feel like I’m beginning to scratch the surface of what magic is capable of. I can do a lot of things that others can’t, and I can probably take most elves in a one-on-one, but I still have a long way to go.”

      “If we can get the rest of this lot up to the point where they can fight the aliens one-on-one, it would be considered a huge success for Project Starshield.” Bowman motioned expansively at the troops behind him. “Right now, the aliens fight like groups of individuals trying to one up each other. Half the time, they compete against each other to see how many human soldiers they can kill in a fight, rather than actually focusing on winning.”

      “If we even get close to parity, we’ll be able to pick them apart with superior small squad tactics.” The Colonel nodded imperiously, already convinced of the outcome. “So, how is this going to happen. Do we have them all file up one by one and put a hat on that will tell them what house they’ll end up in?”

      “Closer to the truth than I’d like to admit Colonel,” Dan replied with a chuckle. “Once everyone is settled, I’ll give an introductory speech. Then, we’ll be testing each of the soldiers. Not everyone has an affinity for magic, but for those who do, I will be helping them form a spirit sphere. It’s like a power generator that will produce the mana they will need to use spells and operate magical equipment. The second part of the process will be Doctor Weathers fitting them with a technological aid developed by the Thoth Foundation to help them use their new magic.”

      Bowman chewed his lip while glancing at Sam. She was busy fiddling with a tablet and largely not paying attention to the interaction between Dan and the military attaché. Finally, after a couple pensive seconds, he spoke.

      “Is the technological aid this ‘System’ that the Thoth Foundation developed for you?” After Dan nodded, Bowman frowned and continued. “I’m not sure how comfortable I feel having that fitted to our soldiers.”

      Dan opened his mouth to reply, but the officer waved a hand, silencing him.

      “I know you’ve put up with it for years,” the man mused aloud, “but it seems awfully invasive. Plus, I have no idea how we would maintain operational security with a whole bunch of robots reading the minds of our special forces. I don’t have anything against your boss, but the people in this room have a lot of Uncle Sam’s secrets locked away in their noggins. We would need some sort of assurance that Mr. Ibis isn’t mining their dreams for information or something like that before we can proceed.”

      “That sounds like a question for Sam and the Director rather than me,” Dan replied apologetically. “The only alternative to the System isn’t great. We can give a soldier a tattoo that will let them use limited abilities, but those are only in the design phase right now. The original model we are adapting was purposefully flawed and designed to melt down and kill the user if they got too powerful. We think we have a solution in the works on that front, but I can’t assure you that it will actually, you know... not immediately kill its user.”

      “I’ll have to talk to the General before we can proceed further,” Bowman grumbled, mostly to himself. “We can deal with risky, but I don’t want their combat abilities or operational security compromised. He’ll be the one making the final call.”

      “Fine by me,” Dan replied, smiling at the Colonel. “I’m just here for the magic side of things. Once we have your troops trained on basic spell theory, and we have their runes inscribed, this is all someone else’s problems, as far as I’m concerned.”

      “Oh,” Bowman snapped his fingers looking up and making eye contact with Dan. “We aren’t going to be doing meditation through the Thoth Foundation. The unit has a psychologist and a chaplain attached to it if any of the soldiers feel the need to talk about things.”

      “I’ve read your reports on mana addiction.” Bowman shook his head. “And we will be monitoring our own soldiers. If something goes wrong, I will handle it, but the United States Military isn’t going to put the health and well-being of its soldiers into the hands of a bunch of unaccountable civilian contractors.”

      “Plus,” the Colonel shrugged, voice slightly conciliatory but not conceding an inch. “We have a team of veterans here. No offense, but this won’t be the first time any of them has killed someone. They’re not going to get riled up into some sort of uncontrollable bloodlust. Everyone here has already passed comprehensive psychological screening, and we will be monitoring them closely. It shouldn’t be an issue.”

      “I don’t think you understand, Colonel,” Dan responded. “Meditation is absolutely necessary. Mana addiction has nothing to do with bloodlust or PTSD. It’s not something you can screen for in advance or treat with traditional methods. Without meditation to center yourself, you end up in an eternal test of willpower to avoid killing just to get another fix. Even if you’re generally a collected person and in control of yourself, it’s really only a function of time and severity. It’s like morphine or any other addiction. You will slip. It’s just a matter of catching yourself in time.”

      “You mean that you have slipped, son,” Bowman replied frostily. “Look, I’m not here to judge you. You’ve seen combat after a fashion, so I’m assuming you get it. Awful things happen when you’re at war, and men will do terrible things to survive.”

      “Daniel,” the officer clasped his hands behind his back, unable to completely conceal the condescending tone from his voice, “I’m going to be honest with you here. You went into a warzone green and unprepared, and you did things that haunt you. If I were in your chain of command, your commanding officer already would have been drummed out of the service for putting you on the spot like that.”

      “I’ve served with enough men that suffer from Post Traumatic Stress Disorder to see the symptoms in you.” Dan thought he caught the hint of sneer on the soldier’s face. “That violence in your report? That’s PTSD, not some sort of magic mumbo jumbo. You’re relying on the diagnosis of a pre-technological drunken hermit. The fact that he can cast a couple spells hardly gives him a doctorate in psychology. I don’t know if Mr. Ibis has made a therapist available to you, but I’d suggest starting with them rather than some sort of ancient elven remedy.”

      “Colonel-” Dan tried to speak only for Bowman to interrupt him once more.

      “Daniel, it’s decided,” the Lieutenant Colonel shook his head. “We will take care of our own. If it turns out we’re wrong and one of our troops turns into some sort of killing machine, we will bring them in and get them the therapy they need to get their heads straight. Simple as that. The Department of Defense is already a bit uncomfortable with the amount of power the Thoth Foundation has over this entire endeavor. They’re not going to let you feed our troops some load of pseudo-religious babble.”

      Before Dan could reply, Colonel Bowman made a dismissive gesture and turned his back on him, taking a seat in the front row of the auditorium. Dan’s lips drew into a tight line. It had been a while, but he hadn’t missed the military’s stubborn arrogance. He could only hope that the Colonel was right and that a staff therapist would be sufficient. If not, the entire military half of Project Starshield would be a timebomb. Maybe he should just pair them off with the stubborn e-sports celebrities. At least then the two problems might resolve themselves.

      Dan shook his head to clear it of extraneous thoughts and gave his introductory speech. The soldiers were polite and listened to him, but he could tell that, like their commanding officer, they didn’t put much weight on his words. The entire lot was convinced that they were right, and no references to his last two years of experience would convince them otherwise.

      The rest of the initiation process went off without many problems. Sixty-one of the soldiers, including Lieutenant Colonel Bowman, had an affinity and were able to coalesce a spirit ball with Dan’s assistance. After almost a full day of silence, word came in from Washington that the soldiers who could use mana would be fitted with the System.

      As soon as the injections were done, Dan tried to start a joint training program between the soldiers and the Foundation candidates, but Bowman shot him down immediately. According to the Colonel, the army had their own training plans, and outside of the daily formal magic theory classes that Dan taught to both groups, he barely even saw the soldiers.

      About a week later, the military tried to send another sixty or so soldiers to test for further affinities, but Ibis shut them down. Officially, he said that the base was being put into lockdown to prevent any leaks while the teams were engaged in intensive training, but unofficially, the director was fuming over the army’s heavy-handed response to Project Starshield.

      Instead of a partnership to protect Earth, the military treated all proposals from the Thoth Foundation with an intense paranoia and instead primarily kept their own counsel. Although the rank and file soldiers were fairly friendly whenever Dan encountered them in the hallways, they always found excuses to not sit down with everyone else for lunch.

      Really, outside of magical theory lessons and when they used the gym for their own training, the only times anyone from the Foundation saw the military detachment was when they engaged in what Ibis angrily referred to as “baldfaced industrial espionage.”

      At first, Dan thought that the Director was exaggerating things. Henry Ibis seemed to have almost as much territorial distaste for the army “tromping all over his facility” as the officers seemed to have for him.

      Then he came upon a ranger captain, one of Bowman’s senior aides, cornering Sam and trying to badger the inner workings of the System and some of the more sophisticated equipment used by the Thoth Foundation out of her. The man brushed both Sam and Dan off as they tried to politely extricate her from the situation, and eventually Dan had to use Shocking Fist to “convince” him to drop the issue.

      It was honestly a near thing. Dan’s fights on Twilight didn’t really prepare him for another human that actually knew what he was doing, and even with his enhancements, he walked away from the encounter with a black eye. Luckily, the ranger had tried to grapple him, giving Dan the grasp on the man’s arm he needed to run enough electricity through him to dissuade him from continuing the fight.

      After that incident, tensions became much frostier between the Foundation and the military detachment. Apparently, the man had issued a formal complaint regarding Dan’s behavior, never mind that Sam had told him to let her leave at least four times before Dan stepped in. Ibis ignored the complaint, but from that moment on, none of the officers in the military contingent would even speak to him anymore.

      Well, other than Colonel Bowman. The day after the incident, the Colonel burst into his office and started screaming at Dan. A litany of threats ensued about how he was going to have Dan thrown in jail for assault, and at one point he used the word “treason.” Dan just stared blankly at the fuming Colonel and told him to close the door on his way out before returning to his paperwork.

      Maybe there was a more diplomatic way of handling the incident, but Dan was sick of Bowman trying to talk down to him. The Colonel represented every bit of inertia that held the armed forces back. He would keep developing tools to fight the last war until someone pried him from his post, still blissfully unaware that the tactics that worked on human guerillas were meaningless when fighting the Tellask.

      As tensions between the two camps accelerated toward a breaking point, Dan began to wonder if he’d made a mistake in not compromising with Bowman. The official itinerary for the joint training called for another five months before the two teams were to be deployed to Brazil, but Dan knew enough about human nature to read the glares the soldiers threw at him in the hallways.

      There wasn’t going to be cooperation. He was stuck working with civilians, half of whom thought the war was just an excuse to get a new brand endorsement, and security forces that didn’t respect him.

      Even if he was assigned to work with an army or security unit, the odds that they would follow his instructions were just about nil. When the time came, he was either going to be stuck babysitting or on his own.

      Dan sighed. With minimal help available, It seemed like he’d have to prioritize developing his own spellshield if he wanted to survive what was to come.
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      Dan walked into the gymnasium as the Thoth candidates were finishing up their daily runs on the obstacle course. Much of the Foundation’s training program borrowed heavily from Daeson, Dan’s former mentor and tormentor on Twilight. Other than adding weapon training, the Foundation’s only real change was to remove the unnecessary sadism from Daeson’s training regimine. The necessary sadism, Dan reflected sourly as he watched a pair of panting candidates try to climb a rope while padded beams slammed into them, remained. He still ran the obstacle course each morning, waking up hours before the candidates to ensure that he would have the gymnasium to himself. He didn’t have the same amount of time to devote to training as when he was studying with Daeson on Twilight, but that wasn’t a proper excuse to slack off.

      As the candidates finished up one by one, assistants handed them towels and water bottles. Dan approached them as they divided on their own into the three major cliques. Despite all of his and Sam’s brainstorming, they couldn’t find a way to bridge the gaps between the groups. At one point, they even ended up resorting to cheesy icebreakers to try and bring everyone together. It had worked in a way, with all of the groups agreeing that the team building exercises were trash. When Dan and Sam finally approached the Director for help, he disagreed with their very premise. As far as he was concerned, the infighting was useful and friendly competition would drive the groups to greater heights. Dan wasn’t entirely sure about that, but ultimately he didn’t have any way to make the groups cooperate without Ibis’ help, so there wasn’t much he could do.

      The only good news from the last two months of training was that the group of gamers that originally wanted to go home came around to the concept of training. Unfortunately, it was for all the wrong reasons. The kid with blue hair from the first day that insisted on calling himself DarkStryke69xX, Reggie Dobbs, convinced the rest of his crew that they would come out of the war in Brazil as super-powered heroes. Already, they were planning endorsement deals and triumphant press tours.

      Dan tried to warn them on several occasions that fighting the elves wasn’t a joke or a game, but they were all too wrapped up in their own world for his words to register. At least they finally engaged with the classes and started studying. Maybe they were only in it for themselves, but each of them became convinced that, after the elves were defeated, they would need to compete for limited endorsement dollars. Almost all of them were working on spells that were a little too flashy for Dan’s comfort, but most of the spells seemed to have promise.

      Jennifer Finch, the uncrowned queen of the hardworking clique, ambled over to him as Dan set up for the day’s lesson on magical theory. She had finished in the top five of the World of Magic Online tournament, but that wasn’t the most interesting part. For each one of her victories, she only used basic leather armor and her fists. Even with all of his enhancements, Dan wasn’t entirely certain of his ability to take her in a fair unarmed fight.

      Admittedly, hand-to-hand fighting wasn’t exactly his forte, but Dan had learned from the best before being thrown into the forge that was Twilight. A year of fighting for his life had honed his reflexes to the point that he could at least keep up with the more promising of his students, like Jennifer.

      Once her magic was awakened, Jennifer turned out to be a rare talent, boasting affinities in space, metal, and force mana. Rather than spread herself thin, Jennifer had followed his advice and focused on just her metal and force affinities. The candidate’s training time was limited before they were scheduled to be deployed to Brazil, and if they were going to end up fighting proper enemies one or two powerful spells seemed like a much sounder investment than a collection of superficial ones. It was a lesson he’d learned the hard way during his trip to Twilight. Luckily, his collection of weaker abilities was good at disrupting or distracting an enemy.

      “Did you hear the news from Brazil?” she asked Dan, taking a sip from her water bottle as he shook his head. “The elves have started making probing pushes to break containment. They haven’t managed to break out of the rainforest in force yet, but there have been a couple ambushes of the rapid reaction forces sent out to stop them. It sounds like the coalition forces lost a couple of F-16s and an A-10 in the most recent skirmish.”

      “A-10?” Dan raised an eyebrow. “Those things are pretty hard to take down. I understand shooting down an F-16 if you manage to hit it with a lucky lightning strike or something, but A-10s are designed to ignore some pretty serious firepower.”

      “It looked like they were ready for us,” Jennifer crushed her empty water bottle and screwed the cap back on it. “When the air support arrived, the elven formation fired a ton of tiny explosive spells at it. It distracted the pilots and disrupted their fire control for long enough that someone managed to launch a ten-foot-long metal spear into one of the F-16s. There’s some pretty vivid footage of the plane exploding and a storm of lightning bolts from its wreckage taking out the plane’s wingman.”

      “Shit,” Dan’s brow furrowed. “A multi-affinity spell. That’s some fairly advanced magic, and it sounds like it’s enough to take down low flying aircraft. Hopefully they only have one or two mages capable of firing off a spell of that magnitude. Either way, I’m not sure that we’ll be able to count on unmolested close air support when we deploy to Brazil.”

      “The A-10 was worse,” Jennifer shook her head. “The elves had some sort of flying lizard with a rider. The thing looked like a wyvern from a video game, but the elf riding it was able to shield it from gunfire with magic for just long enough to tear the A-10 apart. The wyvern must have been at least 25 feet long, and its claws just ignored the A-10s armor. We might have the heavy vehicle and weapon advantage for now, but if they start pulling magical monsters out of myth to fight us, that might not last.”

      “They must have a teleportation beacon somewhere in the Amazon,” Dan mused aloud. “Even if they’ve been able to slip void ships past our airforce by teleporting from orbit, I just can’t imagine one carrying a beast that size.”

      “Didn’t you teleport to a beacon when you went to Twilight?” She asked. “Why don’t we just end this entire war by having you teleport in with a nuke and then pop back out? One mushroom cloud and the problem is solved.”

      “I can’t find it,” he muttered, embarrassed. “We’ve looked for days. There’s an echo of something in the rainforest, but nothing I can lock onto. Doctor Weathers thinks that they’re doing something to conceal the signal. I’m pretty sure I could use it to teleport, but I wouldn’t have any accuracy. I’d just end up somewhere random in the middle of the jungle.”

      “Wait,” Jennifer frowned, a hint of worry creeping into her voice, “If they have a beacon, isn’t the current stalemate just us giving them time to resupply and prepare for a major campaign?”

      “More or less.” Dan sighed. “Ibis has been pushing the army to move faster, and for all his faults, Bowman is in agreement with us. The politicians just aren’t willing to commit to a new offensive until ‘everything is ready.’ Every time the Chairman gets on a talk show to push the issue, some senator will chime in to call him irresponsible and alarmist.”

      “That isn’t what we see on television,” Jennifer continued slowly, concern written on her face. “Right now most of the media has stopped even reporting on the day-to-day of the conflict. We only hear about it when something big like the wyvern attack happens. The rest of the coverage seems to assume that the elven army is contained in the Amazon, and that it’s just a matter of time until they run out of supplies and surrender.”

      “I’ll have to talk to Henry,” Dan replied, running his hand through his hair. “He already knows, but it doesn’t hurt to remind him that we might have to expedite things here. None of you have runescripting yet, and even with the magic you’ve learned so far, it’s barely enough to even the playing field against average Imperial troops, let alone elves. If they need us to deploy early, we’ll be better equipped than an ordinary military unit, but we’re going to be sticking our hand into a blender and hoping for the best.”

      “Runescripting?” Jennifer’s eyes lit up. Even in the midst of such a dark conversation, she always was thrilled to learn more about the elves’ magical technology. “Like the tattoos you have that give you super speed and strength?”

      “Yes.” Dan nodded before suddenly wincing. “Shit, I forgot that we don’t have a whole lot of material for ink. We’re going to need monster parts if the plan is to runescript everyone in the project, and the only way to do that is to collect them. That either means back to Twilight or Brazil.”

      “Twilight sounds fun!” Jennifer’s eyes were twinkling. “I’m especially interested in the more powerful monsters that came out at night. They made the most for the most interesting raid battles.”

      “Twilight isn’t fun.” Dan shook his head at Jennifer’s enthusiasm. “I’m not sure if Brazil is any better, but most of the creatures I ran into would rip apart any of the candidates. I got incredibly lucky, and I’m not sure we can count on that again, especially if the local governments are on the lookout for foreigners teleporting in.”

      “Hey, teach!” One of the awakened security personnel shouted at Dan before Jennifer could respond. “Quit jawing with your girlfriend; it’s time for our theory lesson!”

      The man guffawed and his friends joined him. Dan squinted slightly at him before letting the issue go. If he tried to push the point, it would turn into a giant production and disrupt the entire class causing a delay that they could ill afford. He was their commanding officer, and he should have warranted more respect, but their entire clique wasn’t exactly friendly with him. Other than being disrespectful, they left him alone, which was more than either of the other two cliques could say. It never got physical, but the security officers mocked the pro gamers constantly for their naivete and lack of real world experience. Dan did what he could to stop it, but he couldn’t completely disagree with them. He still doubted Henry Ibis’ wisdom in selecting his candidates from a video game, but what was done was done.

      On the fly, Dan changed the lesson to opening the mana pathways in the user’s body, a critical step to ranking up without bursting into flames and dying. The lesson had been planned for much later, after the candidates had more experience with their affinities and their beginner spells, but given the information Jennifer had shared, Dan was afraid that his students might need it sooner than later.

      The original plan called for six months of training in magic, survival, and weaponry culminating in every candidate, civilian and military, receiving a runescript tattoo. Dan wasn’t terribly enthused about the final step, as it promised thousands of hours of exhausting work for him, but he recognized the necessity of fully preparing the members of the project before they deployed to Brazil. As things stood, he didn’t know if all of his students would even have time to finish learning their first spell let alone receive their runescript before they would be needed on the front lines. Hell, he didn’t even know if Henry had gathered the necessary materials for all of the candidates to receive their runescripting.

      Theoretically, the Thoth Foundation had deployed mercenaries to Brazil to hunt the magical beasts that were beginning to grow there in hopes of acquiring enough monster essence for Dan to create the necessary runescripting ink. Still, with the increase in elven activity, it was an open question as to how many of the hunting parties would return. Dan made a mental note to schedule an appointment with Ibis as soon as possible to see where things stood and to put together contingency plans to prepare the candidates. He had a feeling that the wyvern ambush was only the first blow in a renewed campaign on the Brazilian front, and he wanted his students to be ready.

      He frowned, noticing Dobbs posting something to social media. Somehow, he had negotiated access to his official DarkStryke69xX press account and the idiot insisted on whinily live-blogging his magical training. Dan wasn’t sure what the hell Ibis was thinking, letting the little shit have access to social media, but orders were orders. Even dumb ones that enabled smug layabouts like Dobbs.

      There was no way that Dobbs was ready for Brazil, but on the other hand, these things had a way of working themselves out. He’d read the asshole’s blog, specifically the posts about his tyrannical and dull “drill sergeant,” and he decided that he wouldn’t mind terribly if an elf managed to remove his hands. Possibly his tongue, too. Really, Dan was open to any sort of magical attack that would remove Dobbs’ ability to communicate entirely.

    

  







            CHAPTER SIX

          

          

      

    

    






The Precipice

        

      

    

    
      “I’m not staying behind, Henry.” Dan maintained eye contact with the billionaire across the conference table from him. “They’ve only been training for about three and a half months; they aren’t ready to be deployed. Without me on site, the elves are going to tear them apart.”

      “Dan.” The Director leaned back in his heavily cushioned chair. “Have you considered the possibility that they’re all going to die no matter what we do? They should have known that the Tellask would find an answer to air cover before long. Everyone should have seen the elves breaking containment and attacking nearby cities from a mile away.”

      “The government is underestimating them, Thrush,” Ibis continued, gesticulating wildly as he shook his head. “They won’t even listen when a cooler head tries to give them advice. As soon as I offer a suggestion to the Department of Defense, they try to take it over and force the process along.”

      “We wouldn’t even need Starshield if they listened to me when the Tellask first landed.” Henry’s eyes were burning, his hair disheveled from his erratic movements. “A couple of fuel-air bombs followed by a tank division and flame throwers would have solved the whole thing. Disrupt their operations while we burned a road to the heart of the jungle and blew that damn spaceship of theirs up.”

      “Instead, what did I get?” He threw his hands in the air. “Ignored until I had something shiny that the paper pushers wanted. The second I had Starshield, they sent in their bureaucrats and auditors, claiming that I had engaged in ‘unsanctioned human testing’ of dangerous electronics and threatening to shut me down unless they got their cut.”

      As the victim of that unsanctioned testing, Dan shifted uncomfortably, the motion utterly unnoticed by the manic old man.

      “Shut me down,” Ibis growled. “I’m the only hope our race has of actually surviving this mess, and they come to me with their demands, hands outstretched? Their shortsightedness will kill us all, Dan. This isn’t even the blind leading the blind anymore. The senators and their subcommittees are actively trying to find and purge anyone that can see.”

      The Director paused, closing his eyes and taking in a deep, shaky breath, his cheeks still flushed from the diatribe. When he reopened his eyes, the glassy sheen of the old man’s fervor was gone.

      “Ahem.” He cleared his throat before continuing, his voice strangely calm after the earlier outburst. “The elves didn’t end up ruling half of the galaxy by being passive. I’ve been telling every senator that will listen that treating the elves like primitives just because they’re using swords is a mistake. That the main reason they don’t have guns and tanks is that they didn’t need them. Magic made them apex predators, and if we aren’t careful, we’ll end up just like the rest of their prey.”

      “Our army needs to either commit or cut our losses.” Ibis sighed. “The time for decisive intervention was months ago. Sending a couple more troops along with Starshield will just doom both groups. We either need to activate our reserves and deploy everything or walk away and prepare for a drawn out war. Dan my boy, mark my words. This is a disaster in the making.”

      “Are you really ready to give up on them already?” Dan asked, eyebrows raised. “We spent two years and God knows how much of your money working toward this, and you’re already prepared to write off Brazil? I’m not thrilled at the idea of fighting the Tellask, but it’s not an impossibility. Individually, they’re more powerful than any human alive, but if we’re smart about this, beating them back isn’t a crazy idea.”

      “I’m not happy about it, Dan.” Ibis sighed. For the first time, Dan noticed the bags under his eyes and the weariness in his voice. “Half of the coalition is too passive and the other half is too aggressive. America wants to see if the elves have an answer to nukes, and most of the European nations seem more interested in finding excuses to not ship over their promised aid than actually helping out. Sending the Starshield recruits along with the 5th Marine Regiment was a compromise, but it smells like a half-measure to me. From the moment we read their records, I realized that the only way we were going to be able to beat them was by taking advantage of their arrogance to grow strong enough to hold our own. Yet here we are, blundering into mistakes of our own due to a combination of arrogance and a lack of political will.”

      “It isn’t ideal, Henry,” Dan agreed, his mouth twisted into a tight frown. “We only have the materials for about twenty runescript tattoos, but we can put together low-level enchanted equipment for everyone else. Low-level runes on armor and weapons aren’t anywhere near as useful, but they don’t take much to build anyway. The magical beasts that you’ve been rearing don’t have much essence, but if all we’re doing is making people a little faster or creating a very localized spell shield, it should be enough. Just give me a week to work on it so we aren’t sending them into the meat grinder completely unprepared. Then, once we’re in Brazil, I can do follow up runescripting on site. Unless things go completely sideways, we’re going to have plenty of monster essence.”

      “But what if things do go sideways?” Henry questioned, his energy faded and his eyes dull. “Even if the Tellask don’t win a complete victory, America wants to nuke the rainforest. For now, political concerns are holding them back, but the longer the conflict drags out, the more likely they are to simply not care what Brazil and the rest of the world has to say. You’re stronger now than you were two years ago, but you can’t survive a nuke, Dan. You have to realize, if you fall, humanity falls with you. We can’t awaken new candidates without you. Sam, please talk some sense into him.”

      “If Dan gets killed, it will be hard for us to get a second chance at this,” Sam began hesitantly, trying to avoid becoming embroiled in the argument between Dan and her boss.

      “Thank God someone is being sensible here,” the Director interrupted. “Dan, listen to Doctor Weathers. Right now, you’re too important to risk on an ill-planned military campaign.”

      “If you would let me finish, sir.” Sam put a slight amount of heat into her voice. “I’m sure Dan doesn’t plan on dying, but I understand his desire to not stagnate. We’ve been training as much as we can, but at some point, it just isn’t enough. You can smooth the rough edges off of a spell or increase its mana efficiency, but at a certain point, you just need actual combat experience and more mana regeneration to cast what you want.”

      “She’s right,” Dan said with a grimace. “Since I’ve started teaching, I’ve only managed to hammer out one new spell, forcebolt. Right now, it shoots a fist-sized ball of telekinetic energy that hits with the force of a punch. I can use it to distract someone or strike something at a distance, but beyond that, it isn’t much use.”

      “I’m plateauing, Director.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Even if you take out the time I’m spending on administration and training, practicing on training dummies just isn’t the same. It's not even that I’m not earning mana. There’s something about the stress of combat that forces you to adapt and use your existing abilities in new ways. Whatever it is, the System recognizes it. Skill levels have been almost impossible to earn since I returned to Earth.”

      “Having Dan on hand to awaken more candidates is important.” Sam leaned forward, “but at the same time, his combat capabilities might be our best bet against the Tellask in the long run. Keeping him here while we deployed the recruits would stunt his growth.”

      “Plus.” She flashed him a quick smile. “It sounds like he would be miserable. I think he got a taste for action on his little vacation.”

      Dan nodded at her gratefully while Ibis hemmed and pondered their points.

      “I’m sure deploying Dan would be beneficial to him, but what do we do if he dies? He’s the only person that can awaken new candidates.” Henry was beginning to become frantic as he felt the conversation slipping away from him.

      “Henry,” Sam interjected uncomfortably. “He can awaken a couple people before he leaves. They just need to kill monsters raised in your private bestiary until they rank up enough. It’s hardly the most efficient way of dealing with things, but it’s not as dire as you’re making it. If Dan were to die, we’d lose a couple years of work, but we can’t keep him here forever without stunting his growth and drastically lowering the survivability of the candidates.”

      “Fine,” Henry said in defeat. “But no runescripting for the army candidates. General Finch is forcing us to deploy early and without the resources he promised. If he wants his troops to be treated with the same care as ours, he can fulfill his end of the bargain.”

      Dan winced. He understood where Henry was coming from, but the Director wouldn’t be the one delivering that pronouncement to Bowman. The Lieutenant Colonel would likely blame Dan, adding once more to the resentment the older man felt for him. He looked to Sam for help, but she was burying her face in her tablet once again.

      “We only have the resources to pick twenty for runescripting,” Dan responded with a sigh. “How am I supposed to pick who to enhance?”

      “Talent and loyalty.” Henry looked him in the eyes. “Pick the twenty most talented candidates that actually care about the project and humanity as a whole. I’ve read the reports. My security guards aren’t terribly inventive, but they know their duty and they can fight. Making them faster and stronger will help everyone. Pick ten of them and ten from the tournament. Just make sure that none of them are from that group of vapid glory hounds. The point of this program is to create magical soldiers to lead humanity into a new era. If we’re going to be selecting the paladins that will herald the new age, we need to make sure they’re willing to listen to advice. I’m tired of screaming into the void, warning politicians that they’re making a terrible mistake, only for them to take my campaign donations with a smile and then ignore me. Something needs to change.”

      Dan shifted in his seat uncomfortably. He understood where Henry was coming from, but at the same time, it was different when a man of his power said it. Hell, he usually didn’t go a month without complaining about some government agency’s inefficiency or corruption, but Dan was just an upset voter. Henry knew people and had the power to change things, and now he was talking about creating a corps of mages loyal to him in the same breath as he demanded political change. Ultimately, Henry was right. The governments of the world had gotten them into this mess by being shortsighted and unwilling to commit the forces needed to clear out the elves when it could have been accomplished more easily. Still, the entire business worried him.

      “Speaking about loyalty.” The Director’s eyes flashed, “I need to be sure of yours, Dan. If I send you to Brazil, the army is going to try to tell you lies. They’re going to say they understand the threat posed by the elves, that they should be the ones in charge of Earth’s defense. Don’t listen to them, Thrush. Remember how they swept the entire thing under the rug in the name of political expedience the first time? Only I have the technology and the vision to carry us through this storm.”

      Dan shifted uncomfortably. Next to him, Sam nodded dutifully, a sour look on her face.

      “Promise me, Dan.” Ibis leaned forward, staring at him intensely while Dan squirmed under his gaze. “Promise me that you will stay loyal to the Thoth Foundation and me.”

      “Of course, Director,” he replied. After all, what could he say?

      “Do you swear it?”

      Dan tried to avoid Henry’s gaze, instead focusing on the old man’s clenched hands, and white knuckles. “Yes.” He smiled weakly. “I’m not going to forget what you’ve done for me and the sacrifices you’ve made for humanity as a whole.”

      “Great!” The storm cleared from the Director’s face as he clapped his hands cheerfully. “I suppose that’s settled, then. I’m famished! I hope the rest of you are ready for an early lunch.”

      The next week passed in a blur. Dan barely had time to sleep as he finished runescripting the twenty candidates that Sam and he selected only to get started immediately on enchanting gear for all hundred and sixty two members of the program. Each soldier received a silver breastplate that slightly increased their strength and speed, a golden bracer that could generate a small spellshield that resembled his force bubble spell, and a shortsword enchanted to be sharper and lighter than should otherwise be possible. Most of the soldiers elected to still use rifles, keeping the sword as a reserve, but most of the Thoth Foundation candidates selected a mixed arsenal. Dan himself wore a new suit of mythril/tungsten chainmail and equipped himself with the sword he had taken from Daeson and a 9mm pistol. He wasn’t terribly skilled with firearms, but a handgun didn’t take up much space, and its firepower would be very useful against unshielded targets.

      Then, the work was done and Dan found himself on a privately-chartered jet sitting next to Sam and Jennifer. Thankfully, Colonel Bowman had just glared at him and walked to the back of the plane where the sixty soldiers sat in full battle kit.

      The difference in appearance between the soldiers and the Thoth Foundation candidates was stark. Every soldier wore a full camouflage combat kit with their enchanted breastplates worn in their armor’s plate carrier. The Thoth Foundation candidates, on the other hand, looked like they just walked out of a renaissance fair. Most of them wore their breastplates openly and several equipped other medieval weapons such as warhammers or spears to complement their enchanted shortswords.

      “Penny for your thoughts,” Jennifer interrupted Dan’s reverie from where she sat next to him. She was one of the runescripted candidates; she didn’t wear a breastplate. Instead, she wore a thick long sleeve shirt and full length pants made from a tough synthetic fiber woven through with strands of silver. The outfit promised to be sweltering once they landed in the jungle, but it should prove effective armor against most unenchanted bladed weapons while allowing her sufficient mobility. The silver even let her run mana through the armor, theoretically letting her disrupt magical attacks so long as she didn’t run out of mana herself.

      “I just don’t think we’re ready,” Dan replied, struggling to be heard over the sound of the plane rattling as it began making its approach. “We haven’t even trained for four months. The average elf trains for at least a century before they are deployed to field duty. The System helps, but it only helps people learn spells. The candidates don’t have any field experience with incorporating those spells into their fighting styles. It just feels like we’re about to walk into a massacre.”

      “Ready or not, they’re here,” Jennifer shrugged. “If we don’t stop them here, our only options are to let them keep a bridgehead in the form of a teleport beacon or to bomb the Amazon until we risk a nuclear winter. When you’re out of options, overthinking things doesn’t help. We just need to go out there and win. Worrying won’t help anything.”

      “You’re right,” Dan jolted in his seat as the plane touched down. “We’ve planned, schemed, and tried to prepare for two years, and we could have easily spent another two preparing to fight the Tellask. We still wouldn’t have been ready. Now it’s just a matter of killing enough of them that they decide that Earth isn’t worth the cost it would require to subjugate.”

      “Grim resignation. There’s the spirit, Commander!” Jennifer grinned at him.

      “Commander?” Dan asked her, raising an eyebrow.

      “Well,” She replied unbuckling her restraints as she prepared to disembark the plane. “I’m sure as hell not going to call you ‘project lead’ or whatever the hell your official corporate speak title is. At least until we head home, you’re ‘Commander.’ Just don’t let it go to your head.”

      Dan rolled his eyes and checked his gear as he stood up. With everything in place, he called up his status from the System one last time.

      
        
        <USER> Status

        Rank 5

      

        

      
        Body 6(8)

        Agility 7 (9)

        Mind 8

        Perception 7

        Spirit 43

      

        

      
        Skills

        Swords 9, Brawling 5, Archery 2, Runecrafting 6

      

        

      
        Affinity

        Space 12, Lightning 11, Fire 10, Gravity 6, Force 8

      

        

      
        Enhancements

        Armor Rune V, Strength Rune +2, Agility Rune +2

      

        

      
        Runes+

      

        

      
        Spells

        Shocking Fist 10, Spark Field 2, Lightning Stroke 10, Spatial Shield 8, Flame Jet 4, Gravitational Easing 6, Fireball 10, Force Bubble 8, Spellshield 3, Forcebolt 1

      

      

      Even though most of his time had been focused on training the candidates, Dan had still found enough time to advance noticeably. As Dan stepped off of the ramp into the damp heat of the army camp where the Thoth Foundation plane had landed, he smiled wryly. Hopefully it would be enough.
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      The coalition camp was a tumult of English, French, Italian, and Portugeuse. After landing, the soldiers from their flight disappeared almost immediately. Obviously someone had briefed them on where to go, but Bowman didn’t find it necessary to pass the information on to Dan or Sam. A petty act, but Dan shouldn’t have been surprised. The Colonel had been livid when he found out that the Thoth Foundation wasn’t going to provide runescripting for the soldiers. The man ranted for almost half an hour about how the Thoth Foundation wasn’t meeting its contractual obligations. Dan had only been able to end the conversation by pointing out that the only reason why the troops weren’t getting the tattoos was that the military hadn’t been able to provide the requested materials to create the ink.

      It probably would have been better in the long run to provide token support to the military representatives from the stores collected by Thoth Foundation mercenaries, but Ibis refused any support after the request to deploy early had become an order. Clearly, there was some sort of power play going on between Henry and someone fairly high up in the government, but Dan was more than happy to not be involved in it.

      Luckily, the System was programmed with all major languages. After a brief stop at a nearby Italian regiment’s headquarters unit, Dan was on his way with the rough location of their assigned camp. The 5th Marine regiment had arrived a couple of days before the Starshield candidates and their quarters were located on the edge of the land assigned to the marines. Of course, when they arrived, the area designated for them only had one small prefabricated command and control center set up. It was clear that the troops were expected to pitch tents and cook under tarps.

      Dan looked at the damp, empty field and sighed. Nearby, some of the marines stopped their work to gawk at the ill-matched mishmash of individuals from the Thoth Foundation. Although a couple of them had rifles, all of them looked completely out of place next to professional soldiers.

      “We should’ve brought a bottle of wine,” Jennifer remarked wryly, as she took off her backpack and began removing her tent. “I’ve heard bringing a bottle of wine to a party is proper etiquette. Maybe that would have helped with the chilly reception?”

      “This is just fucking like Henry,” Sam dropped her backpack to the ground. “He starts a pissing match with some general, and I end up being the one sleeping on the ground while he sits around in an air conditioned Space Age compound. I knew I should have paid more attention during the sessions on survival training. I figured I would be safely behind the lines the entire time. But no, here I am with a tent that looks like a pile of sticks and nylon and not a single clue.”

      “Why weren’t you paying attention during the survival training?” Dan frowned at her. “Even if you were going to be behind our lines, you knew you were scheduled for a combat deployment. Proper preparation could easily save your life out here.”

      “I was busy flirting with Ellie,” she muttered, angrily staring at a bag of tent stakes without comprehension.

      “Who’s Ellie?” Dan turned to Sam and cocked his head. Behind him, Jennifer was laughing.

      “The short blonde with the pixie cut?” Sam asked, raising an eyebrow. When he shrugged, she continued. “You know the super cute one that kept asking me for help ‘tuning up’ her nanite package? God. If we actually had beds out here, I’d probably be getting laid, too. The romance of a tryst before battle and all of that. But no, here we are with sleeping bags and no air conditioning. Of all the crimes Henry has to answer for, this is front and center.”

      “Come on, Sam,” Dan sputtered. “You’re like my cousin or something. I don’t want to hear about any of this shit.”

      “Hey,” Sam shrugged, a smile creeping onto her face, “it’s not my fault that the last girl you had a crush on tried to take over your mind. Usually, they wait on that until you move in together. I’m just saying, your bad experiences don’t mean that I can’t have a healthy libido.”

      “Sam,” Dan blushed beet red as Jennifer just kept laughing. “I’m about 90% sure that we got a memo from HR saying that we weren’t allowed to date anyone that came in through the Starshield candidate program.”

      “Says the guy who is awfully chummy with Jennifer over there.” Sam nodded her head in Jennifer’s direction as the younger woman abruptly stopped laughing. “Don’t worry, I won’t say anything if you don’t.”

      “I’m not trying to rat you out,” Dan felt his heart thumping. “Plus, Jennifer is just a friend. She’s one of our best students, and she was a lot more approachable than most of the other candidates.”

      After that, they set up their tents in silence. Dan didn’t even know why he was embarrassed. He really was just friends with Jennifer. Sure, she was pretty and talented, but he didn’t even really think of her like that. Plus, they barely had any time to talk to her. The awful deployment timetable just hadn’t left any time to date or talk about anything more than preparing for Brazil. Plus, he was an adult. There was just something about Sam chastising him that made Dan feel like he was twelve again and had gotten caught sneaking out.

      It didn’t even make sense. Jennifer was something like five years younger than him. Even if he wasn’t a supervisor or mentor, it would have felt weird. If anything, she was like a mischievous younger sister.

      That night, after a light dinner of pre-packaged dehydrated food, Dan went to bed early. The System was set to wake him up around 5:30 in the morning so that the team could meet up and put together patrol schedules. Part of his compromise with Henry was that, at least for the first month or so, he would serve primarily near the camp upgrading candidates’ runescripting as sufficient resources came in. Still, he would be allowed to hunt monsters within the ten miles or so near camp. Rumor had it that there wasn’t anything bigger than some awakened monkeys and snakes in the area, but mana was mana, and Dan was sick of stagnation.

      He was awakened by a series of explosions. For a second, Dan wondered if his mind was playing tricks on him, when the chatter of heavy caliber machine gun disabused him of that notion. By the time his chainmail was on, the staccato thump of mortars joined the fray. Frantic shouting erupted from the darkness as Dan strapped his sword to his belt. At some point, someone turned on the camp’s floodlights. The marines were fairly efficient, pairs of men and women checking each others kit and weapons before jogging off in the direction of the jungle. The Starshield recruits, on the other hand, were a frantic mess of panic and disorganization. For all of their skill and recent training, none of them, other than the security staff, had the faintest clue of how to react to the chaos and confusion.

      Dan nodded to LT Jefferson, the unofficial leader of the ‘security’ faction as he jogged over to him. He had never figured out if LT was actually the man’s name, initials, or a reference to his official title of Lieutenant. There was an intensity to the six foot five man that didn’t invite such questions. Even if LT couldn’t beat Dan in a fight due to the difference in magical power, Dan still wouldn’t want to tussle with the man.

      Every word and action from him screamed competence on a level that made Dan vaguely embarrassed of his own amateur efforts to serve as the team’s leader. Maybe that was why he had never won the respect of the security team. He might have magic and some experience, but it was nothing compared to LT’s decade of service in distressingly vague locations across the Middle East.

      “Thrush,” LT said simply in response to Dan. Behind Jefferson, the rest of the security crew moved with a practiced efficiency. They had mostly finished their preparations, although a few of them were still making last-minute provisions.

      “Jefferson,” he replied. “Do you have any idea what’s going on? I just hear a lot of shooting, but no one has bothered to reach out to me. I was supposed to be meeting with someone from the 5th Regiment tomorrow while we dispatched patrols to get us integrated into the overall command, but at this point, I don’t even know if anyone knows how to get ahold of us.”

      “Better to stay put and radio to command when we’re ready, then,” LT shifted the gun slung over his shoulder. “I wouldn’t want us to run off playing cowboy only to get shot by our own troops in the dark because we didn’t let command know where we would be.”

      Dan agreed wholeheartedly, but before he could reply, the sky lit up. Then there was a flash of white and Dan felt the tingle of a massive amount of thunder mana being discharged from almost a half mile away.

      A small mushroom cloud bloomed at the edge of the jungle. A second later, he heard a crack and staggered backward as a wall of hot air washed over him.

      Before Dan could figure out what exactly was happening, the process repeated itself. Another burst of light was immediately followed by a mushroom cloud and a crack as a watchtower erupted into flames at the edge of the camp.

      Then it clicked. The flares of light were magically-induced electrical arcs. Someone out there had a rail gun.

      It made a sick sort of sense. Tellask technology peaked as their society focused research on magic. It didn’t make sense to invent gunpowder or the internal combustion engine when fire and teleportation magic could do the same thing but better. Of course, modern technology was superior to magic in any number of ways, but a blunderbuss, musket, or steam engine would hardly impress a wizard enough for them to devote their time and energy on perfecting it.

      Magic may generally be less efficient than technology, but at the same time, it solved all of the problems that made a rail gun difficult to develop and field practically. The primary impediment was generating and storing enough electricity to power the weapon. Proper mastery of electrical magic would allow a caster to generate the amperage needed to launch a projectile, and metal magic allowed a caster to repair the melting and warping to the rails in real time.

      Really, when it came down to it, a rail gun was more or less just two metal poles with a strong electrical current running through them. A metal projectile would be placed between the surfaces and complete the current, and then the projectile would get pulled by electromagnetic forces down the length of the rails. This process would heat and partially melt the rails, meaning that they needed to be repaired or replaced frequently. But, other than generating the electricity needed and maintaining the metal rods, the weapon itself was incredibly simple.

      At some point, an elf had clearly solved the problems that plagued human researchers to this day. There was another flash of white and electrical mana. Dan flinched as an explosion consumed a checkpoint five hundred yards from his position.

      The night devolved into an incomprehensible clamor of vehicles starting and people screaming. Marines were running everywhere, some en route to cover or an armory, and others toward forward positions. Despite the chaos, it was clear that most of the soldiers knew where they needed to be as they went about the business of getting there.

      Dan turned back as he heard shouting from the Starshield camp, and took in a very different picture. Some of the candidates were hiding in their tents, trusting canvas and polymer to stop magically empowered shells that were cracking tanks like eggs. Others were running toward the perceived safety of the marine camp, abandoning any thought of fighting the elves as they fled for cover.

      Jennifer walked over to him, a concerned look on her face. In the distance, Dan could make out Sam staggering out of a tent other than her own, a much younger woman with a pixie cut stepping out behind her. Evidently, Sam’s charm had overcome the lack of proper mattresses and air conditioning.

      The gunfire was getting closer. Dan frowned. That wasn’t supposed to be happening. The marines should have been able to push anything the elves could throw at them back. Allegedly, the camp was hardened beyond belief with heavy machine guns posts and armored vehicles keeping a tight watch on the jungle.

      A flight of Apache helicopters rumbled overhead, their chopping rotors sending the tall grass just outside Dan’s camp dancing. Two of them banked slightly to the left while the other three flew in a straight line past Dan and Jennifer.

      The Starshield candidates stopped running. One of them pointed up at the gunships as the thrummed past, and a halfhearted cheer went up from the camp.

      Then, the lead helicopter crashed into an invisible wall. For a brief second, the formerly unseen barrier rippled and lit the night in blue flashes of light before the Apache crumpled like a tin can and erupted into a brilliant orange fireball.

      The other two veered to the side, their chain guns opening up on something half-seen in the jungle. Dan ducked, Jennifer dropping into a crouch next to him as the report from the heavy weapons shook the very air in his lungs.

      A second later, an almost fifteen-foot tall gigantic lizard burst into the camp’s spotlights. Its dark grey form was covered in spiked silvery plates of armor inlaid with runes that glowed visibly with mana. On its back, two shadowy figures fired a large crossbow from an armored platform. The bolt missed one of the Apaches, but Dan could feel the mana coming off of it. He wasn’t sure what enchantment was being used, but it felt potent.

      Then a pair of missiles launched from one of the helicopters struck the lizard with a brilliant eruption of flame. For a second, spellshields shimmered on its side before flickering out. A sudden wave of pressure slammed Dan off of his feet, as the air itself was sucked from his lungs. The other helicopters rained a stream of smaller rockets onto the lizard. Without armor, the explosions washed down its side, ripping great holes into the reptile. It flicked its tail futilely at the attack helicopter, not able to reach the vessel's altitude.

      Then a bolt of electricity flew from another armored platform atop the lizard and struck one of the two helicopters. Immediately, the gunship's lights flickered out and it began listing to the side. The final helicopter elevated itself above its injured companion and fired another pair of missiles into the lizard’s side, smashing through ribs and mulching what passed for the creature’s heart. The final set of explosions sent the figures on the back of the lizard flying into the night.

      The Apache soared off as Dan stood back up. The night air smelled of smoke, and his ears were ringing. Thank God the System could let him heal at an insane rate. Those explosions had been far too close.

      Then a small arrow landed in the dirt next to him. Waist-high figures armed with bows scampered toward the Starshield camp under the cover of the smoke filling the air. In the distance behind them, Dan could see marines backing up toward his unit while firing at unseen targets. Whatever was out there, the 5th Regiment was falling back. He looked over to LT. The bigger man shook his head with a grimace as he unlimbered his rifle.
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      LT’s first three-round burst dropped one of the short figures, as did his second. Then the rest of the clearing lit up in gunfire as the security team began bringing them down. Dan drew his handgun and tried to assist the security team. The System helped, but Dan really didn’t have much experience with firearms. He was pretty sure one of his shots hit a dark, slinking form, but it could have easily been someone else. After a couple of seconds, he realized that the rest of the candidates were moving toward cover while shooting, and that only him and a couple of the tournament participant candidates were still in the clearing.

      “Follow me!” he shouted to the nearby candidates and fired off the rest of his pistol’s magazine before jogging toward the cheap metal and plastic of the prefabricated command structure. It wouldn’t be the best cover, but it was still much better than standing in the open or trying to hide behind the nylon fabric of a tent. At first, only about half of the candidates followed him, the rest likely still dazed from the thermobaric strike on the lizard monster, but as soon as they noticed that they were being left behind, the stragglers hurried to catch up.

      The group clustered behind the building’s thin walls, and Dan took stock of them. Sam and Jennifer had followed him, but other than them, only twenty one of the candidates huddled behind the building’s spartan cover with him. He could only assume that the other thirty to forty candidates were stuck in some state of undress in the firefight. His lips quirked as he looked over his group. Hell, not all of the candidates were fully dressed. One of them was completely unarmed and wearing nothing but a red jumpsuit and sneakers. Dan frowned at the man and cocked his head while searching for his name. Giving up, he tapped Jennifer on the shoulder and pointed.

      “Jester,” she hissed at him, catching his attention after a second. “Where did you leave your gear? We’re in the middle of a war zone, and you don’t even have your breastplate.”

      In the distance, there was another flash of thunder mana followed by the sky going white. This time, everyone was thrown to the ground as something near them hit. When Dan blinked away the afterimages from the blast, the clearing was no longer lit by a floodlight. Instead, the only light came from burning wreckage of a tank at the foot of where the metal tower with the floodlight once stood.

      “I just woke up and followed the crowd,” Joker replied frantically as he pulled himself back to his feet along with the rest of the candidates. “What the hell was that, artillery? Since when are the bad guys supposed to have artillery? I thought we were supposed to have more of a tutorial and an introductory quest line.”

      Before Dan could reply, a cacophony of victorious high-pitched yelping yells filled the night. Standing atop the burning wreckage of the tank, one of the small figures held an assault rifle clumsily over its head and led the warbling chorus, backlit by the burning vehicle. For the first time, Dan got a good view of the creatures. They were somewhere around three feet tall with greyish green skin and spindly limbs much too long for their skinny frame. Rather than hair, the creature’s heads and necks were covered in a thin layer of thin black quills framed by a pair of six-inch-long horns that curved like a ram’s.

      One of them shouted something in an unknown language and received a ritualistic screamed one word reply. Dan drew his sword.

      “So, they’re using cannons, and they have a dinosaur and artillery, but they’re sending in goblins first.” Joker nodded with confidence Dan didn’t feel. “Now that the cinematic scene is over, it’s time to start the tutorial. I guess they did think this out after all.”

      “Jester,” Jennifer interjected, concern on her face, “you really need to take this seriously. I don’t know what’s going on in the rest of the camp, but the Tellask are obviously pushing the marines really hard. I don’t think there will be much room for mistakes.”

      Then the first injured marine jogged past the command center. A deep cut above her left eye partially blinded her, and at least two arrows stuck out of her kevlar kit. She paused briefly to fire, her rifle illuminating the determined look on her face before she continued jogging. Dan stepped around the side of the makeshift building and took in the scene. Here and there, marines were still shooting back, but most of them were retreating back through their camp. To either side, the security team kept firing.

      From the direction of the forest, the ground seemed to be crawling as hundreds of the small creatures swarmed toward them. Some carried what appeared to be obsidian hatchets, while others scampered quickly and low to the ground on their hands and knees, knives clutched between their teeth.

      Dan frowned slightly, wishing that the rest of the candidates had been given the time to practice until they had something even approaching military discipline. Instead, the Starshield candidates had been trained for the offensive, operating in teams of four or five deep in the jungle to scout and attack weak points in the enemy formation. Not once had they bothered to drill on how to dig in, mount a defense, or properly support conventional troops.

      He glanced briefly at the candidates milling about behind the command building. They might not have the training, but the basics were pretty self-evident. Stick together to avoid being overwhelmed, and try to kill as many of the oncoming swarm as possible. He didn’t know how things were going in the other camps, but hopefully relief would arrive soon. From what he could see, the marines couldn’t hold out much longer now that the Tellask had found an answer to their armor and air support.

      “Guys.” He turned back to the rest of the candidates. Jennifer, Jester, Ellie, and Sam were paying attention to him, but the rest were glancing about worriedly or engaged in hurried, quiet conversations. “I think the marines are retreating from this area, but no one has bothered to contact us to let us know anything. There’s a whole bunch of little gremlin things out there, and we aren’t going to be able to do anything without getting overrun by them. At a very minimum, we’re going to need to push them back enough for us to get out of here intact.”

      Dan looked around wryly. No one, other than his immediate group, had listened to him. Sam put her hand on his back, and for a second, her eyes became glassy. Then he heard a buzzing sound and his vision blurred.

      Interacting with user <Sam the Great>

      <Sam the Great> is attempting to teach <USER> the Leadership skill. Do you wish to learn the Leadership skill? Y/N

      Dan mentally focused on the Y in the corner of his vision and he briefly smelled bread baking before a welcome alert popped up.

      <USER> Has learned Leadership, privileges set at 4. Establishing wireless connection with nearby Systems. Processing. <USER> may now directly communicate with nearby Systems.

      “Could you always-” he began asking her only for Sam to cut him off with a nervous chuckle.

      “Yeah,” she shrugged slightly, “Leadership isn’t actually a skill like swords or archery, it’s more a suite of communication functions, status updates, audio/visual playback, and the ability to use discipline procedures. I’ve been holding off on giving it to you because I’m pretty sure you’d just use it to get back at me for the first couple times I tricked you into getting zapped.”

      “Amongst other things,” Dan narrowed his gaze at Sam.

      “Look,” she muttered sheepishly. “The Director wouldn’t shut up about how we needed someone to ‘watch over you.’ I didn’t really like it, but you know how he is. Once he gets an idea in his head, he won’t stop ranting about it until he gets his way.

      “I don’t really think I like that either,” Dan shook his head, frowning. “Once we get a minute, you and I are going to need to have a talk about you withholding information.”

      “I know,” she sighed, "just keep us alive until then. For the time being, I’m pretty sure you have some sort of big heroic speech to give before we’re all overrun by pint-sized monsters.”

      With a thought, the System connected him directly with everyone still in the camp. In the right corner of his vision, a dark circle appeared with a series of green dots clustered around the center, their positions approximately lining up with the candidates standing around him.

      “Candidates!” He could feel his voice being transmitted directly to all of them. He didn’t really know how to describe it, but he just instinctively knew that all people with a System within range were hearing his voice. “It looks like the Tellask are starting to overwhelm the marines. They’re starting to retreat, and there are light enemy forces pursuing them. We need to buy time for the other camps to support us and for the conventional soldiers to retreat. Anyone who has a gun can shoot from behind cover, but anyone with a melee focus should join me. Our weapons aren’t helping anyone from behind this shack.”

      Dan stepped around the corner, turning on his spellshield and hoping that at least some of his team would follow him. Almost immediately, he ran into three of the creatures assaulting the camp. One of them swung an obsidian cleaver at him, which he easily sidestepped, an almost casual blow from his blade taking its arm. The other two screeched at him, one throwing a knife that he slapped from the air with his enhanced reflexes, his spellshield glowing briefly as he deflected the dagger. The other stepped toward him with a hatchet, only for Jennifer to intercept it. Her arms glowed dully as she blurred forward, a downward blow with one arm removing the hand holding the hatchet while her other hand swept through the creature’s neck, decapitating it.

      He shivered. Jennifer had taken to magic with brutal efficiency. From the beginning, she had made it clear that she would be fighting barehanded, and at first, Dan had dismissed her, but over time, she developed a series of force and metal spells designed to optimize her unarmed efficiency. She had a pair of force spells, one that let her create a localized but enhanced spellshield called a orce Plate that could stop most enhanced sword blows so long as she could predict where they would hit her.

      The other was the ability she had just generated, Force Blade. It generated a foot-long force plate that she sharpened as much as her focus would allow, functionally giving her the reach of a weapon while unarmed in the form of short, invisible magical knives. Her final spell simply let her modify and control the silver threads in her armor, allowing her to reinforce specific spots, hardening them to take blows that the resilient fabric was not otherwise designed to handle.

      Sam stepped around the corner with Ellie huddling behind her and gave both of them a thumbs up.

      “Good job!” She cheered them on, “See, my pet, we have a regular pair of knights in shining armor to keep us safe from the bad monsters.” She stroked Ellie’s hair and threw a wink Dan’s way.

      Before he could reply, another ten or so of the small monsters charged forth from the darkness toward them. At least a couple of them had bullet holes in them that were no longer bleeding. Definitely something to watch out for later. His sword took the head from the first one to step in range as Jennifer fell in easily beside him. On his other side, Jester had one of the creature’s obsidian axes in one hand and a cleaver in the other, his previously-red clothing stained greenish brown with their ichor.

      Dan fired a Lightning Stroke into the next creature as it approached, causing its entire body to spasm and collapse with a charred hole burned into its torso. An arrow clattered off of his spell shield, slightly increasing the strain on his focus. Dan kept moving, his sword claiming life after life from the tiny creatures. Their only answer to the range advantage of his longer arms and weapons was the poorly-crafted arrows that began to clatter around him. He barely even felt their mana as he slashed through them, taking advantage of his rune-enhanced mobility to keep the archers from being able to lock down his location.

      At least once, a creature he had thought disabled climbed back to its feet, its wounds no longer bleeding, to rejoin the fray. Swords and axes seemed to fare better against the tenacious little monsters, but unless a limb was removed or the creature was killed entirely, Dan had a nasty suspicion that they would return to the fray.

      It made sense that they would be used against modern weaponry. There were more than enough of them to overwhelm isolated fireteams, and their ability to recover from disabling damage meant that a bullet that would have disabled or crippled a human wouldn’t be a major concern, after a short break.

      Still, that didn’t make them immune to bullets, and the fire from the security teams helped thin the swarms down to manageable levels by the time the little beasts reached Dan, Jennifer and Jester. Behind them, some of the more enterprising candidates joined in, further stabilizing the situation. Still, almost half of the team remained frozen in shock, unable to process the chaos and violence of an actual battle. Dan grimaced. Recruiting from a video game might help the Thoth Foundation find a talent pool of people able to adapt to the new magic and System, but being the best digital duelist in the realm didn’t exactly mean that they knew what to do in the real world.

      Once again, Dan couldn’t help but wish they’d had more time. Time for the recruits to learn more spells. Time to teleport to a place like Twilight where they could earn mana and polish their abilities before they threw themselves at a bunch of millenia-year-old magi.

      But their world had needed them, and wishes and dreams wouldn’t keep the monsters at bay. His sword blurred from one small form to another, opening up stomachs and reaping limbs, and he prayed that his charges could hold their own against the onslaught.

      Before long the stream of short monsters began to dry up. Dan flicked their blood from his sword and squinted at the darkness shrouding the jungle. Although he still periodically heard gunfire, it was no longer the cacophony of constant sound that it had been at the beginning of the battle. Perhaps even more concerningly, it had been a couple of minutes since he spotted a marine retreating past his position.

      “Thrush,” LT’s voice sounded in his ear. Apparently the security candidate had been granted the leadership skill when he hadn’t. Great. “We can hold out a bit longer, but we’re starting to run low on ammunition, and I can’t raise anyone on the radio. I don’t know the local encryption, and no one is really answering. I don’t know if we’re going to get resupply, and I don’t know how long we can hold this spot without it.”

      “I don’t know if help is coming, honestly,” Dan replied, focusing on his voice reaching LT only. “There’s still fighting going on between us and the jungle, but it seems isolated. Unless the regiment gets relieved by another camp, I don’t think we’re going to be able to hold out if the Tellask keep pushing.”

      “Agreed,” LT began before his voice cut off. “Shit, one of our scouts says that something big is moving in from the forest. I think it’s time for us to strategically redeploy the hell out of here.”

      Dan mentally toggled to switch his communications to broadcast to all nearby Systems, but before he could speak, Jester stepped forward and raised the obsidian hatchet over his head.

      “We’ve got them on the run, boys!” The young man screamed, his eyes glassy and cheeks flushed with the rush of mana running through him. “Let’s bring the fight to them and push them the hell off of our planet!” The man let out a whoop and began running toward the jungle.

      “Jester!” Dan shouted. “Come back; we’re falling back. I repeat, we are falling back!”

      “Retreat?” The man stopped and turned, eyes wild as he stared back at the rest of the group from the edge of the circle of light cast by the burning light. “Now? In our moment of triumph? Not from a bunch of undersized-”

      He never got a chance to complete his sentence.  The head of a lizard, covered in intricate silver armor and the size of a small car, lunged downward from the darkness and bit him in half.

      A tree trunk of a leg, encased in glinting plate and covered in flaming runes, slammed down at the outer limits of the spotlight. Another giant lizard, similar to the one that had been torn apart by the Apache helicopters, strode into the clearing while its companion chewed contemplatively. On its back, the human warriors in the two armored platforms began pointing at the gaggle of candidates. The first lizard slunk into the light after it, still idly chewing on Jester’s upper torso.
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      Dan launched a fireball at the closest lizard and was rewarded with little more than a flash of light as the creature’s spell shields absorbed the blast. It was hardly a surprise; his fireballs were much hotter and unleashed more concussive force than when he initially put together the spell, but they still weren’t all that much stronger than a grenade. Without a tank or the hellfire missiles from the Apache gunships, he didn’t see how they were going to be able to punch through the runes protecting the monster. The sword he had looted from Daeson’s mansion might be able to do the trick. With enough mana, it could cut through most things, including weak spellshields, but Dan wasn’t exactly inclined to get close enough to one of the gigantic lizards to test the sword, if he could help it. Even if he might be able to damage one of them, the rest of the candidates would be torn apart in the meantime.

      Then, he felt mana rising to a crescendo on the back of both lizards and his gaze was drawn to their rearmost armored platforms. Each lizard had two armored platforms, one with a large crossbow on a swivel, not quite a ballista, but certainly bigger than something an average person could wield, tended to by three humans. The other had a waist-high silver wall, glowing with dense runescripting, protecting a single individual. On each lizard, that person stood before a glowing quartz crystal mounted on a silver pedestal. Both the humans and the crystals positively glowed with magic, with one feeling vaguely of light mana, while the other felt like wood.

      “Get down!” He shouted, grabbing Jennifer by her arm and pulling her to the ground with him. A second later, a reddish beam of light passed overhead, fired from one of the crystals. Warmth washed over Dan, and behind him, some of the candidates started screaming.

      That’s when the second spell discharged. Dan pulled himself up to his feet in time to witness the volleyball-sized wooden sphere slowly arc from the other lizard toward his group. His eyes followed it as it passed over his head, taking in the burned and maimed bodies of four of the Starshield candidates who had frozen in panic and clustered together before the beam of light ended them. Then the sphere hit, and with a barely audible hiss, it cracked into four pieces, revealing a hollow interior and a puff of rapidly-expanding dust.

      He stared at the sphere in confusion. Given the amount of mana invested in the spell, it wouldn’t just fizzle like that. It had to do something--

      Foreign contaminant detected. Purging.

      WARNING: <USER> has been exposed to fungal contaminant. Please refrain from further exposure while the current incursion is quarantined.

      That settled it. They weren’t even in crossbow range, but already, lizards were using laser cannons and biological weapons on them. The System sounded like it was handling the infection, but Dan shuddered to think what would happen to conventional soldiers without any kind of protection. It was time to run while that option was still on the table.

      “We need to get the hell out of here!” He activated the communication function of the System. A couple candidates began moving, but many more were just staring at the charred corpses of their companion, horror in their eyes. “Now!” Dan punctuated his shout by turning to run. At this point, he didn’t have the luxury of providing training wheels for the rest of the candidates. Either they came to terms with the situation, or they would die where they stood.

      “You heard Thrush,” LT’s voice sounded over the System. “Unless someone is packing anti-vehicle ordinance, and a lot of it, we need to get out of here now.”

      A crossbow bolt almost a meter long, thudded into the dirt nearby, burying itself up to its fletching. Dan would’ve loved to inspect it given the opportunity, it was clearly enchanted with some sort of speed or sharpness rune, but there wasn’t time. After the barest of urgings, Jennifer was running beside him. Sam was half-dragging Ellie as the shell-shocked woman staggered after them.

      Behind them, a couple of mana-drunk candidates took potshots at the lizards, but the spear of ice and bullet of force launched at them barely even caused the war beast’s spellshields to glow. The archers on its back responded, and Dan glanced briefly over his shoulder at a pitiful scream to see one of DarkStryke69xX’s followers pinned to the ground by three feet of metal, the bolt’s fletching sprouting like a flower from a bloody wound in the man’s chest. He grimaced and began to run faster, all thoughts of an orderly retreat leaving his mind.

      Overhead came a whoosh of great wings flapping. A reptilian shape soared past Dan toward the main camp for the marine regiment. He didn’t have time to focus on it as he tried to navigate his way through the remains of the encampment in the dark. He didn’t know how long he ran before he sensed a change. From the main camp, earth and fire mana built and combined. Whatever was going on back there, he didn’t want any part of it.

      The spell finished, and Dan was thrown to the ground by a tremendous impact. Standing up, he looked back at the Fifth Regiment’s camp. The center of it was gutted, a fireball rising up in the air from the spell and lighting the night in hues of orange and red. Backlit by the fireball was a huge, winged reptilian form, flapping slowly in the air with a humanoid silhouette on its back. It let out a screech of triumph and rose in the night sky.

      After taking a second to verify that there were no immediate threats, Dan paused briefly, heaving for breath to take stock of his situation. Of the candidates, approximately ten were still with him. He didn’t know where LT and his team were, or if the other candidates were alive or dead. On one hand, they didn’t know how to deal with the chaos of the mass attack. Hell, it looked like the actual military had been overwhelmed. On the other, there was so much chaos from the attack that it wasn’t impossible for them to escape notice in the confusion.

      “What next?” Jennifer asked him, catching her breath next to him. He noticed that the rest of the team looked at him expectantly. Like he could just wave his arms and make the terror and confusion of the night go away.

      Dan looked to Sam, but she shrugged. He opened his mouth to ask her a question, but then the lower corner of his vision pinged.

      Private Message from <Sam the Great>: This is your show, Dan. I’m not going to undermine you by telling you what to do, especially in front of all of the recruits. Up until now, this hasn’t been real to them, and you’ve only been a teacher. You need to be decisive. Give them a reason to trust you.

      Dan swallowed his words. He’d still need to talk to Sam later about the communication and chat functions that were part of the System, but she did have a point. Part of the reason why the three camps of candidates fractured was that no one fully trusted him. They had his account of what he had done on Twilight, but it didn’t seem real to them. To the security team, survivors of Indonesia, Afghanistan, and other more classified locations, he was just a kid playing around with new powers. He didn’t have the same background and formative experiences as them the way LT did. As for the other Thoth candidates, they didn’t know what to expect, and none of them were prepared for the sudden violence of the attack. He would have to earn their trust, and that meant decisive action rather than second-guessing himself aloud.

      “We need to get back to the airstrip,” Dan tried to infuse his voice with authority. He wasn’t sure how effective it was, but at least it didn’t crack from stress. Small victories. “Air support seems to be much more effective than infantry against them. If any places have held out, it will be the airstrip.”

      “But that’s almost five miles from here,” Ellie whimpered, her eyes wet and knuckles white as she clutched her short sword.

      “I’m not saying it’ll be fun.” Dan shrugged. “We aren’t going to be able to beat one of those gigantic lizards on our own, and if we stay here, we’re liable to be caught up in a counterattack. At least we can run away from a lizard. I don’t really want to try my odds against a cruise missile or guided bomb.”

      Ellie shrank back behind Sam once again, but the rest of the candidates nodded in either acceptance or agreement. After about a minute to catch their breath, the team began jogging once again. Dan led them for almost two miles through the dark before he sighted movement ahead. He came to a stop with the rest of the group raggedly slowing to a halt as well and casting confused glances in his direction.

      “I have decent low-light vision, but nothing magical,” Dan addressed them. “I think I see something ahead on the path, but I can’t quite make it out. Does anyone have an ability that would let us scout ahead? I would prefer to not walk into an ambush.”

      After a second of silence, a tall, skinny man raised his hand. “I have a light affinity.” The man spoke hesitantly. “None of my combat spells really do much; I just have something I named ‘Dazzle’ where I try to distract an enemy with a strobe of light to their eyes, but I do have a spell that lets me see in low light conditions.”

      “Great,” Dan replied with a smile. “What’s your name?”

      “I’ve always gone by FlameTalon1099 in World of Magic Online,” he answered, a little more confidence in his voice.

      “I’m not calling you FlameTalon1099.” Dan immediately cut him off. “At some point, we might have call signs or something like that, but FlameTalon1099 is too much of a mouthful. What did your parents name you?”

      “Would just ‘Talon’ work?” The man questioned, slightly despondently. After Dan shook his head he continued. “Fine. My real name is Raoul Boucher.”

      “Well Raoul, you just became our squad’s scout.” Dan smiled and clapped a hand on the taller man’s shoulder. “Get us an idea of what’s going on ahead and report back as soon as possible. Don’t bite off more than you can chew. I don’t need perfect intelligence, just an idea of what’s going on ahead. I don’t want you to take any unnecessary risks.”

      Raoul smiled faintly then crept forward into the night. Dan lost sight of him at about fifty paces, but before long the man came back. This time he was frowning.

      “It’s human soldiers, about twenty of them,” Raoul began, shaking his head as he spoke, “but there’s something wrong with them. They were just standing there in the middle of the road, not moving or speaking. Some of them looked pretty badly injured, too, but they just stood there.”

      Dan frowned and glanced at Jennifer and Sam. Neither of them responded, but both of their faces held pensive looks. He sighed.

      “I’ll go ahead and check the situation out,” Dan volunteered. “Everyone should be twenty or thirty feet behind me and ready to help out if something happens.”

      He walked down the path toward the soldiers. About a minute later he could see their forms, standing unnaturally still in a rectangle obstructing the path. Dan stopped and steeled his nerves.

      “Hello!” he called out in English to no response other than a slight tremor through their forms.

      Dan furrowed his brow and began calling out to them in other languages without response. Frustrated, he walked closer. About twenty feet away from the soldiers, he received his response.

      They turned as one and began sprinting toward him. Even in the moonlight, Dan could make out strange growths on their skin and gaping but bloodless wounds covering their bodies. The entire situation was too alien for him. If the soldiers were even still alive, they were either possessed or mind controlled. Either way, he didn’t have time to figure out a way to take them alive or get them treatment. Dan launched a fireball into their front row, and the charging soldiers did nothing to dodge.

      The explosion knocked them backwards, the first row of five aflame and unmoving. The light from their burning corpses illuminated the rest of their ilk. They most certainly weren’t alive. Their skin was covered in brownish gray protuberances that resembled misshapen mushrooms, and their eyes were clouded and grey. The wounds that he had spotted previously were obvious in the new light. Gaping slashes covered them with entire chunks of flesh missing.

      Dan raised his free hand to gather the fire mana to form another fireball when he felt a series of impacts on his chest. Glancing down in horror, he saw three wooden darts embedded in his chainmail, even after penetrating the folded layers of force from his armor rune. The darts unfolded hundreds of tiny rootlike legs and began trying to burrow through the links of his armor. Dan quickly abandoned the fireball and ripped the darts off of himself and threw them to the ground.

      He shivered. Those darts would have penetrated the skin of anyone without magical defenses, and even with his armor rune, it had been a near thing. He didn’t have any idea what would have happened if they reached his skin, but Dan wasn’t enthused to find out. He raised his spellshield and peered into the darkness as the misshapen soldiers crashed into the Starshield candidates that stepped up to assist him. A nearby tree blurred, and a form stepped out from it and began walking toward him, menace oozing from it.

      At about twenty paces from him, it stopped and threw back the camouflaged hood that had been concealing its features to reveal a handsome elven face. The man broke into a grin, his blade-like teeth shining in the dark. He raised his staff and pointed it at Dan, three pinky-sized holes bored into it with a very familiar trio of thorns peeking out.

      “I was told that there wouldn’t be casters on this backwards planet.” The elf spoke in a hard to place accent, likely an artifact of the translation runes. “Imagine my surprise when I find not only a caster, but a human mage. Leave your whelps to my sprouts. There’s no sport there for either of us. Come, let us dance beneath the moonlight. I simply cannot wait to taste your mana.”
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      Dan drew his sword, eyes never leaving the elf as his left hand crackled with latent electricity. From the corner of his eye, he saw the candidates fighting the deformed soldiers. For the time being, they were holding their own, but Dan suspected that the soldier’s numbers would overwhelm the candidate’s inexperience if he couldn’t end things quickly.

      “Pay attention, manling!” The elf certainly seemed to be enjoying himself as he swung his staff at Dan from a distance. A flurry of wood mana erupted from the elf, and the roots beneath Dan’s feet stirred and reached up for him.

      Dan didn’t give them a chance, dashing forward and swinging at the elf with a diagonal upward stroke. At the last second, a thorn launched itself from the elf’s staff toward Dan. This time, the dart climbed out of the staff and launched itself at him, giving him time to activate Spatial Shield. The elf’s eyes grew wide as his point-blank shot curved around Dan’s twisting form.

      The sword glowed purple for a second as it slammed into the elf’s spellshield, slowing for a second before it punctured the force field like a soap bubble. Then Dan staggered back, a step as a chilling wave of darkness burst from the elf. A second later, it dissipated, leaving Dan disorientated and shivering slightly with the elf about twenty paces away, eyeing him with much more wariness.

      That had been close. Clearly, the elf expected Dan to pull back to defend himself against the thorn, and by abandoning his defense, he had been able to catch his opponent by surprise. Still, before he met Daeson, his skill level with Spatial Shield would have been too low to protect himself at that range. Even if it was slow, his years of training were beginning to pay off.

      The stillness was broken when the elf’s earring shattered, letting out a puff of dark mana as it cracked. With a sigh, the elf reached up, detaching the ruptured crystal and throwing it into the bushes by the side of the road.

      “Space, fire, and force?” His mouth full of sharp teeth shone in the darkness. “I suppose it is my honor to fight a mage with three affinities. I lost my charm for being careless, but it will make it all the much sweeter when I collect your head for my trophy case.”

      “What makes you think that you’ll be enough, elf?” Dan replied, circling toward his opponent. “Now that you can’t ambush me, your one chance at victory is gone.”

      “Now, now,” the elf chuckled. “Even if you are talented, for a human, you are still a human. To become a master of darkness, you must learn that there is always another chance to spring an ambush.”

      With a flash of dark mana, his vision was robbed from him. More accurately, no light reached his eyes anymore as the outside of his spellshield became completely opaque. Swearing, Dan launched the Lightning Stroke he had already prepared at where he thought the elf was, only to be rewarded by the elf’s mocking laughter.

      Daeson’s final lesson replayed itself through his mind bitterly. Banter with the elf just gave him a chance to recover his strength. This wasn’t a movie where macho posturing and one-liners served a purpose. When you have an overwhelming advantage, only a fool wouldn’t take it. He should have put a Lightning Stroke into the elf as soon as he regained sight of him. The asshole’s spellshield was probably still down from the sword blow, too.

      “And thunder!” The elf mocked him, his voice seeming to come from everywhere. “I didn’t know that I was in the presence of such talent! It’s a shame that, for all of your potential, you’ve still fallen for my collection of tricks and ambushes all the same. Even if you’re an archmage, how can you strike what you can’t see?”

      As if to punctuate his point, the elf’s staff slammed into the spellshield, rocking Dan backward. The forcefield rippled angrily, but a single blow didn’t come anywhere near breaking it. Still, the elf’s point stood. Even if he outclassed him, he couldn’t fight effectively while blind, especially as his area of effect spells would likely strike some of the candidates.

      A slight smile quirked across his face.  Like the elf, most of his early spells were devoted to distracting, stunning, or temporarily paralyzing an opponent long enough for him to strike a killing blow. How many of the battles he fought on Twilight came down to him surprising or stunning some creature unfathomably more powerful than him and then crippling it while it was insensible.

      “We need help now!” Sam’s frantic voice interrupted his musing. “The elf just shot Vernon with something, and he’s on the ground foaming. His System is spitting out constant warnings about foreign contaminants and-”

      “Yes, mage, they do need your help,” the elf laughed triumphantly. “I will kill your charges one-by-one. Their mana will be but an appetizer before I dine on you, but more than anything, I want you to despair. To know that even if you might have been the more powerful mage, we will never know. Instead, you are powerless to help your allies until I finally come for you.”

      Dan frantically glanced back and forth inside the darkened cocoon of his spellshield. He tried turning off his spellshield, hoping that, without it supporting the elf’s spell, the darkness would collapse. No luck. The absolute night around him remained unchanged.

      “Dan,” Sam was panicking now, “Jennifer’s fighting with him to try and hold him off, but it’s not enough. He’s already killed Ashley and Greg. I just don’t-” She didn’t finish the sentence, instead taking a deep sobbing breath.

      “I can’t see, Sam.” Helplessness filled his voice. “He’s preventing any light from approaching me. All I can do is start firing area spells and hope that it’s enough to bring him down. I would have to kill you all.”

      “Wait, I” Sam began to reply.

      <Sam the Great> is attempting to initiate a video feed upload. Do you accept? Y/N

      “Accept!” Dan yelled, too impatient to try and accept the prompt without vocalization.

      In the right corner of his screen, a black and white video of the fight from Sam’s perspective appeared. Most of the deformed soldiers were on the ground sporting a variety of different injuries, but more than half of the candidates had joined them. The perspective changed as Sam looked back toward where Dan was. He saw himself through her eyes, an egg of inky darkness pacing nervously back and forth by the side of the path. Then her vision moved to where Jennifer fought the elf.

      Jennifer was fast, and her runescripting almost let her keep up with the elf, but she didn’t have the wealth of resources available to her that Dan did when his tattoo was inscribed. Despite the artistry of her movements, the way she didn’t waste a single motion while engaging the elf, it was clear that he was winning. She had a slight hitch in her gait when she used her left leg, and her lip was split. Even as Dan approached Sam to take advantage of her vision, the elf’s staff lashed out once again and connected with the meat of her thigh. Jennifer winced and slowed further.

      He took a moment when he reached Sam to orient himself behind her so he could use her vision to aim. A deep breath later, he shouted.

      “Jen! Down, now!” The elf cocked his head for the barest of moments before the fireball detonated directly above them, the force bubble hovering over Jennifer’s head as she threw herself to the ground, the only thing saving her from immolation.

      The elf’s spellshield held. It also held against the Lightning Stroke that hit it a moment later. It didn’t hold when his sword bit into it, flaring purple both in Dan’s vision and a bright white in the black and white camera feed from Sam. As soon as it fell, Dan stepped forward, pulling the struggling elf into the darkness with him.

      For a second, both individuals grappled in the absolute darkness of the elf’s spell. Then the cobalt light of Shocking Fist lit up their tiny world. The elf convulsed. Dan straddled his bucking body and punched down into his face with all of his strength, triggering another Shocking Fist. The elf’s eyes rolled back up into his head as Dan reached into his belt and planted a hunting knife into his opponent’s eye.

      The darkness disappeared and was replaced by waves of pink engulfed him. Dan smiled loosely and took in the clearing. Sam was still scared and shouting something, but he really couldn’t make it out through the waves of pleasure running through his body. Next to him, Jennifer’s eyes were glazed, and she shuddered rapturously. His gaze fixed on the delicate curves of her throat.

      That mana was his. All of its pink, wonderful glory belonged to him, and she was stealing it. It would take a couple pounds of pressure from his knife, and he could have it all back. One moment of screams, then a wet warmth, and then euphoria.

      Dan shook his head. Fuck. He had thought he was past this by now. Mentally, he began building walls of willpower, separating his conscious mind from the pleasure. It was still there, but it was distant. Beckoning.

      He shuddered and looked back to Sam. Her eyes were slightly glazed, too, but she wasn’t looking at Dan anymore. Instead, her gaze was trained on the wall of misshapen soldiers, covered with fungal growths, walking toward them. There were at least two hundred, but more worryingly, Dan could make out at least three elves walking behind the mass of men. They weren’t coming just from the breakthrough near the Fifth Regiment’s camp. Instead, some came from down the path where the airstrip lay, and others approached from the South, where there should have been nothing.

      Dan counted it a small blessing that none of them approached with a sense of urgency. Instead, the battle seemed like a game to the three elves as they joked and made wagers in their own language. One even mocked the weakness of the elf that had fallen to Dan’s knife. Their purpose was clear and inexorable. They were here to herd his team. If he attacked any one of the three groups, the other two would be able to attack him from behind and overwhelm him.

      The only path that remained was North. Into the jungle.
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      Dan launched a fireball in the general direction of one of the crowds and grabbed Sam by the arm and shook her.

      “We need to go now!” He shouted, pulling Sam behind him for a couple of steps before she snapped out of her stupor.

      With a quick glance to Jennifer, ensuring that she was following, Dan fled. Some of the candidates followed, but at least a handful stood swaying, eyes glassy in the thrall of their mana addiction. It might not have been the most noble thing to do, but there was no way they could fight three elves at once, let alone hundreds of possessed soldiers. The elves’ laughter floated over the moonlit path as the handful of stationary candidates were butchered by the zombie hoard.

      Dan clenched his jaw. He might not have been terribly close with the other candidates. As the lead on the Starshield project, he didn’t have much time to spend with each of them individually, but they were his responsibility. He had made the call to head toward the airstrip. He had been the one to engage the soldiers on the road. They could’ve avoided the road, of course there were ambushes on it. They could’ve tried to sneak around the strange soldiers once they discovered them.

      Instead, they’d run into all of those problems head-on. Sure, his body had been pumped full of adrenaline when he made those decisions. It was also true that, without him present, the candidates likely would have frozen up entirely or been killed by the first elf, but even to him that sounded like an excuse. He made a snap judgement, and people he was responsible for died.

      Every once in a while, he glanced over his shoulder. Two elves and a mob of corrupted soldiers followed them at a distance. The elves probably could have caught up with them, but whatever they were using to control the dead soldiers didn’t let them move much faster than a power walk.

      The elves seemed content to let them go. The soldiers spread out to prevent them from trying to double back, but there wasn’t a real sense of urgency from them. It was clear they were herding them toward the rainforest, which meant it was probably some sort of trap. On the other hand, unless the military showed up in force and soon, the candidates wouldn’t survive in the open. He didn’t know if it was void ships or teleportation, but the elves had brought more war material to Earth than any of the Thoth Foundation’s projections thought possible.

      The records from the Viceroy’s Pride and Daeson’s library made no mention of the giant war lizards or the smaller, regenerating beings that led the attack. They spoke of dragons and the glory of the Tellask Empire, but there were no writings about the wyvern or the magical artillery that had weakened their defenses. None of these things was insurmountable with modern technology, but they spoke to an adaptation to modern technology that scared Dan. It was a good reminder that even if the Tellask fought with swords and spears, they weren’t fools. Even with everything displayed, the military could likely reclaim the initiative, but Dan didn’t know how long that would take and how many lives would be lost in the meantime.

      Finally, they reached the edge of the Amazon. Behind them, Tellask forces pursued them slowly but doggedly. He strained his sight looking for an ambush when they entered the jungle. Every shadow could have held a reanimated soldier or some sort of exotic war beast.

      The ambush never came. The stars overhead were replaced by trees as the group pushed through a layer of underbrush and into the rainforest proper. Dan slowed them to a fast walk. They needed time to catch their breath, and running would be counterproductive in the dark forest. They would easily lose their way or crash into a tree, neither of which sounded productive at the moment.

      For a moment, he pondered taking them off the path and into the forest, but ultimately dismissed the idea. Changing their course would make them less predictable, but he was new to the country and it was night. If they went into the trees, it would take days to find his way out, and the entire time, they would be on the run from Tellask patrols.

      It was better to risk another encounter than to get hopelessly lost. As sudden and effective as the elven attack was, some remnant of the coalition forces would survive long enough to regroup. There were too many soldiers surrounding the Amazon for their formation to be completely destroyed. It was just a matter of surviving long enough to link up with the counteroffensive when the time came.

      They walked another half hour, expecting to see a trap or an ambush behind every tree and under every fern. Finally, they came to a halt by a downed tree and crouched down next to it. Dan glanced from face to face and read almost nothing but fear and shock. Of the eleven people who escaped their initial camp with him, only five remained. Sam, Ellie, Jennifer, Raoul, and a woman whose face was familiar ,but whose name Dan just couldn’t place. His expression became grim. Over half of them had died on the path under his watch.

      “I’m sorry, Dan,” Sam whispered, her eyes haunted. “Intellectually, I knew what you had to do to survive on Twilight. Hell, I even saw the video playback of some of those fights, but it just never seemed real. The speed and brutality of it. The smell of blood. The way that I wanted to move. To lift my sword. To do anything, but I just couldn’t...”

      She trailed off for a second before looking up at him, unshed tears in her eyes. “Ibis never should have held back.” Her voice was firmer now. “This was all a game to him, but he was never the one at risk, was he? I humored him because he was rich, and without him, no one would fund my research. He wanted to shape the future of magic. Make it match his imagination. If it was harmless, that would be one thing, but it wasn’t.”

      “I’m sorry, Dan.” He opened his mouth to respond, but she put up a hand, shushing him. “I’m sorry that it took this long for me to speak up and do something. Ibis didn’t want to give you all of the tools to the System. He sent me here as a watchdog to make sure you didn’t get cold feet. To ‘protect his investment,’ he said. I never acted because it was pointless. Ibis was paranoid, and having me as your minder was better for you than someone you didn’t know. Then, during that last fight, I realized that you were fighting blind both figuratively and literally.”

      “System, authorization Samantha J Weathers Fourteen B Seven Hash L Three.” She spoke, resolve and formality filling her voice. “Authorize user, designation Daniel C Thrush, root access.”

      Dan’s vision blurred for a second. He felt a pressure in his head, but it never progressed into pain, instead remaining persistent and unpleasant. Seconds later, it faded and a notification popped up in the corner of his vision.

      Root access granted to <USER>. Would you like to see unlocked options?

      Dan raised an eyebrow and looked at Sam. She didn’t make eye contact with him, instead staring out into the empty night. He shrugged and mentally thought the word “yes.”

      Please choose which menu you would like to investigate-

      -Discipline

      -Log

      -Sensory Records

      -Hormonal Control

      -Remote Immobilization

      -Remote Termination

      “Sam,” Dan’s voice was grim. “What do these mean? I have some idea, but I need to hear it from you.”

      “Ibis didn’t want any of his Systems going rogue.” Her voice cracked slightly. “He said it was to make sure that you all used the System responsibly, but I always knew it was his paranoia. I’m pretty sure the only reason he invited the army to participate in the Starshield project was to put the System into some of their operatives so he would have better intelligence on the government.”

      “I didn’t ask why he did it.” Dan smiled slightly despite the circumstances. “Henry always had been a bit of a wacky old coot. I wanted to know what exactly this means for us right now.”

      “The good news is that none of the commands work unless someone is within bluetooth range.” Sam smiled back shakily. “Given that we’re a continent away from anyone else that might have root access, I don’t think we have much to worry about right now. The bad news is that it’s exactly what it sounds like. Discipline lets a root user remotely activate your nerves, inflicting agonizing pain. Log lets a root user remotely download all of your physical actions, as well as some of your recent surface thoughts.”

      “I know,” Sam replied to Dan’s unspoken frown and the shifting of the other candidates around them. “Sensory records are almost as bad: a complete log of all of your activity from your perspective. It can be used in real time to see and hear what someone else sharing the System is experiencing. Useful for a scout, and invaluable as part of an unwitting spy. Hormonal control allows a root user to alter your hormonal levels. It’s a crude form of emotional control, most useful to calm or enrage another user. Remote immobilization and termination are the most terrifying. The System is fully integrated into your nervous system. It’s a simple matter for it to put you to sleep or turn off your lungs.”

      The survivors sat in silence, processing Sam’s words. Finally, Jennifer spoke up.

      “What you’re saying is that all of us have timebombs in our bodies.” Her voice was matter of fact, but there was more than a little fear in her eyes. “That a root user can control our emotions, read our minds, or flat out kill us, and there’s nothing we can do.”

      “That wasn’t supposed to be the point.” Sam wrung her hands together. “The sensory input and logs were intended to be part of the learning assist functions of the System. The hormonal control was originally part of a project to eliminate fear entirely in the users. We didn’t want our soldiers playing it safe.”

      “If you can turn off our fear,” Dan spoke slowly as he tried to avoid the obvious conclusion of her words, “you can tamper with our survival instincts. That means people with the System can be goaded into making risky decisions. It sounds an awful lot to me like Starshield was designed to make death commandos. Super-powered idiots willing to take on suicidal risks.”

      Sam winced, wringing her hands together as she searched for words.

      “After Starshield began in earnest,” she began, voice halting as she struggled to explain herself, “something changed with Ibis. He spent less time talking about all of the wonderful technology he was inventing to drag humanity kicking and screaming into the next era, and more ranting about how the government was trying to spy on him. To steal the fruits of his labor and take magic away from him.”

      “I tried to divert him,” Sam continued uncomfortably. “Change the subject whenever it came up, but near the end, he had talk shows on for the full length of our planning meetings. I’d be halfway through outlining some advancement you’d made in runescripting, and Ibis would just start screaming at the television.”

      “In the month or so before we left, he hit rock bottom.” She looked Dan in the eyes, a suppressed earnestness in her voice. “Ibis became convinced that Bowman was a spy and that the House Oversight Committee was out to get him.”

      “I’m not going to say he was talking about treason.” Her face twisted. “But he became obsessed with security, making sure that no one ‘turned on him.’ He made us change the System. He said that, with the upcoming war, we would need a way to enforce discipline on our soldiers. I’m not sure he was just talking about the elves, Dan.”

      “How do we fix this, Sam?” Dan questioned her, doing his best to avoid hyperventilating. Really, the panic was a silly thing. He had fought for his life so many times and walked away with nothing more than an adrenaline rush. Ibis hadn’t even hinted that the System would be used against him. Still, it felt like the very fabric of his beliefs from the moment he stepped into the Thoth Foundation years ago was being ripped apart around him. Slipping backdoors this huge into the System was a monumental betrayal of trust.

      “He’s not a bad man, Dan, you know that.” Sam’s voice had a plaintive note to it. “He’s eccentric, but his dream isn’t wrong. I think there’s something broken in him right now, but if Starshield works out, we can fix it. Ibis passionately wants humanity to take the next step. He wasn’t ever going to use the failsafes unless the government tried to recruit candidates to work against him.”

      “Maybe,” Dan replied, his voice stiff, “but I should have earned his trust by now. If I’m still an outsider after all I went through for the Foundation, it isn’t about the cause anymore. It’s about him maintaining his position of power. I need to know how to disable the failsafes.”

      “I hope you know that I trust you, Dan,” Sam fidgeted slightly in the darkness. “I wouldn’t be telling you any of this if I didn’t trust you. As much as I admire Henry’s vision, things have come too far for us to keep playing his games. I can’t help but think that more of us would have survived that fight if you could have looked through our eyes at any time or given us a spike of adrenaline to wake us up.”

      Her guilt struck him. To a certain extent, she might be right. Having root access might have saved lives. At the same time, it was the same as his guilt over his poor decisions. Hindsight from a scared human being who had just fucked up. Even if this secret was a betrayal of his trust, Ibis had put her in an awful spot. For all her bravado, Sam didn't know what to do. If she let Dan know what was happening, she would be fired and someone less sympathetic would have been given his reins.

      “I know you trust me, Sam.” Dan’s voice softened as he tried to quiet his own internal doubts. “I know you never would have used the failsafes on me, but we both know Ibis will, even if you don’t want to admit it right now. I need to turn them off.”
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      Sam’s world was crumbling around her. The disappointment in Dan’s eyes was soul-crushing. He might not bring it up, especially around the rest of the candidates, but she knew he was upset with her.

      Frankly, she was upset with herself. It was easy while she was caught up in her research to normalize the situation and go with the flow. Henry wanted to cultivate his aura of eccentric mystery. He kept everyone in the dark, and it wasn’t really fair to anyone, but with his combination of energy, wealth, and charm, no one questioned it.

      Despite her best efforts, Henry drew her into his strange world. She knew better than to engage him when the old man lapsed into his secrets and conspiracies, but at some level, she worried. If he were just a doddering old man in a retirement home, he would be harmless, but a billionaire with governmental influence could do a lot of damage.

      At this point, when he talked about the Illuminati or tearing down the government and starting fresh, she didn’t know if he was venting after a stressful day or if he was dead serious. Rather than confront that question, she had just ignored it. Her work was interesting enough that she could focus on the day-to-day of her job and pretend that the fallout had nothing to do with her. Now, looking around the group of survivors, she saw the cost of her inaction. True, Sam was just following orders from Henry, but that was a weak excuse and she knew it.

      Henry could claim all he wanted that he would only use the limiters for “the betterment of the human race,” but Sam had seen the specifications on his nanites. They were a good deal more advanced than what he injected into the rest of the candidates. More importantly, they didn’t have any limiters he insisted on for everyone else. Including her.

      The last few months hadn’t made him any more confident. Instead, his behavior had become even more secretive and erratic. Then, when Dan had failed to awaken his mana, the Director had gone off the rails. Meetings became an excuse for him to trap his executive staff and go on multi-hour rants about how the corrupt rats in Washington were out to get him. She had tried to politely suggest that he talk to one of the Foundation therapists, but Henry wouldn’t hear it.

      The people around her had all suffered at Henry’s hands, borderline enslaved and forced to fight to the death with minimal training. Even the training they had was invasive and painful bordering on sadism. Worst of all, she had been part of all of it. Henry might have ordered it, but her hands were the ones that injected the nanites. She was the one that programmed the Systems to punish their users for eating poorly or failing to exercise. It had made sense as part of the total training program, but that didn’t make it fair or right to shove it on people without their total knowledge and permission.

      The worst of it was Dan. With the new additions, she could fall back on clinical detachment, but he was like a brother to her. Siblings torment each other, but as she looked back on her treatment of Dan, she cringed. It wouldn’t have been that hard to warn him before the hard parts of the training, let him know what he was getting into. More than that, the process hurt like hell, and she had made fun of him the entire time. She owed him more than an apology for all of that.

      “Doctor Weathers,” Jennifer interrupted her thoughts, “I would like to know if the fail-safes can be disabled as well. I don’t have the most faith in Ibis after he manipulated the legal system to cut us off from the rest of the world. I still want to fight back; this is my planet after all. I just don’t want to be shackled to a timebomb.”

      “The good news is that it isn’t all that hard to block,” Sam smiled wanly. “You can’t get rid of the hardware, but the only way to activate it is when someone with root access connecting via bluetooth or using a verbal command. If you have root access yourself, you can open your settings and turn off verbal commands and require a prompt before accepting any wireless connections.”

      “That…” Jennifer frowned briefly, “That seems fairly simple, actually. How do we know that Ibis hasn’t buried something deeper into the System that you can’t access?”

      “You don’t.” Sam shrugged. “I think I’ve looked the schematics over thoroughly enough that I would catch any additional major back doors, but I can’t guarantee you that you’re safe. I can just give you the same precautions that I’ve taken for myself.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Ellie grabbed Sam’s hand, tears streaming down her face. “I thought I meant something to you! You know I shouldn’t be here! I belong behind a computer screen, not trying to stab a zombie. You said you would keep me safe, but you couldn’t even stop yourself from lying to me!”

      Ellie threw down Sam’s hand, wiping her face with her other hand. The rest of the survivors looked away, tired and unwilling to intervene in her quarrel. Sam ran her hand through her hair as she looked at Ellie sobbing.

      “Look,” Sam began, wincing at how insincere she sounded even to herself. “It’s not like anyone would ever use the fail safes. They’re only there because-”

      “They wouldn’t let us leave the compound!” Ellie was bawling. “I tried to call my Mom to let her know I was ok, and they wouldn’t let me. What the fuck do you mean they wouldn’t use the fail safes? The Thoth Foundation doesn’t give a shit about the law! We’re just valuable assets to them, and they aren’t going to let those assets escape.”

      “Hell, how do I even know you didn’t tinker with my emotions, Sam?” The young woman paused for a breath, staring at Sam through tear-filled eyes. “This entire time, you could have just programmed me to have a crush on you. None of this could be real.”

      With a choked off sob, Ellie turned and ran into the jungle. Sam rubbed her temples, doing her best to ignore the reproving glare on Dan’s face. This is what she deserved for dating so much younger than herself. All energy and passion. Ellie didn’t even give her a chance to explain herself, and then she was gone.

      Dan grabbed Sam by the shoulder and shook her firmly.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing, Sam?” A little bit of the anger that he had been hiding earlier leaked into his voice as he tried to make eye contact with her.

      “She just needs time to think.” Sam avoided his gaze. “She’s young, and this rattled her. I can talk it over with her in the morning.”

      “For all of your degrees, you’re being a fucking idiot.” Dan let go of her shoulder as he turned in the direction that Ellie had run. “This isn’t a camping trip. Even before the Elves came, there were creatures out there that could tear her apart in a second. If she’s off on her own, everything that hesitated to attack our group is going to zero in on her.”

      Then Dan was running through the forest. Jennifer sprinted after him and Sam did the best she could to catch up, but without runescripting, it was a losing proposition. Silently, she cursed her status as a rear-echelon technician. For obvious reasons, that put her lower on the priority list for the time-consuming enchantments, and now here she was. Left behind and lost as Dan raced off to rescue her girlfriend.

      Ellie’s sudden shrill scream sent adrenaline coursing through her veins, and gave Sam a target in the dark forest. She tried to run even faster, her chest heaving as she sucked in the damp night air.

      Ahead, a masculine shout answered Ellie and the clamor of combat overwhelmed the sound of Sam’s heart beating in her ears. She burst from the tree cover into a hole in the forest opened by a recently downed tree. Her breath froze in her lungs.

      Ellie cowered behind the tree, with two men and a woman in combat fatigues wielding shortswords forming a triangle around her and fending off a gigantic olive and brown snake. At least twenty-five feet long, the creature curled partially around the base of a tree with its motorcycle-sized head settling almost eight feet above the jungle floor, just out of reach of the humans. Dan was already in the clearing, his sword glowing purple with Jennifer standing at his side, the starlight shimmering off of the mana-infused planes of force covering her body.

      Sam panted for breath. She had never felt so helpless in her life. The snake lunged for the three soldiers, but they responded with practiced ease. One of the men grabbed Ellie and dragged her back while the other man and woman stepped to the side and swung their swords at the snake. The blades deflected off of the creature’s steely scales, not doing much damage, but causing the snake to arrest its momentum to avoid impaling itself.

      The woman pointed her left hand at the snake and three small blobs of fire darted out from her index finger and hit the side of its head, blackening the scales slightly. The snake hissed and rotated its head toward her, only for a semi-translucent set of chain links to appear in the starlight, connecting the snake’s head to the nearby man’s left wrist. The movement jerked the man forward a step, but he quickly dug his heels into the forest floor, noticeably slowing the snake’s head as it tried to drag him.

      Sam tried to wrack her memory for something that would help, but her mind came up blank. In the handful of months she had the System, she never really had the opportunity to properly train with magic. All she had at her disposal were two basic spells: a light spell that was more or less a mana-powered flashlight and a metal spell that let her shape and rework steel with her bare hands with some difficulty.

      Dan blurred forward, his purple sword digging into the side of the snake, sending a spray of scales and blood into the night. Idly, Sam made a note that they needed more of whatever his sword was. Even minorly-enchanted weapons didn’t really cut it against monsters.

      The snake reared back, pulling the male soldier up into the air with it as it turned toward Dan. The male soldier near Ellie stood up and threw a knife with a smooth motion. Sam blinked as the knife’s hilt suddenly appeared in the side of the snake, a sonic boom following it a fraction of a second later. Dan hit it with his electricity spell.

      The snake convulsed, sending the soldier connected to it by the semi-invisible chain flying. The chain stretched taut then snapped with an audible crack as the man slammed into a nearby tree before rolling over and throwing up. Dan plunged his sword into the snake’s side and took two steps forward, dragging the blade through the beast’s scales with some difficulty.

      It recovered from the shock and tried to bite down on Dan, only for its teeth to catch on his spellshield. Then Jennifer danced past him, throwing herself into the snake’s open mouth and clambering down into the monster’s throat. With a flash, spectral blades of force covered her entire body, and she lashed out at everything in the soft, whitish pink of the snake’s interior. The animal drew back from Dan in confusion, only for another trio of burning blobs to sail past its face, distracting the animal further.

      Dan struck again, widening his first blow just enough to put his hand up against the wound and jump away. With a thump, the snake twitched, and the area near the wound Dan inflicted expanded and began smoking. Its head flipped back into the air, blood streaming from the wounds in its throat. Dan stepped forward, once again cutting a hole in the monster’s side before putting his hand against it and triggering a spell.

      This time, when the spell detonated, the creature’s head dropped to the ground, allowing Jennifer to crawl out of its mouth, covered in blood and bile. Purposefully, Dan walked past her and put his blade into the creature’s eye. A second later, he shuddered. The three soldiers and Jennifer joined him, their eyes glazing over as they stared off at nothing, leaving Ellie and Sam more or less alone.

      All of that training that she had skipped out on. Those months where Dan did nothing but jog, spar, and practice magic. The year fighting abominations on another planet. Sam spent all of that joking around with him and playing pranks on him, but today the results were apparent. For all of her internalized superiority, she had frozen in terror, and Dan had been a superhero.

      Sam glanced from Ellie to Dan bitterly. Dan had been right. Even when she was trying to turn over a new leaf and become a better person, she only thought about herself. It would have been a hassle to chase Ellie down, so she would ‘do it in the morning.’ She sighed. Ellie was right, too. They weren’t really dating, but she owed the woman some honesty about her situation. Hell, she never should have agreed to let Ibis more or less kidnap people from his video game in the first place.
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      Dan blinked away the haze of mana as he forcibly distanced himself from the pleasure of the kill. The male and female soldier stood by Ellie, eyes vacant as they shuddered through the mana influx. Near the tree, the male soldier pulled himself to his feet. His eyes flicked down to his vomit-soiled shirt, and with a sigh, he picked up a handful of brush from the forest floor and tried to rub the vile stain out.

      They sat in silence for a second before Dan spoke up.

      “This is Jennifer Finch.” He hooked his thumb at the glassy-eyed woman. “And that is Ellie Rivers and Samantha Weathers. I’m Daniel Thrush. I’m presuming that I’m your magic theory instructor, unless something truly bizarre has happened.”

      “It’s been a night for strange things, but yes, I was one of your magic students.” The man strode forward and offered a hand to Dan. “The name’s Abraham Steil.”

      Dan looked at the vomit-covered hand and made a face before slowly extending his own.

      “Shit, sorry,” Abraham switched to a clean limb and grasped Dan’s hand in a firm but off-center handshake. “I guess that I’m still not over the mana rush. You guys weren’t kidding about those; they pack a hell of a kick.”

      “I’ve done worse under the influence,” Dan replied, a flicker of discomfort flitting across his face. “I’m surprised you recovered so quickly. After bringing down something that big, I’d expect anyone that isn’t meditating to be out of commission for at least a full minute.”

      “Who said I wasn’t mediating?” Abraham quirked an eyebrow, his hand still trying to wipe the bile from his fatigues. “Our counselors recommended meditating at least once a week to all of us. According to them, the powers that we’re going to be channeling are highly addictive. I didn’t really feel it fighting the little guys with the stone weapons, but against that snake? Hoo boy. I can see how someone could get a little too used to that.”

      “Bowman said that meditation wouldn’t be part of your training?” Dan asked, perplexed.

      “I’m sure he did,” Abraham snorted. “The Colonel fucking hated you and that Ibis guy. Said you were undermining the country, and that he didn’t want you having your hooks any deeper into us than necessary. First thing he did was set us up with support staff to monitor our mental states and make sure we didn’t fall apart. They read your reports and had us doing guided meditation within the week.”

      “The Colonel had a closed-door meeting with some of the shrinks, and there was a bunch of shouting,” the soldier continued, “he came out all red in the face and told us that he couldn’t legally order us not to meditate, but that ‘he wouldn’t be doing it,’ right before he told us that no one was allowed to mention meditation to you Thoth guys. First time I’ve had a commanding officer flat out ban even talking with a team we were working with.”

      “Hell,” Abraham gave up trying to rub the vomit from his shirt in disgust. “The couple times he caught someone talking with your team, he took away privileges. It led to a fair amount of animosity in our contingent. Nothing serious, but pretty much no one was happy about the situation.”

      “I thought all of you guys hated me,” Dan responded in surprise. “I got more dirty looks than a cop outside a frat party.”

      “Hated? Nah.” Abraham turned his back on Dan and began walking over to the two other soldiers. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t think any of us really respected you. I mean, we had some reports on the stuff you did. Sounded impressive and all. It’s just that, after one or two lessons, it was painfully obvious that you didn’t know the first thing about leading a unit. None of us wanted to be under your command when shit hit the fan, because we figured you’d freeze up and get all of us killed.”

      “Pleasantly surprised to be proved wrong on that front.” Abraham shook the male soldier’s shoulder, causing the man to blink and turn to him with unfocused eyes. “The fact that you made it this far and you’re still alive implies that at minimum, your basic instincts aren’t awful.”

      “I’ve got about five people with me out of almost sixty candidates.” Dan smiled bitterly. “I’m not sure that’s a great success rate.”

      “I saw what you were working with.” Abraham snorted and nodded at Ellie as he picked up a branch and poked the female soldier with it. “For one, unless you saw someone die, there’s a chance that they made it out. Secondly, well. You weren’t set up for success, were you? None of us have any sort of really powerful magic, but at least our group has had training. When the attack came, we knew to bunch up into teams and scatter.”

      The female soldier lashed out, snapping the branch with her hand before blinking rapidly. A second later, her eyes focused on Abraham.

      “Sergeant,” she said, looking at the snapped stick in his hand. “Why are you covered in shit, and why were you poking me with a stick?”

      “And this charming individual is Corporal Rose Pulvermacher.” Abarahm ignored the woman glowering at him before turning to the other soldier. “Still sidelined by the mana rush, we have Corporal William Ritter. He goes by Bill, but you can call him Wild Bill if you really want to piss him off.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Dan saw Jennifer coming to. He was a little worried about the fact that her cheeks were flushed and her eyes were still glassy, but at least she was sensible to her surroundings. Around the same time, Sam walked up. Dan suppressed the anger that welled up inside of him. She was his friend, but God could she cross the line sometimes.

      “So,” Dan turned to Abraham, “Mr. Steil, we just found out that the Thoth Foundation programmed a kill switch as well as mind altering properties into the nanites we were all injected with. Dr. Weathers was going to help us turn those off.”

      “Just call me Abe.” He waved off Dan’s formality. “We already knew about that. Why do you think Bowman was so pissed off with you guys? We got a second injection of something that hurt a hell of a lot more to turn it off. Part of the reason why you were probably getting dirty looks around the compound.”

      “Am I really the only fucking person who didn’t know about this?” Dan glanced at Sam, who nodded uncomfortably while Abe chuckled.

      “Well, fuck.” Dan flopped himself down onto the jungle floor. “I need to look into quitting. God, I don’t think I’m actually allowed to quit. I’m pretty sure the ‘exclusivity’ part of my employment contract was a bit ridiculous when it listed the awful things the Thoth Foundation could do to me if I breached my contract.”

      “I think most of that is just in there to scare you, Dan,” Sam interjected quietly. “I’m pretty sure that a Court wouldn’t let him charge you two million dollars a year for the license to the ‘medical improvements’ he made to your body.”

      “Pretty sure?” Dan raised an eyebrow.

      “That’s what I thought when I signed it.” She shrugged uncomfortably. “Maybe both of us need to talk to lawyers. I think we’re allowed to do that.”

      “Fine,” Dan frowned, “I need to look into renegotiating my contract. I knew Henry was watching what I was doing; he almost had to for us to make the program work, but mind control and a killswitch are a bit too far.”

      “Good for you.” Abe gave him a thumbs up. “I’m sure the eccentric and megalomaniacal billionaire that tried to create an army of slave super soldiers will hear the voice of reason when you explain to him calmly that he hurt your feelings.”

      Despite himself, Dan chuckled. The rest of the soldiers and Jennifer joined in. Only Sam and Ellie refrained, pensive looks on their faces for very different reasons.

      “Screw you, too.” Dan rolled his eyes at Abe, still chuckling. “Now that we have a whole lot of dead snake and some time to kill, do you have any ideas? I’ve mostly been focusing on keeping the rest of my team alive, and I haven’t thought that far ahead.”

      “Right now, my plan is to carry out the original mission.” Abe sat down next to him. “Stay hidden in the jungle. Survive. Engage the enemy via asymmetrical warfare and report back anything we can via satellite phone. Try to link up with the rest of the army once the counterattack happens. Other than that? Eat roasted snake.”

      “Do you have any idea when the counterattack will happen?” Dan asked, staring up into the canopy.

      “It depends upon how bad the encircling forces were hit.” Abe leaned back next to Dan. “If they routed all of them, it might take a while. If there are still intact forces nearby, they’ll probably make a push as soon as reinforcements show up. This entire debacle has shown that the elves were hiding their cards all along. Hopefully for us, this won’t turn into a repeat of the Siberia landing. I could do without getting nuked, but I wouldn’t be surprised if you see some pretty significant mobilization from the United States and some of Brazil’s neighbors in the coming weeks. At a minimum, we should expect a response soon.”

      After everyone was fit to travel, Dan and Jennifer went and picked up the remaining members of the Squad. Really, it was just Raoul and a wood mage named Dietrich, but soon both of them had joined Sam, Ellie, and the soldiers around the corpse of the snake. One by one, they altered their Systems to prevent remote interference.

      The next morning, Abe’s prediction came true. They were woken up by one explosion after another coming from the edge of the rainforest as cruise missiles rained down on anything alien out in the open. Then the drone of airplane engines filled the morning air. High in the sky, a quartet of dots crawled through the stratosphere

      “Looks like B-52s,” Bill mumbled, squinting to make the planes out through the canopy. “Biggest thing we have in range. It’s pretty clear the United States wants to make a statement.”

      Several streaks of light launched up into the air ineffectually from deep in the jungle. Whatever the spells were they didn’t have anywhere the range needed to hit the planes. Even if they did, none of the spells had the ability to home in on the planes. Guided munitions fell from the sky in droves, targeting probable installations deeper in the jungle. Hopefully, they were hitting something important.

      An hour or so later, Rose pulled a bulky but robust satellite phone from a rucksack that had been tucked unobtrusively in some underbrush next to a tree. Abe talked into the phone for about five minutes before he hung up and powered it down to preserve its battery. He walked over next to Dan as he tried to eat some of the gamey snake meat.

      “You look bored, Daniel.” Abe smiled, nodding at the greasy meat. “Do you maybe want to help out on a mission for your good old Uncle Sam?”

      Dan swallowed the meat in his mouth and turned to Abe. “Sure,” he replied with a shrug. “We came here to fight elves, so we might as well actually fight them. I’m pretty eager to get them back for the surprise attack. Plus, I’ve already had enough of fighting monsters and camping. It got old after the first year.”

      “Per command, the world is now convinced that we face an existential threat,” Abe said grimly. “They’re ready to hurry almost everything over here as fast as they can to stamp the elves out. No more half measures, no more worrying about cost. The only problem is that we have shit for intelligence. Command doesn’t know where the enemy is, what they’re armed with.”

      “Hell,” Abe snorted, “who they’re armed with. They want us to grab an elf, and they want us to persuade him to talk.

      "By persuade, do you mean-" Dan began, making eye contact with Abe.

      "Persuade can mean a lot of things," Abe replied with a dark smile. "I sure as hell would have had a problem with those orders before I saw them turn half of the camp into those... things. Now? Last I checked, none of the aliens landed in Switzerland to sign the Geneva Conventions. If you're going to pull a stunt like that, the rules of war don't apply to you. If you're squeamish, we can handle it." There was a hint of challenge in the other man's eyes.

      "Unless someone here has mind magic," Dan's voice was grim, "we have to get answers from them somehow. It's not like they wouldn't do it to us in a second if the tables were turned."
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      Dan stopped doing situps and pulled himself to his feet as soon as Bill sounded the alarm. Raoul was on lookout duty in a tree overlooking a game trail that Rose had found a few suspicious boot prints in. If he spotted anything more menacing than a game animal, he was to radio Bill, who would alert the rest of the camp.

      Dan stood up and briefly wiped the sweat from his face with a towel made from a scrap of someone’s uniform. They had been lucky for the week or so after the disastrous battle. It only rained twice, and other than that the weather had been fairly mild. The squad only managed to build a handful of lean-tos covered in leaves to ward off the rain, which led to several modestly-wet and entirely sleepless nights.

      Other than the two people assigned to be lookouts on nearby spots where Abe suspected that the Tellask were traveling, everyone else devoted their time to training. Most of the others had ranked up to 2 with Jennifer and Abe approaching Rank 3. Dan was a little upset at how slow his spirit had grown despite the number of monsters he killed. He suspected that level of spirit took more mana to level up. It made a kind of sense. Without some sort of diminishing returns on collecting mana, the galaxy would be absolutely overrun with archmages. That didn’t mean that it wasn’t frustrating.

      As he quickly shrugged on his chainmail, Dan checked his stats.

      
        
        <USER> Status

        Rank 5

      

        

      
        Body 6(8)

        Agility 7 (9)

        Mind 8

        Perception 7

        Spirit 46

      

        

      
        Skills

        Swords 10, Brawling 5, Archery 2, Runecrafting 6

      

        

      
        Affinity

        Space 12, Lightning 11, Fire 10, Gravity 6, Force 8

      

        

      
        Enhancements

        Armor Rune V, Strength Rune +2, Agility Rune +2

      

        

      
        Runes+

      

        

      
        Spells

        Shocking Fist 10, Spark Field 2, Lightning Stroke 10, Spatial Shield 8, Flame Jet 4, Gravitational Easing 6, Fireball 11, Force Bubble 8, Spellshield 4, Forcebolt 2

      

      

      He had finally managed to raise his sword skill by a level. Objectively, given his increased speed and strength, he was more or less assured gold in Olympic Fencing if he bothered to try out. Of course, that’s only if someone didn’t decide that runescript was performance-enhancing.

      Perhaps more importantly, he had finally gotten a chance to tinker with his new spell, forcebolt. It was still quite rough around the edges, firing a fist-sized ball of force that hit with about the same strength as a baseball bat.

      Right now, the spell was more unpleasant and painful than actually fatal, sure it could break a bone if it hit right, but only a blow to the head presented a mortal threat to an opponent. On the other hand, it delivered more kinetic energy than any other spell (or firearm) Dan and the rest of the party had. Most of his battle plans for it at the moment involved using it in conjunction with a forcebubble placed at knee level to knock opponents over.

      He also suspected that the increased kinetic force would be useful in draining energy from spellshields. The force fields had been unpleasantly effective against firearms to date because they more or less ignored the penetrating quality of the bullet, instead bleeding mana to absorb the kinetic energy of the blow.

      Rifles still hit hard enough that a spellshield wouldn’t last under sustained fire, but most of their bullets’ stopping power was their small size and high speed. Larger-caliber weapons such as fifty-calibers and recoilless rifles would tear the forcefields apart fairly quickly, but the problem was elves’ speed. Outside of heavy machine gun turrets, most of the army’s heavier weapons weren’t designed to hit something that moved as fast as a motorcycle, but with the grace of a dancer.

      As Dan finished putting his scabbard back on, Abe, Rose, and Bill walked over to his small lean to. Nearby, Jennifer was waiting, having been ready as soon as she put on her armor weave. Dietrich, Sam, and Ellie were finishing their preparations. Dietrich was a larger, no-nonsense man with close cropped hair and a meticulously trimmed mustache. Even though he kept his shortsword in reserve, he usually wielded a large, wooden club studded with thorns and barbs that he could envenom magically.

      Sam was at least trying to adapt to the new reality, training with her sword and working on a combat-capable spell. More than that, she was much more pleasant to everyone around the camp. Dan wasn’t entirely sure if she was dropping her superior attitude for good, but it was a welcome change. Really, it was funny. He didn’t even realize that her attitude bothered him until it disappeared. Maybe it was because he had always seen her looking at the entire world with a slight smirk, like she was the smartest person in the room, that he had normalized the situation.

      Ellie, on the other hand, wasn’t doing that well. Even though Abe’s group had found her in time, the attack by the snake had scarred her emotionally. She refused to train or work out, and barely ate. Sam turned off her discipline protocol so she wasn’t constantly getting shocked for her refusal to work out, but Dan wasn’t entirely sure that doing so was the best idea. Ellie needed a therapist, but barring that, she needed a purpose. Something to keep her active physically and emotionally. Simply letting her stew in her own memories while the rest of the camp worked wouldn’t help.

      “You ready to go, Dan,” Abe asked, adjusting the rifle on his shoulder. Hopefully, the soldiers wouldn’t need their guns as the noise would give the team away, but if there was more than one elf, it was better safe than sorry. It would be preferable to find another campsite and duck increased patrols than to all get killed by an overwhelming force.

      “As ready as I’m going to be.” Dan turned to the other man. “Do we have any information from Raoul on what we’re facing?”

      “Nothing much.” Bill shrugged, motioning at the radio on his hip. “He mentioned, ‘humans, a lot, heading south,’ and then went silent. In all likelihood, they’re still near him, so he’s shutting up to avoid capture. We told him to break silence if he was actually spotted, and that hasn’t happened yet.”

      “Well then,” Dan grunted, motioning toward Abe with his right hand. “After you, my good sir.”

      The soldier chuckled and led the way. Before too long, the team found the ambush spot they had prepared along the trail that the Imperial troops were using. It wasn’t anything terribly special, just a handful of blinds made out of foliage for them to hide in, with a single deadfall trap overlooking the trail. Abe had made the thing via a couple logs suspended in a cradle of vines just below the canopy. The entire contraption was connected via a crude pulley system to a camouflaged length of rope that ran into the soldier’s blind. Dan wasn’t entirely sure about how accurate the trap would be, but he didn’t doubt its ability to surprise an opponent and sow chaos. That was a factor almost as important as actually killing their targets, according to Abe.

      Then they waited. The tension built as the minutes stretched longer. Dan knew that they picked an ambush spot a good ways away from Raoul’s spotter position, but that didn’t stop the nervous energy from building. His mind conjured the clink of armor or the murmur of voices in each rustle of wind and nearby animal.

      Finally, he actually heard them. The uneven pad of armored feet through the heavy underbrush combined with muttering in a language he partially understood. The System wasn’t clear if their dialect or Twilight’s was a patois of the other, but at a minimum, he could make out enough of their speech to recognize the griping and complaints.

      The Imperial soldiers ambled into view, slightly alert but not taking the situation all that seriously. It was a squad of about twenty humans, a bit more than Dan felt comfortable attacking with their current team, but within the realm of what Abe and he had decided was an acceptable risk. Of the soldiers, 18 of them were armed with spears and shortswords. They were all young, fit men wearing silver breastplates and heavy leather kilts studded with steel.

      The remaining two, a middle-aged man and a woman, wore heavy robes made from a silk-like substance, covered in golden runes. Each of them held a silver walking stick topped with a small crystal orb. At their belts were a handful of other mysterious orbs. Dan immediately designated them as mages and raised the priority of their capture. If anyone had information, it was those two.

      The battle began with little warning. Abe’s sword hit the log behind the rope with a thwack, followed by the logs tumbling into the path. Before anyone could charge into the fight, Dan immediately launched a fireball at the two mages in the center of the formation.

      None of the soldiers were expecting an attack, so their limited spell shielding wasn’t on. The fireball knocked most of them to the ground as the logs slammed to the ground, only catching a couple of the Imperials. Those they hit, died instantly. The others quickly staggered to their feet as they tried to make sense of what was happening.

      Dan felt the mana beginning to flow into him as he charged into their midst, his sword glowing as his mana sharpened the blade. Two soldiers tried to interpose themselves between him and the mages. They were fast, but Dan was faster, his sword catching the spear haft between the soldier’s hands, easily cutting through the wood. He lunged in, under the surprised man’s guard, and punched him in the throat, his hand crackling with electricity as he activated Shocking Fist.

      The man fell to the ground, windpipe crushed and twitching from the blow’s electricity. The other man’s spear soared past Dan as the remaining soldier threw it with a panicked yelp while drawing his own sword. Dan didn’t give him a chance, disabling him with a Lightning Stroke that caused the man’s weak spellshield to glow for an instant before collapsing. As he fell to the ground convulsing, Dan stepped past him, dragging the enchanted blade across his throat.

      The male caster’s eyes went wide as he saw Dan’s approach, and he extended the staff toward him, shouting something incomprehensible. Dan felt a flash of thunder mana, then a bolt of lightning flashed out from the orb on the staff and hit him in the chest. His spellshield sucked mana for a second, turning from translucent to yellow, but the caster didn’t have enough mana or control to actually threaten Dan. Dan’s sword whipped out, taking off the caster’s hand at the wrist. The man began screaming, but Dan just kicked him in the face, breaking his nose and shutting him up.

      As the male caster flopped to the ground, insensible, Dan stepped toward the female caster. She had been closer to the fireball’s epicenter and was covered with burns. With a quick glance to the side, she took in her companion and simply dropped her staff. Dan’s eyes blazed, the euphoria of battle consuming him.

      He could see her mana. How easy it would be to just take it. A distant part of him noticed her eyes going wide. She could see the madness in him, and she was helpless before it. The woman closed her eyes and leaned back.

      The moment seemed to stretch for a minute, but somewhere, Dan knew that it was only a fraction of a second. Frantically, he wrestled with the more bestial side of himself for control. With a monumental effort of will, the walls of his self control separated his consciousness from the hunger.

      Dan kicked the staff away from the caster and placed the blade of his sword over her chest. She opened her eyes briefly and breathed a sigh of relief at the change in him. She briefly showed her empty hands before placing them at her sides and closing her eyes once more.

      He turned his focus back to the battle. The soldiers and Jennifer were holding their own, but all of the soldiers clearly had class runes. They were stronger and faster than everyone but Jennifer and Dan, and as the chaos from the ambush subsided, they were beginning to bring their increased numbers to bear. The rest of the team tried to make up the difference with magical tricks, but every time an Imperial soldier was temporarily disabled, one of their companions would step forward to protect them while they regained their senses.

      Enough of that. Other than the two guards on the casters that he had disposed of, no one else in the Imperial squad was really paying attention to the center of their formation where he stood. Dan began launching alternating Lightning Strokes and Forcebolts into their backs. None of them wore a proper spellshield, instead having weaker versions that could maybe stop one sword stroke or a bullet. With their backs turned to him, it was a slaughter. They couldn’t see to dodge, and his spells quickly disabled or crippled them.

      As the Imperials’ resistance collapsed, Dan took a moment to marvel at how far he had come. His first iterations of fireball and Lightning Stroke took so much mana that he could only launch a handful before he was consumed with a mana deprivation migraine. Now, here he was, launching spell after spell with all of his runes on without any substantial side effects. It was one thing to see the numbers iterate up on his status, but another altogether to watch his spells hit harder and cost him less, to actually feel himself getting stronger. He had to admit, the feeling was more than a little intoxicating.

      Dan glanced down at his prisoner to ensure that she wasn’t resisting and smiled slightly as he felt the mana still flowing through him. His vision became pink as he lowered the walls of his self-control, his body singing in joy. Now that the battle was over, it wasn’t too bad to… indulge a little.
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      Sam’s hand on his shoulder brought Dan back to reality. She was looking at him with concern and, frankly, Dan wasn’t sure that he could blame her. His cheeks were flushed and he was sure that his eyes were glassy. He wasn’t sure how long he had stood over the downed mage, but when he came to, the rest of the team was in the midst of binding their prisoners and looting the dead. He’d clearly stood, breathing raggedly over the prisoner for some time.

      As soon as she had his attention, Sam stepped away, unable to meet his eyes. Coming to terms with what she had done to everyone on the project had to be rough, but he refused to make that his problem. Deep down, the part of himself that wanted to please others at the cost of himself was making excuses for her, but Dan wanted no part of it. Sam would approach him and talk about what happened or she wouldn’t. It wasn’t his fault that her unacceptable actions toward him made it awkward for her.

      Below him, his prisoner looked a bit worried as well. A small amount of blood stained her robe where he had slowly pushed the tip of the blade through it in his trance. Dan coughed, embarrassed, and sheathed his sword. He reached down and picked the cloudy crystalline spheres off of the woman’s waist.

      After inspecting the sphere, he grunted with appreciation. Each of them had runes tightly inscribed on them, allowing a user with mana control but without the ability to shape spells to use it to cast a weakened version of a spell. As far as he could tell, they functioned as rechargeable spellshards. Each casting burned out a portion of the runes, but someone capable of inscription could, given adequate time, reinscribe the sphere.

      He reached down and helped the woman stand up. She was still eyeing him warily, but without access to her spells or anything sharp, Dan wasn’t terribly afraid of her.

      “Which farthen queel trained you?” She questioned, brushing the mud and debris from her robes.

      Dan smiled helplessly. Time to let the System work on vocabulary again. “Sorry, but it will take a bit for translations to kick in.” Dan walked over to the male caster and frowned, cauterizing the stump of his right hand and removing the spheres from his belt as well. “If you keep talking, the runes I’m using will learn the language, then we can talk.”

      “Talk dissa quet learn?” She looked at him quizzically, confusion on her face.

      Dan sighed, wishing that he had a helmet with a translation rune. Their team brought a fair number of them to Brazil, but in the confusion to escape the camp during the attack, no one remembered to grab one. Interrogation would have to wait.

      He pantomimed putting her hands behind her back to the caster. She looked worried for a second before consenting, and Dan tied her hands behind her back. Of the twenty Imperial soldiers, only seven survived the attack. Two of them, including the male caster, were so badly injured that they needed their companions to carry them.

      The walk back to their camp was tense. Dan’s squad had roughly the same number of men as their captives, and Dietrich was recovering from a nasty spear wound, so he likely wouldn’t be able to fight. Still, after the female caster said something to the surviving troops, they glanced at Dan worriedly and behaved themselves. He did his best to walk near enough to them that his System would pick up on their occasional whispered comments in an effort to improve his System’s vocabulary.

      They arrived at the camp without much fanfare. Raoul was already there and waiting for them, pacing back and forth nervously. He hurried over to the group and helped guide the prisoners carrying wounded to an area that had previously been cleared out for working out and spell practice. Both of the injured men didn’t look like they were doing all that well, being carried over someone’s shoulder through a jungle not being the recommended treatment for blood loss and shock.

      Dan approached the female caster as she looked down on the wounded worriedly. He coughed lightly to get her attention.

      “Can you understand me a little better now?” He asked once she turned around.

      “Yes. Can understand now.” She nodded. “Who train you? You not use magic like human, you use like elf.”

      “An elf called Daeson trained me,” Dan replied with a shrug. He saw no harm in divulging the detail. “We have a way to let humans learn magic like elves. We aren’t going to let them take our planet.”

      “Many say that.” She smiled bitterly. “My great grandfather fought against House Amberell when our world was colonized. Legend say he was strong man. Big as an Auroch and almost as strong. A ranger took his head in the first minutes of battle. Then they came and burned our family’s land and forced us to work for them.”

      “That hasn’t worked on us,” Dan looked her in the eyes. “We’ve destroyed two of your three beachheads, and the only reason you’re able to hold out in the jungle is that we can’t find where your bases are. Even now, the rest of the world is finally treating you as a threat and they’re preparing to invade in force. The Tellask Empire won’t be on Earth for much longer.”

      “Fine,” she responded ruefully. “Maybe you win, make Tellask leave. Then Orakh come. Eat all life on planet. Even if you are powerful, your planet is only one. The Orakh horde has billions.”

      “We have billions, too,” Dan clasped his hands behind his back as he looked past her into the jungle. “You landed in an unpopulated region, but my country alone has 10 cities with more than a million people in them. From what I’ve seen, most of the Tellask Empire’s magic is focused on military and art. Here, we use our technology for everything, including farming and medicine. Without magic, our people easily live into their seventies, and we have enough food for billions.”

      “I think translation bad,” she frowned, tapping her ear in pantomime. “You say your planet has billions. Like a thousand million?”

      “Yes,” Dan said, simply motioning for her to sit down. “I hope now you understand that your attack is doomed. My government doesn’t have a problem with humans, but after that last attack the elves pulled, I think that peace is going to be difficult. We frown on the use of biological weapons because they’re vile and indiscriminate.”

      “The death bloom is a weapon of terror.” She nodded unhappily. “But what can we do? The elves have runes on us that sour over time. Unless someone renews them, we die after a month. Our squad needs to be renewed in ten days, or we all die. They are monsters, but we don’t want to die. If we fight long enough, the elves let us go back to our homes when we are too old to fight. That is what we hope.”

      “I can runescript.” Dan smiled reassuringly. “The same elf that taught me to cast spells taught me how to inscribe runes. I just don’t have any gold to do it with. Maybe we can help each other. We’re looking to capture an elf. Our government wants to know where to strike, and we think an elf will have that information. If you can summon an elf or get us to one and help me source the materials, I would be happy to help you break free from your runes.”

      She held her breath for a second, head cocked contemplatively. She glanced at the rest of her contingent, then turned back to Dan.

      “My name is Tessa,” she said more formally. “I am a caster of the Third Rank. In most things, I can speak for the rest of the soldiers, but in this I would need to get their opinion. Even though the Tellask army allows me to lawfully give them orders, I can hardly order them to mutiny.”

      Dan nodded his approval, and Tessa walked over to the rest of the captives. Jennifer approached him from behind and stood next to him.

      “Do you think we can trust her?” She asked, indicating Tessa with a jerk of her head. “I’m all for helping people out, and I have a bit of a soft spot for ‘enslaved super soldiers’ at the moment for some reason, but this seems like a bit of a convenient ‘damsel in distress’ routine to me.”

      “I’ve been learning some harsh lessons on trust,” Dan replied, his chuckle a little more bitter than he originally intended. “I’m not trying to come off as an edgelord or anything like that, but in my experience, it’s awfully easy to make a promise. It’s a bit harder to follow through on it. If Tessa says she’s going to help, well, we aren’t going to get that far without someone helping. Doesn’t mean I trust her.”

      “Do you trust me, Dan?” Jennifer asked, her voice much quieter.

      “Yes.” Dan turned back to her, a hint of a smile on his face. “You’ve always been straight with me. I’ve come to realize that what I considered a ‘normal’ friendship was a bit abusive and toxic. You haven’t done that. Still, I’m not willing to be blind about this anymore.”

      “So if there were any big secrets, I should probably let you know, right?” She was smiling but it didn’t really touch her eyes.

      As Dan turned to reply, Tessa approached, ending the moment. Jennifer withdrew, stepping away from him, doubt flashing across her face.

      “We agree.” Tessa spoke calmly. “Our squad was based out of a forward supply base. We were sent to plant a clutch of Kerrn eggs near the edge of the forest so the vermin could serve as a buffer between our forces and yours.”

      “Kerrn?” Dan asked, glancing thoughtfully at Jennifer as she walked away.

      “The small reptilian monsters that spearheaded the attack on your army.” Tessa spat on the ground, distaste evident in her voice. “They’re little more than rats, but the archmages said that they would be effective against your people’s battle wands, so we plant their eggs and let their numbers grow. When it comes time for an attack, we herd them toward you. They panic and charge. Even if we win, they breed fast and will create an almost-impossible mess for us to clean up on this world. They’re almost as bad as the death bloom.”

      “Another biological weapon.” Dan frowned. “Great.”

      “The base is one day’s walk from here,” Tessa replied, pointing north. “There is always an elf on duty. Sometimes two. Usually two to three squads of humans. More importantly, there is a warehouse full of goods brought from the void ship and harvested from the jungle. If we can capture it, we will have the gold you will need to free us, and you will have your elf.”

      “After all of your years in their army, you would just turn your back on them like this?” Dan asked quizzically, cocking his head as he looked at Tessa.

      “I volunteered, but they treat me like cattle!” She spat on the ground again. “I offered to serve of my own free will, but all I see are tools of control, and all I hear are stories of my inferiority. If the elves want to fight the Orakh and defend their Empire, they can do it themselves. The minute they put the control rune on me, I decided that I would escape if I could.”

      Dan looked at her contemplatively, weighing his options.

      “Your night is coming soon,” she continued, turning and walking away from him. “I do not want to get turned around traveling at night. I will guide you to the supply base at first light.”
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      The next morning came quickly. Dan slept lightly, uninterrupted by guard duty by the agreement of the squad. The rest of the team alternated watching the prisoners after tying them to a tree. They tried to make the situation as comfortable as possible, but none of them were willing to risk their lives on something as tenuous as a promise. The prisoners might want to defect, but they would only trust them once they burned their bridges behind them.

      Dan and Abe agreed that this meant killing an elf. The Tellask would probably forgive a human for killing other tributary soldiers if the human provided enough benefit to the Empire. They just didn’t see how a human could be forgiven if they helped kill an elf. It just wasn’t in the Tellask’s nature to overlook such a slight from an inferior race, even if it was in pursuit of the “greater good.”

      The plan, which Tessa quickly agreed to, was for most of the prisoners to stay back, with her and one soldier initiating the attack. Only after they struck first against the elf would the rest of the squad engage. Until then, Dan and Jennifer would be with them, ready to execute them at a moment’s notice.

      Of the three soldiers, Rose managed to pack her M320 grenade launcher and four high explosive grenades when she fled the camp. All three of them also had M-16s that they were incredibly accurate with. Dan, Jennifer, Sam, and Raoul would charge into the enemies while the soldiers provided fire support. The hope was that Dan could disable the elf fairly quickly and use them as hostages to get the rest of the Imperials to stand down. With any luck, they would want to defect and be freed from their control runes as well.

      The hike itself to the supply base was fairly rough if uneventful. The trail itself was arduous, heavily overgrown and uneven, and the weather was humid and miserable. The entire walk, Dan kept catching glimpses of the newly-awakened animals of the Amazon eyeing them up. Monkeys with crackling nimbuses of electricity, birds smoldering slightly, and at least one greyhound-sized spider weaving a web made from pinky-sized strands of silk. Whatever else happened in the coming months, the Amazon itself was going to be considerably less tourist-friendly.

      Finally, soaked in sweat, the team reached the base as the sun was beginning to set. In the gold and orange light, Dan gazed at the handful of log cabins inside the wooden palisade with a hint of disappointment. He didn’t know what he should have expected, but after the prefabricated efficiency of the marine camp, he just felt like it should be something more.

      Even the base’s defenses weren’t overly impressive. The palisade didn’t appear to have a walkway, and it was only about nine feet tall. Really the only way to scout the surrounding terrain was a watchtower that was little more than a wooden crows nest where a bored Imperial soldier leaned against a large crossbow. Even the doorway into the base only had two soldiers leaning on their spears while chatting quietly with each other.

      Dan reached forward and tapped Tessa on the shoulder to get her attention.

      “Do we have a plan here, or are we just going to go in and flame the place?” He whispered to the older woman as soon as she stopped. “We’re going to want to have Abe, Bill, and Rose in a position where they have a good view of the rest of the camp so that they can support us.”

      “You could let Rogge and I try to talk our way inside.” She nodded at the prisoner standing next to her. “I’ve told you how much we want to be freed from the elves. You have my word that we won’t betray you.”

      “Do you have a better plan than that?” Dan asked, frowning slightly. “We’ve already been over this. Abe and I are only going to trust you once we know that you can’t turn back. There’s too much at stake for us to risk everything on nothing more than a promise.”

      She shifted and looked back at him before training her gaze once more on the palisade, examining it for a weakness.

      “Why do you let Abe tell you what to do?” She questioned. “Are you not his superior officer? Plus, I’ve seen your abilities in combat. There should not be many around here fit to give you orders.”

      “On Earth, it isn’t the physically strongest who run things.” Dan chuckled slightly. “I might be a better combatant than Abe, but he knows more about wilderness survival, leadership, and planning an operation like this than I ever will. Now, I asked a question. Do we have a plan that doesn’t involve you and Rogge being unsupervised, or do we just start shooting people and see how far the element of surprise takes us?”

      “If you give me the silver sphere,” she sighed slightly, pointing to one of the rechargeable spellshards Dan had taken off of her, “it lets me create a rotating silver blade and fire it at a distance. I might be able to take down the guard in the crow’s nest without anyone noticing, so that you can infiltrate. It makes a little noise, but a lot less than the battle wands most of you locals use. I believe that fulfills the requirement of me being part of the first strike.”

      After thinking for a second, Dan convened with Abe before returning to Tessa. He handed her the silver crystal, but kept his palm over it when she moved to take it from him.

      “I talked with Abe, and he’ll be handling the tower.” Dan jerked his head toward the bored-looking guard in the crows nest. “Once we see them in position, we’re going to charge in. That’s when you get to use this.”

      Dan let go of the crystal. Tessa looked at him quizzically for a second, then nodded. She picked up the crystal and mounted it on her silver staff. He could almost feel the hum as her mana flowed through the weapon, establishing a connection with the runescripting. For a second, he tensed up, prepared to take her head if she tried to use the staff, but Tessa didn’t seem to notice, instead watching the tower.

      It didn’t take that long. Silently, the guard slumped over, the glittering steel of Bill’s knife peeking from his eye the only hint that something was amiss. Dan shook his head. Every time he saw the man’s supernatural accuracy with throwing knives, it still took him aback. From what he could tell, Bill had been incredibly skilled with knives before his awakening. Since then, he had bent every ounce of his metal and gravity affinity into perfecting it into an art form. In all likelihood, the hardest part of the throw for him had been slowing it so that it didn’t break the speed of sound and alert the camp with the crack of a sonic boom.

      Abe darted toward the palisade’s wall and extended an arm. In the fading light, Dan could barely make out the semi-translucent glitter of his chain of force before it wrapped around the top of one of the palisade’s logs. With the aid of the spell, Abe scurried up the wall, briefly peeking over the edge and into the base before turning around and extending the chain of force back down the wall. Rose and Will sprinted from the edge of the jungle and climbed up the offered spell.

      The three soldiers held themselves for a second, suspended from the palisade. Then, in the same moment, they all smoothly pulled themselves over. Dan drew his sword. Abe had gone over the wall in the nearest spot to the guard tower. It likely wouldn’t be long before his team was in the crow’s nest, and the attack could begin.

      “I think I see your point,” Tessa whispered from just in front of him. “They do not have much mana and their spells are limited, but they use them well. Even though they use magic, they fight with the organization of the Imperial army.”

      “You...” She turned back to him, a faint smile on her face. “You fight like an elf. Strong and fast, but without timing or teamwork.”

      “They have training we don’t,” Jennifer intervened before Dan could give a slightly sour reply. “Dan is trained mostly in magical theory and rune inscription. If things hadn’t gotten serious, there’s no way he would have been anywhere near the front. Abe and his team have been doing things like this for years before magic came to Earth.”

      Before Dan could say something in his own defense, he saw Abe scaling the tower, closely followed by Rose and Will. About a minute later, they were at the top, crammed into the small platform with only a waist-high wooden wall for concealment and protection. Abe raised his hand and waved once, indicating that he was ready.

      Dan tapped Tessa and Rogge on the shoulder before nodding at the gate. They began walking out from the edge of the forest into the area that had been cleared by the elves. He followed a step behind them, his spellshield cranked to maximum with Jennifer, Raoul, and Sam walking behind them. Despite their attempts to act casual, tension crackled through the air with an almost electric charge.

      About a hundred paces from the palisade, one of the guards called out to them.

      “Returning patrol, what’s the pass-phrase.” The man barely looked at them, intent after hours of a boring shift on performing the absolute minimum acceptable iteration of his duty.

      “House Amberell, heralds of the red sun,” Tessa replied. Despite the confidence in her voice, Dan was close enough to see her hand shaking, her knuckles white, as she gripped her staff.

      “That’s the pass-phrase from last week.” The man yawned, shifting slightly. “Try again.”

      Tessa looked back at Dan, panic in her eyes. Before he could say anything, he felt a flash of metal mana from her. A spinning blade flew from the end of her staff, taking the guard in the throat and spraying blood all over the outer wall of the palisade.

      “Attack!” The other guard was awake now. “Alert, we’re under att-”

      Dan’s Forcebolt slammed the man against the palisade, knocking the wind out of him.

      “Fuck!” He shouted to no one in particular as he ran past Tessa. Her eyes were wide, but both her and Rogge tried their best to keep pace with him.

      Only Jennifer managed to keep pace with Dan, moving in a smooth, gazelle-like gait as the two of them cleared the entryway to the palisade in a matter of seconds. Inside, Dan triggered a Fireball at a handful of troops looking in the direction of the entry. Either their shields weren’t configured to deal with thermal attacks, or they weren’t on at all. Regardless, Dan felt the thrill of mana slip into his body for the first time that evening.

      Imperials began screaming. Many of them pushed their way out of a wooden building where they had been eating their evening meal. Dan didn’t hesitate, triggering another Fireball into the building’s doorway, tossing the soldiers about like autumn leaves in a stiff breeze and igniting the mess hall.

      Still more soldiers began emerging from a collection of canvas tents and simple wooden lodgings. Above, the crack of gunfire overwhelmed the screams of the injured. Most of the Imperials weren’t wearing their armor, and without it, they lacked even the basic spellshields engraved on the pauldrons. In short, they were easy prey for a trio of marksmen with the high ground, and they fell in droves.

      By the time Tessa, Sam, Raoul, and Rogge caught up with Dan and Jennifer, the Imperials were beginning to mount actual resistance. A handful of troops with larger shields provided cover for a pair of soldiers who were throwing javelins with distressing speed and accuracy at Abe’s team. Some bullets sparked off of one of the shields, which was now glowing blue.

      Dan swore to himself and blurred toward them, Jennifer right behind him. Rose’s grenade launcher could probably deal with the magically-enhanced shields, but they had a limited amount of ammunition. They could save the high explosive rounds for the elf. This was Dan’s wheelhouse.

      Just before he ran headlong into the shields, he cast Gravitational Easing and shifted his strength rune into high output mode. Planting himself, he jumped, dropping the energy-hogging high-output mode as soon as he was in the air. He could feel the disbelieving eyes of the imperial skirmishers on him as his leap defied physics and carried him clear over the shield wall by at least two feet.

      In the air, he triggered another fireball. This one didn’t kill any of the more prepared soldiers, but it shredded their spellshields, and the concussive force of the explosion blew them out of formation. Jennifer took advantage of the confusion and the invisible blades protecting her arms flickered and limbs began falling to the ground.

      Not to be outdone, Dan’s blade glowed purple as he flowed from Imperial to Imperial, each slash crippling a soldier or taking a life. Behind him, Rogge struggled with an Imperial to protect Tessa while she periodically launched a steel disc at a distracted enemy, each casting clearly taking a toll on her. Sam did her best, fighting with Raoul at her side but struggling with the stronger and better-trained Imperials. They probably would have already been wounded or killed without the covering fire from the crow's nest.

      Then there was no one in front of Dan and mana coursed through his veins. He took a rough breath to steady himself, pushing the euphoria aside. He knew there were more people in the camp; he could almost taste their mana. They had just wised up and were all hiding behind the cover of the various wooden buildings.

      “What vermin dares disturb my dinner!” The tall and slim form of an elf stepped through the doorway from one of the more ornate buildings in the camp, a rapier glowing purple in his hand.

      “That would be me, Mr. Elf,” Dan stepped forward, his bare blade glowing as he sketched a brief bow.

      “Wait.” The elf’s face lapsed into confusion as he approached Dan. “Your blade is enchanted.” He pointed at Dan accusingly. “You are a caster!”

      “And I am asking for your surrender.” Dan bared his teeth as he brought the sword up into a guard position, his free hand crackling with electricity as he prepared a Lightning Stroke.

      “No, this can’t be!” The elf’s face lapsed into panic as he took a step backward.

      Then Rose’s grenade took him. There was no spellshield and no armor. The explosion shredded the undefended and unprepared elf, leaving a slight charred crater in the center of the camp.

      Dan looked to Jennifer. She shrugged. Tessa walked up, her face pale as bits of elf began pattering down around them. Sam followed her, a frown on her face.

      A wail of anguish filled the camp as the roof of the building the elf just exited erupted. A female elf covered in flames soared into the air, floating gently in the evening breeze as tears streamed down her face. Her gaze was focused on the crater and the pitiful remains of the elf who had just stood there.

      “Who did this to my disciple?” She spat out, still staring at the crater. “No!” Her sharp blue eyes seemed to take in the entire camp. “Who did this to my nephew?”

      No one responded, as the burning elf floated slowly over the remains of her companion. Tears continued to flow down her face as sorrow began to transform into hatred.

      “He was only seventy,” she growled. “A baby! Out visiting his favorite Aunt to train his affinities. You monsters struck him down in front of me. No concern for his lack of spellshielding, no forgiveness for his youth and inexperience.”

      “Don’t worry, manlings.” The flames around her swelled to a crescendo. “I will show you exactly the same leniency and mercy you showed him.”
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      Gunfire rang out from the crow's nest, knocking the elf back a handful of feet in the air as the bullets were absorbed by her spellshield, but failed to cause any real damage. Mana welled up in her fists as she shrieked in sorrow and rage. Dan’s eyes followed her gaze and widened.

      “Abe!” he shouted, frantically summoning a force bubble in front of the tower. “Jump!”

      The three soldiers leapt from the guard tower as a wave of fire erupted from the elf. The force bubble held for a fraction of a second before the fire consumed it. Dan felt his connection to the mana in the bubble end with a tangible snap, and staggered back disoriented as vertigo swelled around him. He shook off the dizziness and turned back to the tower, which was now a smoldering ruin.

      For a second, terror filled Dan. He frantically searched for Abe, Will, and Rose in the rubble of the camp, feet rooted in place. Then the elf swooped in front of him, her hands wreathed in flames as she glared at him, and Dan didn’t have the time to think about anyone else.

      “You,” her gaze burned hotter than the literal flames surrounding her. “Human mage. You should not exist, yet you stand between me and my revenge. In normal times, I would capture you as the oddity that you are, but now you can only blame yourself. For your role in Seenthal’s death, you will be placed on the pyre next to him, your mana giving him the wings he needs to travel to the halls of his ancestors.”

      “I would prefer another alternative.” Dan shrugged as he pulled his sword into a guard position and poured mana into his spellshield. “I am willing to accept your surrender at any point.”

      Her response was another wave of fire that washed over him, fusing the ground beneath his feet into glass. Dan’s spellshield flashed straight through yellow and glowed a warning red at him as he mentally toggled his strength rune into high performance mode and jumped into the air. As soon as he left the ground, gravitational easing activated, extending his leap.

      He cleared the beam of fire and launched a Lightning Stroke at the elf. Normally he would have launched a Fireball given her maneuverability, but there was something about her literally being covered in flames that steered him away from the idea. The lightning bled off of her spellshield as Dan fell toward the ground.

      In a flash of inspiration, he created a Force Bubble under his feet. For a second, his boots slipped off of the opaque surface of the spell, but then, with the aid of Gravitational Easing, he balanced precariously in the air before increasing his strength and kicking off.

      Her eyes widened, and the elf shifted the beam of fire upward. Dan clenched his jaw as his spellshield held for a second and then shattered. The shield rune flashed into place, but Dan could feel it failing as well. His skin reddened and blistered under it as the shield only weakened the overwhelming heat. Then, Dan slammed into her.

      The sword flashed purple as it deflected off of her spellshield, then the elf went flying, her fire beam tearing through the base below them as she pinwheeled wildly. Dan created another force bubble under his feet as she tried to gather enough wind mana to stabilize herself. Dan jumped after her, wincing in pain as the air whistled across his raw and burned flesh.

      This time, Dan’s sword punched through the spellshield. Barely. The blade glowed bright purple as it slashed across the elf’s thigh. Enough to draw blood, but not to seriously injure the elf. Then she exploded.

      Before Dan could create another force bubble to kick off of, he was blown away from her, sailing halfway across the camp and slamming into the wall of a log cabin. The breath left his body, and stars flashed across his vision.

      With a rush of air, the elf swooped in front of Dan and hovered there. He stood up, only for a surge of gravity mana to triple his weight. Dan barely managed to say on his feet, stumbling slightly, but the elf didn’t take advantage of his weakness. Instead, she dabbed her index finger in the bloody cut on her thigh and held the finger up in the evening light.

      “This is the first time I’ve been made to bleed during a duel in a millenium.” Her tongue darted out between razor teeth, cleaning the blood from her digit. “A worthy accomplishment for anyone, let alone a being as base as human. Tell me your name, manling. I will ensure that it is inscribed next to your skull on my trophy case, granting you the glory and immortality that genetics have denied your race.”

      Dan’s vision blurred. His skin burned, covered in tears and blisters. Being thrown from twenty feet in the air into the log cabin had done a number on him. Notifications popped up in the corner of his vision, but Dan dismissed them. He would be surprised if he didn’t have a concussion and at least a broken rib or two. He tried to lift his sword, but despite his aching body’s struggle, the tip of the blade only wavered.

      “Daniel Thrush,” he replied, somewhat surprised by the pride in his voice. He only answered her to buy himself enough time to try and break free from her magic. Why did he care that she acknowledged his ability? It really shouldn’t matter.

      “Daniel Thrush,” she repeated his name, savoring it as she stared down at him. “Die now, Daniel Thrush, and know that you will die as something greater than your kind should be capable of. I will commission a ballad in your honor, so that all may know the impossibilities that you accomplished. A worthy foe, yet still not an elf.”

      Then an explosion rocked her, throwing her to the ground and cutting the gravity field that trapped Dan. Jennifer threw down Rose’s grenade launcher and tackled the elf, shimmering blades and spikes of force winking in and out of existence as she turned into a blur of motion.

      “No one said it was a fucking duel,” Jennifer shouted as her bladed arm drew a line of blood from the frantically dodging elf’s cheek. “So I hope you don’t mind me cutting in.”

      For a couple of seconds, Dan hoped that Jennifer was in control of the situation. The grenade had completely shattered the weakened spellshield, and Jennifer seized the initiative. She moved with the grace and speed of a jungle cat as she struck the elf several times. At first, the elf only dodged frantically, but then Jennifer made a mistake. Whichever master crafted the elf’s runes would’ve been proud. A single backhand sent Jennifer flying almost ten feet through the air.

      Dan fired a Lightning Stroke into the elf’s back before she could pounce on Jennifer’s unconscious body. She froze, slowly turning toward Dan despite her muscles twitching and spasming from the electricity. Dan frowned and fired another Lightning Stroke. It hit her in the chest, burning a hole in her clothing and scorching the skin beneath.

      She spasmed again, but it didn’t stop her from taking a halting step toward Dan. Balls of fire appeared in both of her hands. Dan launched another Lightning Stroke at her. An arc of fire guided the electricity to the ground. He winced. Of course. Lightning bolts were little more than electrically conductive streams of plasma that let a charge flow between two spots. With enough heat, the elf could ground every bolt he fired at her.

      Dan shot Lightning Stroke after Lightning Stroke into her, forcing the elf to use her magic defensively. He could feel the mana headache building, but he didn’t have a choice. Both of their shields were down, and the minute he stopped she would immolate him. Even with his shields operating at full strength, Dan wasn’t sure they could survive a bolt of fire hot enough to turn the air itself into plasma.

      In an almost detached moment, Dan glanced at his System notifications. A smile cracked the skin on his blistered and reddened face.

      Private Message from <Sam the Great>: Hold her still, Dan. I’m sorry.

      He launched one last Lightning Stroke, then his mana failed him entirely. For the first time, he could feel that all of his spirit spheres were empty. His runescripting stuttered to a halt. Fully human, Dan fell to his knees, gasping.

      Then Sam slammed her hand into the elf’s back. The elf whirled around and slapped Sam, her forearm visibly breaking as she futilely brought it up to block the elf’s blow. In the center of the elf’s back glittered a familiar syringe.

      Of course, Sam would have another dose of the System for field application.

      The elf screamed in rage, and gravity shifted around Sam, throwing her up in the air before slamming her back to the ground with an audible crack. The elf’s body stiffened, and she fell to her knees with a blood-curdling scream, her fingers twisted into claws as she dug them into her own face.

      “What have you done to me,” she hissed before screaming once again and collapsing to the ground. Her eyes rolled back up into her head as her body began twitching. Dan held his breath for almost a minute as he stared at her, but soon it became obvious that she had blacked out from the pain.

      Dan staggered over to Sam and checked her pulse, sighing in relief when he found it. The System could fix a lot, but actual death was still beyond it. Jennifer limped over to him, refusing to put any weight on her left leg. Together, both of them looked down at Sam’s twisted body. Without speaking, Dan sheathed his sword and walked haltingly over to where Tessa stood in the center of camp.

      She was speaking to the fearful Imperial Soldiers, urging them to throw down their arms and join up with “the natives.” Dan could think of several better names for his band of survivors, but it didn’t seem right to interrupt Tessa while she was on a roll. Apparently, the penalty for allowing an elf to be killed was severe, but the penalty for allowing capture was death. From what Tessa was saying, the word “allowing” was defined fairly liberally. As in “if you were within eyesight of the incident and didn’t stop it” liberally.

      Dan silently thanked the Tellask for their draconian and inhumane punishments as the remaining soldiers quickly subdued the handful that had enough misguided loyalty to support the elves. Even if he could outmatch the Imperials one-on-one, he was in no shape to drag back their wounded, let alone to fight them.

      Quickly, they broke up, looting the buildings of food and valuables. If they were going to mutiny, they knew that they would need as many of the supplies from the base as possible both to deactivate the loyalty runes and to prepare them for the oncoming onslaught. No one envisioned the Tellask responding to the destruction of a supply base, the death of an elf, and the capture of a senior elf with any sort of half measures.

      Abe walked up to him with Rose trailing a step behind, Will slung over her shoulder. The soldier nodded at him then cracked a smile. He was covered in soot, and the left side of his body was a complete mess where the elf’s flames had burned off his uniform and skin together.

      “You look like hell, Dan,” the disheveled soldier chuckled then walked past him toward the rest of the half-destroyed camp.
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      Trudging through the jungle the next morning, Dan was glad they had spent the night in the demolished Tellask camp. His ribs were still sore, but the nanites fixed his burned and cracked skin. He noticed that a scar from where he fell off his bike as a kid still remained, hinting that the nanites would only heal more recent injuries.

      He sighed and looked back at the rest of their column. Rogge died in the fighting, but everyone else survived. Will and Sam were more than a little worse for the wear, their multiple severe breaks not repairing overnight. He still didn’t know what to say to Sam when she woke up. It was time for them to talk, but he struggled to put his feelings into words. Other than the first time she let the System shock him, she never used it against him. Still, not letting him know the depth of the controls woven into the System was a major problem.

      Worse, it wasn’t a completely isolated incident. Once Dan allowed himself to feel upset with Sam, his mind kept skipping over other incidents where she had spoken over him or demeaned him. Allowed. He winced at the word. That was how he ended up in this situation. Rather than genuinely respond to people, he internalized everything. Even if he should be angry at someone, he clamped down on the emotion and simply let the world happen to him.

      He had believed in the Thoth Foundation. It was stupid, he knew. Henry was effusive, friendly, and larger than life, but why would an enigmatic billionaire care about him? The entire time he was training at the Foundation, they kept him so busy that he didn’t have a moment to sit back and reflect on things. He was only surrounded by true believers who spoke about how great the organization was.

      He was in a fucking cult. The charismatic leader, not letting him leave campus, the apocalyptic threat, the sense of overwhelming purpose, and the constant monitoring. Every bit of it was brainwashing 101. It worked, too. Despite the obvious issues with Henry’s mental health and erratic actions, he had been loyal. He didn’t ask questions that he should have, and he normalized toxic and harmful behaviors. Before he found the organization, he was directionless, and they gave him a purpose.

      The Foundation was still probably right. Enhancing and training humans to fight with a combination of magic and weaponry was the best chance that Earth had to maintain its independence. The rest of its actions however were more questionable.

      Dan couldn’t understand why the Foundation didn’t solely awaken and train military personnel. Really, the only thing he could think of was that the Foundation wanted a source of mages loyal only to it, which was more than a little unsettling.

      Even then, the way the Director more or less kidnapped people and forced them into the program didn’t make a whole lot of sense. That wasn’t a recipe for loyalty.

      The only way the Foundation made sense is if Ibis planned on using the compulsion protocols on anyone who stepped out of line. Rather than Earth’s final line of defense, that made Dan and the Starshield candidates disposable slave commandos. Once again, he pondered leaving the Thoth Foundation. It wasn’t the sort of organization you just submitted two week’s notice to, but on the other hand, there really wasn’t any way he could keep working for Ibis.

      Dan shook his head, clearing the thoughts. All of that was a problem for later. Right now, his main concern was the unconscious elf being carried gingerly by two of the ten surviving Imperial soldiers. Reluctantly, he used his root access to remotely incapacitate her, putting her in a coma until they could deal with her more properly. He wasn’t looking forward to it. She wasn’t quite as powerful as Daeson, but she still almost single-handedly ended his entire squad. Even with the System restricting her, interrogating a mage of her capabilities would be a harrowing experience.

      Finally, they reached the camp. An anxious-looking Dietrich jogged up to them, his wound healed by the System, and approached Dan.

      “Did everything go well?” the man asked hopefully, the slight hint of his accent barely distracting Dan. “Can we trust the Imperials? Staring at them and hoping they don’t double mutiny and turn on us as well has been nerve-wracking to say the least.”

      “I think we can trust them as much as we can trust anyone,” Dan shrugged. “They’re all under a death sentence for allowing the capture of an elf. Sam got a powerful mage with a syringe full of the System. As far as I can tell, she’s as enslaved as we would have been. None of us have any idea what the penalty is for letting an elf get enslaved, but I’m pretty sure it involves being tossed into the belly of a monster in a desert somewhere to be slowly devoured over the course of 10,000 years.”

      “I am not sure how I feel about that,” Dietrich frowned. “I would prefer that my allies were motivated by something more than just fear. The present situation seems as if it will only work so long as they aren’t given a better offer.”

      “Right now, I’m the only one that can offer them survival,” Dan replied. “Their runes will kill them in the next five to ten days, unless I can reverse engineer the runescript and disable the harmful portions. Once we get some breathing room, we can talk about what to do with them, but until then, I don’t think anyone is going to give them a better offer than ‘their lives.’”

      “Still,” Dietrich’s expression turned sour. “It doesn’t sit right with me. Using the System on the elf and threatening these soldiers with death. It feels too much like the situation the Thoth Foundation forced upon us.”

      “I know.” Dan stopped in the small clearing they turned into their camp and looked around. With ten more people, they would need to expand it. Another problem for tomorrow.

      Abe led the two former Imperials carrying the elf over to a tree. He began tying her to it with vines while Dan watched on. The vines were better than nothing, but a mage of her caliber almost certainly had a strength rune powerful enough to escape in fairly short order. Still, without her necklace of attunement stones, she hopefully wouldn’t be able to use any mana affinities. Dan wasn’t completely sure about their current course of action, but he was hopeful that he would be able to immobilize her with root access before she was able to escape.

      Finally, Dan prepared to wake her, both Abe and Rose behind him with their rifles aimed at her extremities in case things got out of hand. Silently, he activated his own spellshield. He trusted their aim, but if the elf moved at full speed, he was more than a little worried he would get shot in the crossfire. Out of excuses to delay himself, Dan opened his menu and disabled the elf’s immobilization.

      At first, nothing happened. Dan leaned forward and slapped her across the face gently to wake her only for the elf to lunge at him, her knifelike teeth snapping shut just shy of his rapidly-retracting hand.

      “What have you done, manling?” Her eyes darted around the clearing as she shifted against her bonds. After a quick glance at Abe and Rose, she frowned and stopped fidgeting. “You would forsake an honorable duel to hold me prisoner like a common criminal? At a minimum, you could give me the honor of dying in combat.”

      “I’m going to ask you some questions, and I would be grateful if you answered,” Dan responded, ignoring her words as he directed her System to begin making a recording of the entire session. “Please state your full name.”

      “Merella Amberell,” she spat the words out. “Is it safe to assume that you and the apes behind me will be torturing me if I fail to answer your questions?”

      Dan nodded. As far as he could tell from her System, neither her heart rate nor her brain waves had spiked while she answered. He supposed that he was only hoping that elven physiology resembled a human’s. For all he knew, elves could lie without their body betraying any sign.

      “Fine then,” she closed her eyes and squared her back against the tree. “Do your worst. I’ve been worked over by torturers who have spent longer holding their instruments than the time you’ve been alive. Inflict your crude punishments on me so we can be done with this farce.”

      Dan shrugged and activated Discipline level 3 to start. Merella bucked against the vines as her heart and brain went wild. Clearly, however elven physiology worked, its reaction to pain was fairly similar to a human. When she stopped shaking and hung limply in the vines, he continued.

      “I would like to know how many elves are on Earth,” Dan asked, trying to keep his voice steady. Even though he physically wasn’t acting, activating the discipline function drained him emotionally. She wasn’t a direct threat to him any longer, and but for a quirk of fate, it could have been him tied to a chair and one of Ibis’ goons frying him.

      “Enough to find everyone you love and rip their bones out one by one in front of you,” she spat at him, her eyes open and wild. “If you are foolish enough to let me escape, I will destroy you and your entire line with joy, you puss soaked, infant eating--”

      Dan triggered Discipline level 4. Technically she had answered truthfully, but he didn’t think that her response was terribly useful. About a minute later she hung against the vines, sweating and shaking. At some point, Sam had approached him from behind. Her hand was across her mouth and unshed tears shone in her eyes.

      “Please give me a number that I can use,” Dan sighed. “I don’t enjoy doing this, but your people threaten my entire planet, and I will do what I must.”

      “Two hundred.” There was still defiance in her voice, but at least this time she answered. Unfortunately, her heart stuttered. Dan frowned.

      “Please give me the correct number,” Dan replied, triggering Discipline level 4 once more. Again, her body shook. He averted his gaze.

      “Three hundred and fifty give or take,” she whispered, staring at him fearfully. There wasn’t a change in her heart rate. Dan exhaled in relief.

      “Thank you for your honesty,” he replied, nodding to her. “We need to know the location of all Tellask and Amberell bases that you know of in the Jungle.”

      “No,” she looked up at him fearfully with a haunted gaze, her previous haughtiness gone. “I can’t betray my people like that.”

      “Neither of us have that option.” Dan shook his head sadly. “It was never my people’s choice to be attacked by yours, but if you are going to force this war upon us, we will win it. Maybe once your people understand that Earth isn’t to be trifled with, we can negotiate some sort of agreement, but first, we will have to teach you to respect us.”

      “Respect?” There was venom in her voice. “You make me a prisoner in my own body after you violate the sacred covenants of the duel, and you ask me for respect? How could you understand the horror you’ve inflicted upon me? You may be able to compel me to answer, but you will never have my respect.”

      “The same thing was done to me,” Dan responded softly. “I understand what you’re going through, but please understand that my people will have no sympathy for yours after you used the death bloom on us. Committing an atrocity to match yours isn’t very enlightened of us, but civilization is a luxury we cannot afford at the moment. Please answer my question, or I will have to hurt you again.”

      “I would rather die an elf than sink to your level.” Her spit stung as it landed on Dan’s cheek. He wiped it off and sighed. He would rather fight a thousand enemies than continue this conversation.

      “So be it, elf,” he responded as he activated Discipline level 5. Her screams filled the clearing.

      Two hours later, she was unconscious once more, and they had a map. Abe was on the satellite phone calling in the locations, but Dan was busy being sick in some nearby bushes. None of the former Imperials would approach him, their eyes clouded with fear as they eyed both him and the unconscious elf. Sam walked up behind him, visible but silent as he stood up and wiped the acidic bile from his lips.

      “Dan,” her voice was more subdued than he had ever remembered. “We need to talk.”

      “I’ve learned over the years that it’s usually not a good sign when a woman says that to you.” He cracked an exhausted half smile at her.

      She smiled back.
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      For a minute, they simply stood there. The sun had fallen and the sounds of the newly awakened jungle surrounded them. Raoul and a couple of the ex-Imperials were standing guard, but they gave Dan and Sam a wide berth. Even the new additions to the camp could sense the tension between the two, and none of them wanted any part of it.

      Finally, Sam spoke.

      “Dan,” she took a breath to steady herself. “The past week or so here has been a wakeup call. I’ve always been so sure of myself. Confident in my abilities and the course I’ve plotted for myself. Everyone has always looked up to me as a protege, complimented my expertise, and lauded me at every turn. It was easy for me to discount what other people were struggling through, but that doesn’t make it right.”

      “Henry showered me with praise,” she spoke over Dan, raising a hand to silence him before he could speak. “He convinced me that the work I was doing would be humanity’s salvation. Hell, he might even have been right. Still, whenever we were alone together, he would feed into my ego. He would praise my research into magic. He would credit my training regimine for your successes. He did everything he could to convince me that I was the keystone to humanity getting magic. It was idiotic. You were the one suffering through the training and taking all of the risks, but I was vain and I believed him.”

      “That’s really always been the problem.” She stared up at the foliage above. “I’ve always thought of you like a younger brother. I’ve cared for you, but I thought I knew better than you. It just seemed second nature to me to make decisions for you. At some point, you grew up, but I was stuck in the past. Still in the middle of some petty prank war with you while I tried to guide your fate without any input from you. It was wrong, and I was wrong.”

      “I ignored Henry’s instability because it was a tough problem to face head on,” she looked back at him and cracked a slight smile. “How do you tell your boss that he’s crazier than a box full of squirrels on amphetamines? It was my responsibility though. When he put functions in to control you, I should have spoken up to him or warned you. Instead, he just promised me that he wouldn’t use them, and eventually I gave up on the issue. When he recruited his candidates from that stupid video game, I tried to stop him. He said something about how ‘gamers had more creative and resilient minds’ than the military. Who the hell knows if that’s true, but now that we’re here, I don’t see a whole lot of surviving gamers. So many people borderline kidnapped, then sent to their deaths, and for what? To pad his ego. To prove that his dumb ideas were better than the government’s plans.”

      “I let you down, Dan.” There was a catch in her voice as she spoke. “Even now, there’s a part of me trying to shirk responsibility and blame Henry for all of this, but deep down, I know that it isn’t right. I didn’t treat you like an adult, and I let you get hurt. So many times. I can say I’m sorry a million times, and it won’t be enough. Still, I’m going to say it.”

      “Dan,” Sam took a deep breath before continuing, “I’m sorry. I’ve treated you like shit, and I haven’t respected you. Please just give me another chance.”

      She stood in the darkness, observing him with plaintive eyes. He was still angry with her, but the situation became more difficult when he lined his mistakes up next to hers. She let him get shocked and concealed things from him, but he knew exactly what she was talking about with Henry. He should have spoken up to the eccentric billionaire when he insisted on drawing recruits from World of Magic Online. When Henry pointlessly incited conflict with the military, Dan could have said or done something.

      Instead, he kept his head down and let it become someone else’s problem. He liked to think that he would’ve said something if Sam were involved, but he had never been in the situation to test that belief. In the end, Sam did the right thing. He could hate her for slipping up, but in the face of a war with space elves, it all seemed a bit petty now that she had taken the initiative.

      “I appreciate it,” Dan finally responded, causing Sam to exhale with relief. “I’m not super thrilled about you keeping such a major secret from me, but at the end of the day, we’ve been through a lot. Just treat me like an adult next time, and we won’t have a problem.”

      “God,” she smiled wryly. “That’s the most nervous I’ve been since I asked Mary-Beth Haskins out to the prom in High School. This entire thing has taught me that I need to do some work on myself. I definitely have a blindspot where my own ego is involved.”

      “You’re lucky I’m not the hugging and crying type.” Dan chuckled dryly. “This certainly had the potential for me to drag it out and make it infinitely more awkward, just to mess with you.”

      “I’d deserve it, but thank you for avoiding the temptation.” Sam rolled her eyes. “You know I’m basically allergic to public displays of emotion.”

      “I seem to recall you pretending not to know some crying co-eds asking why you hadn’t called back, and asking them to schedule any further appointments through me.” Dan laughed, much of the tension from the last couple of days melting from his shoulders. “Whatever happened with that formal? You know, the fancy dress when you asked that Mary-Beth girl out?”

      “She had a boyfriend.” Sam winked at him. “A common mistake made by a lot of confused young women.”

      “Well.” Dan laughed again. “You can’t win them all.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that. She went to the prom with him, but she ended up at the hotel with me.” Sam tossed a smile over her shoulder as she walked back toward the camp.

      The next morning, Dan woke up before the sun rose to the droning of planes. Abe was already up and sitting next to the satellite phone, chewing on his lip slightly as he stared at the silent receiver. Dan walked over next to the other man and crouched down next to him.

      “Any idea what’s about to happen, Abe?” Dan nodded at the satellite phone.

      “We’re about to hit back,” Abe grimaced as he shifted his position. “I don’t know exactly what’s about to happen, but it sounds like heavy airstrikes on the sites we identified with paratroopers jumping in to pick up the pieces. All we can really do is hang out and wait for orders. They might come later today, they might come in a week.”

      “Do we know if a nuke is going to be used?” Dan asked, concern in his voice. “We’re probably far enough away to survive if we button up a bit. As far as I can tell, the nanites have a decent chance of preventing the worst of radiation poisoning so long as we aren’t exposed too directly.”

      “I hope not,” Abe shrugged. “They know where the targets are, and I don’t think they’ll need nukes to take anything down. Merella didn’t identify anything too hardened, other than the main landing site, and that’s far enough in the interior of the jungle we might not even see the mushroom cloud if atomics are used.”

      “Thanks for the pep talk.” Dan punched Abe lightly in the shoulder. “It really helped pick up my spirits after a rough couple of days to know that our allies might wipe us off the map in a flash of nuclear fire without even warning us.”

      Abe rolled his eyes at Dan as he began making his way toward the ex-Imperial section of the camp. Now that they had runecrafting materials, he had promises to keep with the survivors. Specifically related to ensuring they stayed survivors.

      As the sun was rising, the sounds of explosions began to reach the camp. Occasionally, one of the ex-Imperials would point out a flight of cruise missiles streaking overhead. Dan just ignored the distractions as he tried to decipher the control rune on Tessa. It wasn’t terribly complex; the actual glyphs were much larger and more crudely drawn than anything on his own body. Still, he was trying to decipher someone else’s coding without any documentation or remarks. Even with the aid of the System, it was a bit of a challenge.

      He finally figured out how the runescripting worked, just as a squadron of helicopters flew low and fast overhead. The runes were simple and deadly. They consisted of a mana reservoir that was designed to slowly empty over time which functioned as a crude timer. The reservoir could be refilled by a mage pulsing mana in a specific pattern, likely via a spell only taught to supervising elves. Once the reservoir ran out, the rune would try to draw mana directly from the user’s accumulation rune and funnel it into a purposefully flawed rune that regulated the user’s metabolism, causing them to quickly grow lethargic and die.

      In the distance, high caliber gunfire chattered to punctuate the now-constant rumble of explosions. Dan wiped sweat from his eyes as he inscribed the runes on Tessa’s rib cage that would disconnect the control mechanism from her accumulation rune. In theory, it would create a closed circuit that would safely draw the mana meant for the control rune into itself, only to return it back to Tessa’s core with minimal effect or loss. Each individual rune glowed green in his eyes as the System approved of his work. Still, there was only one way to find out if Dan knew what he was doing.

      He looked up at her, asking a question with a cock of his head. Tessa nodded in reply and Dan put his finger on the new runescripting and activated it with a fraction of his mana. For a moment, nothing happened as the newly activated scripting switched from Dan’s mana to Tessa’s spirit spheres. Both of them exhaled in relief as the control rune powered down, it’s mana pathways safely redirected to the safe dud circuit.

      Much to Dan’s embarrassment, Tessa leaned forward and hugged him, tears of wonder streaming down her face as she periodically glanced down at the now dormant rune that had ruled her life. Despite the heat creeping into Dan’s cheeks, he was proud of his work. In a way, the Imperial soldiers and the Starshield candidates were in the same boat. Thrust into a war beyond their control with their very freedom at stake.

      It might not be the same as directly speaking up against the Thoth Foundation, but it was a small step toward individual freedom in a universe that had a tendency to eliminate all but two options for the average human. Comply or perish.

      As Dan moved to work on the next Imperial, Abe walked up to him, a complex expression on his face. With a wave of his hand the soldier pulled him aside.

      “Thrush,” Abe’s voice hid some tension. “I just heard back from command. They were able to verify most of our coordinates via satellite. Between cruise missiles, close air support, and thermobaric bombs we’ve managed to more or less utterly wipe out around 75% of the Tellask bases in the jungle.”

      “It sounds like there’s a ‘but’ here,” Dan replied, stretching some of the kinks he had earned from crouching over Tessa out of his back.

      “But,” Abe smiled thinly. “The main Tellask landing site has some sort of gigantic spellshield set up. Worse, it has some annoyingly effective anti-aircraft defenses. Basically gigantic crystals with pillars built on top of them that shoot lightning or lasers at anything that comes nearby. Video game bullshit, but effective. They have a hard time tracking anything moving too fast, but they managed to chew up an F-35 squadron that slowed down enough to look for weaknesses in the shield.”

      “Shit,” Dan frowned.

      “Shit is right,” Abe agreed unhappily. “They want that landing site gone, and they want us as part of the operation. In two weeks, a joint task force of Brazilians, Americans, Canadians, French, and Indian airmobile troops will be deploying as close as we can to the landing site, and we will be assaulting it on foot.”

      “That’s not a whole lot of time, but I think we can be ready by then.” Dan ran his hand through his hair.

      “No, it is not,” Abe replied, frustration coloring his voice.

      “How are we getting there?” Dan asked. “Helicopter, or do they expect us to jump from planes? I don’t have any sort of training, but maybe with gravitational easing, I could make it work.”

      “The orders were to ‘arrange our own transportation,” Abe replied. “Apparently the invaders have been taking down about half of the helicopters we fly over the jungle. They’ve got those big flying lizards that can hide in the trees until a flight is overhead before jumping them. Right now, they aren’t planning on risking any pilots until the final push to unseat the aliens.”

      “They honestly expect us to cover about eighty or ninety miles through the fucking Amazon,” Dan blurted out. “On foot?

      “That’s the schedule.” Abe grimaced. “They want us there in a week to scout the area and clear spots for artillery teams. Whatever preparations you have planned, make them quick.”
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      The days that followed were a constant stream of runescripting. While the rest of the camp engaged in other preparations, Dan was busy consuming the resources seized from the enemy base, defusing the ex-Imperials and improving the rest of their squad. Those who didn’t have runes got basic versions of the strength, agility, and armor runes Dan was using.

      As for Jennifer, he was able to upgrade her agility rune to the next level, allowing her to overclock it similar to his own high-performance mode. In addition, he added a rune that would allow her to generate a basic magnetic field from her body. The ability would let her cling to metal surfaces as well as attract metal objects. It wouldn’t necessarily provide an immediate benefit, but it did add significant utility to her skillset without the delay of waiting for her to learn another spell.

      Dan saved the best for himself, partially because he had the most rune slots available, and partially because he knew he was the team’s heavy hitter. If he was going to be stuck tangling with any high rank elves, he was going to need every possible edge.

      With those thoughts in mind, he did his best to ignore the burn of self-inscribing as he added two new runes. The first gave him flame and heat resistance. Not enough that he could play in lava, but enough to ignore the worst of dropping a fireball on himself. The second was a temporal rune. Notoriously hard to craft and a mana hog when activated, the rune would let him speed up his cognition, allowing Dan to perceive events as if they had slowed to a lethargic crawl.

      The first rune was inspired by Merella. His eventual goal was to create a fire aura for himself. If his enemies couldn’t approach him without burning themselves, it would certainly simplify sword fighting. The second runescript was straightforward. Being able to “slow down time” for short bursts would allow him to maximize his already-improved reflexes. It might not actually make him better with his sword in a technical sense, but it would go a long way toward improving his survivability in a melee.

      Although he still had materials, Dan ran out of time. Unless he planned to ignore the upcoming military operation, they would need to head out at least two days early, especially if they wanted to make it to their staging location in time to scout the landing site. Dan checked the straps on the backpack he raided from the Imperials. It was nowhere near as good as something produced by modern technology, instead made of some sort of alien hemp analogue and leather. He could already tell that the poorly-padded shoulder straps were going to chafe, but there simply weren’t modern amenities to replace it. They hadn’t even gotten a supply drop via helicopter because UN command was too afraid that the Tellask would be able to get an idea as to where their squad was.

      Abe was already talking with some of the Imperials. The soldier was better at diplomacy than him, and he had convinced most of them to join the venture with the promise of U.S. citizenship for the survivors. Dan doubted he had the authority to make such a promise, but who knew? It might have been true. Silently, he activated his status to inspect his gains from the previous weeks.

      
        
        <USER> Status

        Rank 5

      

        

      
        Body 6(8)

        Agility 7 (9)

        Mind 8

        Perception 7

        Spirit 49

      

        

      
        Skills

        Swords 10, Brawling 5, Archery 2, Runecrafting 7, Leadership 4

      

        

      
        Affinity

        Space 12, Lightning 11, Fire 10, Gravity 6, Force 9

      

        

      
        Enhancements

        Armor Rune V, Strength Rune +2, Agility Rune +2, Thermal Resistance Rune, Temporal Dilation Rune 10:1

      

        

      
        Runes+

      

        

      
        Spells

        Shocking Fist 10, Spark Field 2, Lightning Stroke 10, Spatial Shield 8, Flame Jet 4, Gravitational Easing 6, Fireball 11, Force Bubble 8, Spellshield 6, Forcebolt 3

      

      

      He was almost ready to reach Rank 6. In addition to his modest increases in runecrafting, his recent focus on force magic had paid off. Forcebolt finally packed enough punch to do appreciably more damage and his spellshields had become noticeably more resilient. Still not enough to make him feel comfortable going toe to toe with an archmage, but he was steadily gaining strength.

      Without much ado, they began their hike around 10:00 a.m. After torturing Merella, most of the Imperials avoided him, although Tessa would occasionally greet him with a pleasantry. After reconnecting with him, Sam was trying to work on her relationship with Ellie. As far as Dan could tell, it wasn’t going terribly well. The much younger woman seemed to be scared of everything and uniquely unsuited to their mission.

      Really, Dan was fine with walking on his own. After the last couple weeks of constant activity, a couple hours to himself to collect his thoughts were more than welcome. Ironically, before the Tellask had come and the world had gone to hell, hiking on his own had always been Dan’s escape. Even when he went with friends, it was usually only a matter of time before uncomfortable small talk lapsed into blessed silence.

      Of course, things weren’t completely still or silent. Awakening the mana of some animals in the Amazon had started what appeared to be an unstoppable chain reaction. New animals born near awakened animals had their mana activated as well. Even eating mana-infused vegetation or prey could unlock an animal’s mana.

      Dan didn’t have any idea how many creatures the Tellask had brought with them or intentionally awakened, but as they approached the landing site, the jungle changed noticeably. Trees were bigger, and there were at least a couple of new varieties that Dan swore he saw move. The foliage in the undergrowth was more prone to be covered in barbed thorns. On one occasion, the group took a long detour to avoid a series of vines emitting a dark miasma, the ground beneath them littered with sparkling white bones, picked clean of any flesh or mana.

      After the first day, Jennifer became bored and began walking with Dan. They really didn’t have that much in common, but she didn’t let that stop her. She chatted with him about her streaming career and exploits for hours on end. At first he didn’t really care, but she was an engaging story-teller, and before long, he found himself interested. Not really in the games themselves, but in the drama between members of top guilds. As each new game would come out, the elite VRMMORPG players would migrate to the new game and try to become the first to master the meta. It led to rivalries and petty grievances straight out of daytime soap operas.

      It turned out that the division in the Starshield candidates could be traced back to their general guild affiliations. Years of pvp and stealing loot led to enough bad blood and name-calling that getting the groups to work together was about as effective as herding cats. Yet another incidence of Henry acting rather than planning.

      Dan opened up to Jennifer as well. She learned about his overbearing mother, the brief period in college where he had some decent friends before he lost touch with them while dating. The eventual issues with his ex, and how Sam was really the only stable friend he had after his life fell into a rut. Despite how mundane the subjects were compared to the coming battles, Jennifer seemed interested in sharing stories with him. Dan welcomed the distraction as he tried to avoid thinking too much about the coming conflicts.

      Then, as they set up camp just before dark on the second day, Abe walked up to him, his usual jocularity missing from his face.

      “Thrush.” He nodded at Dan while he tried poorly to assemble a heavy canvas Imperial tent. “I just wanted to talk to you about the plan for tomorrow.”

      “We’re mapping the area, right?” Dan asked, frustration on his face as he stared at a set of unwieldy tent poles. “Looking for Imperial sentries and avoiding them while searching for spots to place artillery for the upcoming attack. Did I miss something?”

      “Well,” Abe chuckled slightly. “That’s more or less the gist of it, although what you’ve said is more of an explanation than a plan. We also need to look for avenues of attack. Holes in the enemy defenses. If they have towers that can shoot down an F-35, I’m sure they have something magical that can do a number on ground troops. Command would prefer to know about any nasty surprises ahead of time.”

      “That makes sense.” Dan frowned. “Is that the reason you’re approaching me? You want me out there triggering the nasty surprises ahead of time?”

      “You got me.” Abe rubbed the back of his head a bit bashfully. “Look, the ex-Imperials can handle scouting out the sentry positions. Even if they’re spotted, they look enough like the enemy that they’ll probably get mistaken for a patrol. William, Rose, and I will be looking for the artillery positions. No offense, but no one but us even knows the first thing about what to look for.”

      “High ground?” Dan interjected hopefully.

      “Fine.” Abe rolled his eyes. “No one but us knows the second thing about how to station artillery. That leaves us with figuring out a plan of attack and scoping out their defenses. Honestly? The only people that can keep up with elves and fight silently at their level are you and Jennifer. Maybe my team could do it, but we both know you’re more powerful."

      Dan chewed his lip for a second, deep in thought. Ultimately, he couldn’t disagree. The landing site was almost certainly littered with powerful magical weapons. Without an attack plan, or even some basic intelligence such as the layout of the base, attacking blind would probably be a death trap. Worse, the only five people that could do it were him, Jennifer, Abe, Rose, and Will. No one else could fight well enough to silently take down any of the guards they would run into.

      “I’ll ask Jennifer,” he sighed. “Give us a map or something, and we’ll head out before dawn and see what we can do.”
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      Dan crouched in the underbrush as a patrol marched by. Jennifer had been the first to spot them, a trio of humans and something that resembled a wolfman. He vaguely remembered from his initial studies that they were known as Lythals. Faster, stronger, and significantly more resilient than humans, their only real weakness was that most Lythal didn’t have the ability to use mana.

      An Imperial soldier would almost certainly have their mana awakened, but given the Lythals’ inherent abilities, it wasn’t a given or necessity. Many of them could fight on par with a class-tattooed human soldier even without magic.

      This was the first Lythal Dan had seen since the initial invasion. He wasn’t entirely sure what to think of that. It likely meant that they were getting closer to the enemy base, but at the same time it spoke to how serious the Tellask were taking their invasion. If the death bloom, Kerrn and war lizards weren’t enough, the rarity of Lythal in the Tellask army spoke to their plans. The initial invasion might have been one isolated unit seeking glory, but the amount of material displayed to date looked like an all-out invasion to Dan.

      The creature stopped just downwind from him and sniffed the air. Dan frowned and tensed himself, prepared to knock it down with a Forcebolt so Jennifer could finish it off if necessary.

      It wouldn’t be ideal. The goal was to scout out the enemy base without being caught. Hopefully the Tellask wouldn’t figure out that they were nearby before the rest of the coalition force was in position. Dan wasn’t terribly excited by the prospect of playing hide and seek in the jungle from a numerically superior magical army.

      Jennifer put a hand on his shoulder, shaking her head silently. He pursed his lips and returned his focus to the Lythal. A second later, it made a chuffing sound and continued its patrol. Dan relaxed slightly. That had been close. It also meant they had to be more careful.

      Straining his memory back to his pre-Twilight training, he recalled that Lythals came in two sub-breeds. One resembled wolfmen and one looked like bipedal panthers. The wolfmen were known for their sense of smell and brutality in combat, while the panthers were rumored to have incredible low-light vision and stealth.

      Great. Dan wrinkled his brow. That meant being prepared for potential super senses and ambushes.

      After the patrol had passed, Dan let out a pent up breath and turned to Jennifer. She was frowning slightly, staring in the direction where the Imperials had disappeared. He elbowed her to get her attention.

      “This sure would be easier if we had a team of cannibalistic teddy bears to help us out,” he whispered, a slight smile on his face despite the circumstances.

      “This is a stealth mission.” She rolled her eyes. “I don't think throwing rocks at armored enemies for no reason counts as stealthy.”

      “Hey,” he whispered back, “at the very least, they could help us find a back entrance. I’m still not sure why you would build one of those on an armored bunker. It kinda defeats the purpose of having all of those fortifications if you just purposefully build a weak spot into them.”

      “I thought they did that to set a trap for the scrappy underdogs.” sShe cocked her head to the side before scowling. “Shit, I think we’re jinxing ourselves here. I don’t like the idea of tempting fate any further by discussing how easy it is to set traps for scrappy underdogs. It just doesn’t seem like good form at the moment.”

      “I don’t know if we’re the scrappy side, given the size of the army coming in.” Dan chuckled back, shifting his weight so he could begin moving now that the patrol was gone.

      “It’s the principle of the matter.” She held back a giggle, trying to keep her face stern. “It just isn’t good luck for us to talk about getting caught while we’re doing a stealth mission. If we were in a movie, this would be the exact moment when one of us would set off some sort of hidden alarm or trap.”

      A stick cracked nearby. Both of them froze as the Lythal padded back toward them, sniffing the wind hesitantly. Dan glared at Jennifer accusingly as she quietly clapped a hand over her mouth.

      The Lythal stealthily looked back and forth before jumping onto the side of a nearby tree. Its needle-like claws dug easily into the bark, tearing divots out of the wood as the creature scampered into the canopy. Dan glanced over at Jennifer with a quirked eyebrow. She shrugged.

      Neither of them moved, and about a minute later, the Lythal jumped down from the tree, its mouth damp and matted. It held a fist-sized egg in its left hand. Once more, it furtively looked back and forth before quickly punching a hole in the top of the egg with its claws and drinking the yolk with gusto.

      It discarded the empty shell and jogged off back in the direction it came. After waiting for a good ten seconds, Dan stood up and walked over to the egg shell. It didn’t come from any bird he knew. For one, it was too large to be anything but an ostrich or a condor, but more than that, he could sense a hint of wind mana coming from it. He picked the shell up and inspected it more closely.

      “What the hell was that?” Jennifer asked from just behind him, looking over his shoulder at the mostly empty egg.

      “The Imperial soldier was a Lythal.” Dan shrugged. “If I had to say, I think it smelled the bird’s nest and came back for it. I don’t know if that says something about the Imperials’ discipline or if this is something considered generally acceptable in their armed forces. I can say that it scared the absolute hell out of me.”

      “I would apologize about that,” Jennifer answered, “but it was you who kept going and jinxed us. Nothing would have happened if you had just shut up about us getting caught. I stand by that.”

      “Sure.” Dan rolled his eyes at her, dropping the egg shell and wiping the yolk from his fingers onto the fabric of his pants. “Enough dawdling. With the rate they’re sending patrols to this area, we’ll be caught by the next one if we don’t take advantage of this window to slip closer.”

      “Fair enough,” Jennifer replied, walking through the jungle toward the Imperial landing site. “What’s the plan, anyway? Just try to spot what we can and describe it all for Abe via walkie talkie?”

      “That’s part of it.” Dan followed, shouldering aside the branches to follow her down the narrow game path. “I would like to see if we can access one of the defense towers. The elf that kidnapped me on Twilight mentioned that massive spellshields like the one protecting the Tellask landing sight are usually calibrated to only stop major spells or siege weaponry while in standby mode. Apparently they just burn through mana at an unsustainable rate if they’re set to fry every bird and stray dog that happens by.

      “We should be able to just waltz through without any problems.” Dan wove his way past a copse of giant trees as he finished speaking. “Theoretically, we could sabotage their defense network, or at a very minimum, get some idea as to how it works. Either way, it would save a whole lot of lives.”

      “Sounds like a great way for us to get annihilated by a gout of lava or something when an elf catches us.” Jennifer didn’t even turn her head to speak to Dan as she continued pushing her way through the jungle. “Count me in.”

      The next couple of hours were both harrowing and boring. Every time the pair moved, Dan felt like there were a million eyes on him from every corner of the jungle waiting to report his movements to the Tellask and spring some sort of horrible trap on him. Whenever Jennifer heard a patrol, or they just felt like one was due, they would quickly find some foliage to hide in. Finally, they ran into signs of logging: trees felled by the Tellask to thin out the forest, serving the twofold purpose of letting them spot oncoming attacks and providing them with construction material.

      As they reached the edge of the forest, Dan whistled softly. The Tellask had been busy. The landing site was easily the size of a small city. Its fifteen-foot-high walls were made of a native rock that rose from the jungle soil with a seamless ease that spoke of magic rather than a quarry. Surrounding the wall, approximately fifty to sixty yards from it, stood eight towers. Four were in each of the cardinal directions, while the other, smaller, four were placed slightly further out, equidistant from the larger interior towers.

      Each tower had a large crystal at its base with runescripting running up their metal walls. At the top, another crystal stood, open to air and practically glowing with mana. Dan sighed as he recognized the larger crystals. Mana forges. Whatever the towers did, they were powered by full-blown mana forges.

      Even the Viceroy’s Pride, the void ship captured by the United States army during first contact, only had three mana forges. Whatever the towers could do, they had a borderline unlimited supply of mana at their disposal. Unless they could figure out some way to circumvent or disable the towers, Dan suspected that they would be able to make easy work of any heavy equipment that came into their range.

      Even the crystals at the top of the towers worried him. They looked suspiciously like attunement stones, except for the part where they were almost the size of a child. The amount of mana they could convert and channel left little doubt in his mind that an attack on the landing site required the towers to be disabled first.

      “We’re fucked, aren’t we?” Jennifer stared at the nearest tower. “To be clear, I mean the entire attacking army. I don’t know exactly what that thing can do, but I remember how much damage the imperial soldiers on those giant lizards of theirs managed to dish out. I’d bet anything that those towers can open a tank like a can opener.”

      “Honestly?” Dan replied, eyeing the tower. “I don’t think these are coming down from a land attack unless we’re willing to lose thousands of soldiers, human wave style. Maybe if we can take one or two down from the air, the army can slip some troops through, but there’s no promise that the elves don’t have anti-air defenses. Hell, Abe already told us that we don’t have air superiority.”

      “Fuck,” he cursed bleakly before turning back to Jennifer. “The only other option is sabotaging them. The military isn’t going to be able to send another team in time, so it’s up to us. It’s either that or radio in what we’ve observed and hope they call off the attack.”

      Jennifer just snorted, rolling her eyes.

      “They’re going to attack no matter what we say, aren’t they?” Dan asked rhetorically.

      “Yep.” She scanned the landing site wall, looking for some sort of weakness. “Doesn’t look like there’s any back door or helpful fuzzy creatures to help us sneak in either.”

      “We have to take at least a couple of the towers down,” Dan said bleakly. “At least enough that the army can approach the wall without getting ripped apart by whatever defenses those towers have. Once they’re inside the barrier, they’ll have a chance. We just need to get them there.”

      “This seems like a tremendously stupid idea,” Jennifer grumbled as she stripped off her excess gear. “I still think that we let the army guys try this. Infiltration and destruction seems like their sort of thing. Fighting elves seems more like ours.”

      “The only way the towers are coming down is with high explosives or by someone sabotaging their runescripting.” A mirthless smile flitted across Dan’s face. “They’d have to bring me anyway or lose hundreds of people running a satchel charge up to it. Plus, how do we know that those things don’t have an elf in them for us to fight? It still could be a combat mission for us, after all.”

      Jennifer crossed her arms. “Oh, goody. Fighting an elf behind enemy lines without backup. You’re right, that sounds amaaazing.”

      They hid for another hour or so at the edge of the forest, watching the Imperial patrols and memorizing their patterns. Finally, when they thought they had a good idea that the area would be clear of Imperials, Dan and Jennifer sprinted quietly across the clearing, hoping that no one was looking in their direction.

      Dan spent most of the run cycling mana through his runes and cursing himself slightly for not developing a concealment affinity. Either darkness or light would have let him hide himself and Jennifer. Instead, all they could do was hope that their luck held and that no one looked in their direction as they scurried across the clearing.

      As far as he could tell, their luck held. No shouts or magical alarms heralded their arrival, just the wind rustling through the jungle. Jennifer quickly took up watch as Dan inspected the runes running up and down the metal surface of the tower.

      Most of them were designed to accumulate, manage, and channel mana from the forge as it flowed through the runescripting up toward the attunement stone. He traced his fingers over the humming gold engravings, lips moving soundlessly as he wracked his memory of the days he spent studying under Daeson.

      A minute or two later, Dan had a pretty good idea as to how the scripting worked. Once again, he silently thanked the years he spent getting his electrical engineering degree. It might not help him actually read the runes, but the logic behind how the sigils connected to each other was remarkably similar to the logic gates he’d studied in his chip design classes.

      The runes within reach of Dan would gather a small amount of mana about once a minute and pulse it up the tower where, presumably, it was used to power other enchantments. As far as he could tell, this periodic burst of mana had two purposes. Firstly, it powered the standby enchantments in order to ensure that the building’s defenses were ready to spring into action at a moment's notice.

      The second reason for the trickle of mana was more troubling. The mana pathways that he’d examined could process an insane amount of energy. More than enough to level a building, let alone a tank. The pulse served as an error checker. If anything went wrong with the enchantments, they would fizzle and deactivate with only a modest amount of energy in them, rather than a massive cascade that would tear the tower in two.

      Unfortunately, most acts of sabotage would simply disable the tower for an hour or so until a runecrafter could be dispatched to repair it, at which point they would almost certainly notice his tampering.

      He frowned, pondering his dilemma for a moment. Dan would need to figure out the exact amplitude of the mana pulled from the forge in order to alter the runes without triggering any failsafes.

      His hand ran over the warm metal of the tower once more, tingling as his fingertips brushed the runes. Dan leaned close, eyes fixed on the glimmering gold carvings. Silently, he counted seconds between the bursts of magic running through them, nodding to himself as he prepared his calculations.

      Finally satisfied, Dan drew his sword, using its enchanted edge to begin delicately altering the runes, pausing just before each throb of mana. He wasn’t entirely sure what would happen if he let mana flow through an incomplete rune, but Dan suspected he didn’t want to have his face near the enchantment if he were to find out.

      Five minutes later, he stared at the hastily-altered runescript, smiling at the yellow glow of the new runes in the System’s troubleshooting vision. It was strange to purposefully mis-inscribe a rune, but now this section of the tower would only be able to process slightly more mana than the station-keeping pulse. If the Tellask needed a large chunk more mana, such as for an advanced spell or to fire the tower, it would lead to catastrophic failure, the kind that would transform the entire structure into a mushroom cloud.

      Dan turned to Jennifer and signalled to her that he was done, but instead of leaving, she held up her hand. Dan frowned at her and opened his mouth to ask a question, only for her to quickly bring her index finger to his lips, shushing him. He followed her gaze. Only about twenty paces away, coming around a corner of the tower, a Lythal sniffed the air expectantly.

      In sudden realization, Dan glanced down at the smear of dried yolk on his thigh before he looked back up and made eye contact with Jennifer and shrugged apologetically.
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      Before the Lythal could spot them, or more likely, smell them, Dan downed it with a Forcebolt. He still didn’t have enough control over the magic to shape the ball of force magic he fired at the wolfman into a point, but it wasn’t the most essential when the mana itself hit like a supercharged baseball bat to the back of the alien’s head. Soundlessly, the Lythal staggered forward a step before collapsing to its hands and knees.

      Jennifer darted forward, plunging an invisible blade through the creature’s throat, severing its windpipe and spine in one swift blow before it could speak or make any real noise. She stepped away from the body and glanced back toward Dan with a frown. A second later, a modest amount of mana washed over both of them. Not quite enough for him to rank up, but enough that Dan felt it.

      He stepped over to the corpse. The Lythal was wearing what passed for an Imperial uniform, shorts with a series of combat medals pinned to its fur. This close, Dan could confirm through the distressingly tight shorts that the Lythal was male.

      “Do you think they’re going to miss him?” Jennifer asked, staring at the body.

      “Probably,” Dan replied, his brow furrowed. “If he had a tendency to wander off, we might have a little bit of time, but at some point, there is going to be a roll call, and his superiors are going to figure out that he’s missing. The real question is whether we’ll be able to blame his death on local wildlife, or if his officers will be able to figure out that there are scouts in the area.”

      Jennifer turned back to him. “What do you think? You’re our resident Tellask expert. Do we have any idea what they will do?”

      “I’m pretty useless on this point,” Dan grumbled. “I’ve run into precisely one more Tellask military unit than you, and that was at first contact. Unfortunately, elven combat leadership seems to boil down to ‘do what the most powerful spellcaster within range says.’ Apparently, no elf wants to listen to the orders of someone outside of their house, and that’s stopped them from having any sort of written or standardized procedures. That’s a good thing for humanity in general. They don’t have any sort of standard operating procedures, and it can lead to confusion and ill-thought-out orders in the heat of the moment.”

      Dan shrugged helplessly. “Of course, confusion cuts both ways. If the Tellask don’t know what they’re going to do from one minute to the next, there’s no way in hell I’m going to be able to predict their responses.”

      “I vote that we not risk it, then.” Jennifer pursed her lips. “The soonest they’ll probably notice him missing is by the end of the day. Let’s make ourselves scarce before then. I’d prefer to avoid capture and torture if it’s a possibility.”

      “That makes sense to me,” Dan agreed. “I say we hide his body and try to sabotage the two towers on either side of this one. Given the patrols, I don’t think we’re going to get close enough to the landing site to make a proper report, but if we can clear a route in it will save a lot of lives.”

      Jennifer shook her head. “I don’t know, Dan. We only have a couple of hours until nightfall, and two towers might be pushing it a little. I think we can do one, but I really think that we should just play it safe here.”

      “I’m not sure how much good just one tower does us though,” Dan replied, glancing up at the crystal topping the nearby tower. “If these things can take down planes, they have plenty of range. The only way we’re going to be able to clear an avenue of attack is if the actual curvature of the enemy base itself interferes with them. Right now, even when this tower goes down, the two next to it will be able to attack anything we send in this direction. I’m sure the army will appreciate not having to directly charge a defensive emplacement, but if I were them, I’d be less than thrilled about weathering crossfire. If we don’t take down both towers, we’re going to lose a lot of men when the attack comes.”

      Jennifer was silent for a handful of seconds as she alternated her gaze between the dead Lythal and the nearby towers. Eventually, she sighed. “You’re the boss, Dan. I still think that going for two towers is incredibly risky, but you might be right. It might just be a risk we have to take to get these pointy eared bastards off of our planet.”

      Time passed at a crawl as they waited for the next patrol to pass them by before running the dead Lythal’s body back to the treeline. Then, they waited again for another opening before dashing to the second tower. Again, nothing spotted them. Dan didn’t know if it was luck on their part or arrogance and overreliance on the patrols on the part of the Tellask, but he didn’t question it as he repeated his alterations on the mana transference runes of this tower.

      The sun was beginning to set as they ran toward the last tower. Maybe it was the golden red light coming from the West, but Dan rushed the final raid. He barely waited for the patrol to leave before Jennifer and him left the treeline, and he immediately began work on the runescript before Jennifer fully scouted the perimeter.

      In the end, they didn’t even have to wait for someone to notice that the Lythal was missing. Instead, as Dan was altering the runes, a human Imperial walked around the side of the tower and undid the clasp on his pants before fishing out his member and peeing against the side of the building. Dan stared at him blankly for a moment, his sword still crackling purple and an inch deep in the wall. Jennifer was on the other side of the tower, securing the area. He would need to handle this alone.

      “This planet sure is a miserable one,” the man said with a grunt, not even looking over at Dan. “Hotter than hell, and the water gives you worse shits than week-old meat.”

      “Yeah,” Dan replied blankly, unsure how to respond.

      “Locals are too well-armed for my taste.” The man leaned forward, resting his left arm against the side of the tower while his right remained in his pants. “The elves said that they don’t have magic, but those war machines and battle wands are something else. Luckily, they stopped throwing us into the thick of it after the first couple of attacks.”

      The man sighed with appreciation as a stream of liquid began splattering against the side of the tower.

      “Maybe the elves have spellshields that can hold up against the battle wands,” he complained, eyes on his target. “But it’s not like they would share that sort of thing with us. A bunch of the guys are talking about swapping out their armor for pavises. The enchantments in the armor don’t do shit against the battle wands. The shields are heavy and awkward as hell, but at least they’ll hold up against that shit the enemy infantry is using.

      “Shame that they have us using the Kerrn,” the man finished and began lacing up his trousers. “Infesting a planet with the bastards always decreases its value, and our portion of the purse for seizing this place is going to take a big hit. I get it, though. I’d rather have the little scale rats charge those battle wands than someone I care about.”

      “What unit are you with, anyway?” The man finally turned and looked at Dan. At no point had Dan moved, sword still in the tower as he stared at the oblivious enemy soldier in shock.

      The expression of surprise on the Tellask guard’s face changed all of that.

      Dan hit him with a Lightning Stroke, paralyzing the man just long enough for him to close the distance between the two of them and decapitate the man. Frantically, he tried to finish the inscription. This time, the soldier was on duty. There was no doubt in Dan’s mind that he would be missed when he didn’t report back from his bathroom break in the next couple of minutes.

      Sure enough, just after he finished altering the tower’s external runes and sheathed his blade, Dan heard a pair of voices approaching. Silently, he cursed Jennifer. She was watching the other side of the tower for patrols, but he could really use her help at the moment.

      “I know Theord said he had to piss, but this is ridiculous.”

      Dan drew his sword, a slight frown wrinkling his face. The man was speaking accented Tellask, just like the previous guard.

      “He’s probably just trying to avoid extra duty,” another male voice replied. “He got assigned to clean up the staircase and spellshield emitters. That’s sweaty and messy work, especially in this heat. I get trying to avoid it, but the sergeant is just going to take it out on him if he’s caught dawdling.”

      Then the men rounded the wall of the tower. One was a red-headed giant, almost six five and covered in muscle. The other was an inch shorter than Dan with close-cropped blonde hair. Dan’s sword almost cut the larger man in half, giving him no chance to draw his own blade. Unfortunately, the smaller man had good reflexes. In a second, he was sprinting away from Dan.

      “Alert!” The panicked blonde screamed. “A native got Erick! I need help right now!”

      Before Dan could make up his mind whether to pursue the man, Jennifer sprinted toward him, her enchantments allowing her to quickly cover the ground between her and the running Imperial. Whatever his class was, it wasn’t speed related. The man managed to scream for help only one more time before a pair of invisible force blades exited his chest as Jennifer slammed both of her hands into his upper back. The man collapsed with a wet gurgle as Jennifer shuddered briefly from the mana.

      Then, a bell started ringing. Dan ran up to Jennifer and grabbed her by the wrist, dragging her toward the jungle. A foot-long metal crossbow bolt buried itself in the dirt next to him. With a quick glance toward the tower, Dan spotted the head of another oversized crossbow bolt peeking out of an arrow slit. He activated Spatial Shield and pushed Jennifer in front of him.

      Dan could practically feel the large bolt as his defensive magic deflected it just enough to miss him. A fraction of a second later, the chunk of metal and wood flared with power as it discharged a spell of some sort into the jungle floor. Evidently, the large crossbow bolts could be charged with spellshards, a useful, if distressing piece of information.

      Seconds later, the near miss from a spell that generated a fist-sized ball of acid woke Jennifer up enough to start running on her own. Dan let out a hurried sigh of relief. He might be stronger than usual thanks to his runes, but dragging Jennifer in a half-conscious mana haze under fire wasn’t a great plan for success. Together, they ran in a serpentine zig-zag as they tried to cross the distance to the tree line. It was only five hundred paces, but with ensorcelled crossbow bolts and magical globs of acid striking the ground around them, it felt like a mile.

      The entire time, the bell kept clanging. Even if they made it to the edge of the forest, Dan didn’t think that the Tellask were going to just let this go. Unless they could be sure that they lost their pursuit, Jennifer and him couldn’t return to the rest of the camp. If they did, they might lead an enemy strike team to the rest of the squad and endanger the entire mission.

      Dan hit the edge of the jungle, but he kept running. From their approach to the enemy camp, he knew that there would be enemy patrols for at least the next couple of miles. Once again, he was silently thankful for his runescripting and intense cardio training. Just three years ago the idea of running four to five miles straight would have been an impossibility, let alone through a jungle while laden with gear.

      Finally, they slowed down. Jennifer was sweating and breathing heavily, but Dan was practically wheezing. Resentfully, he stared at her lighter armor as he shifted slightly, wincing at the chafing left by his chainmail through the padded undershirt. Dan pulled out the walkie talkie and pressed the send button.

      “Abe, this is Dan,” he said, hoping Abe could understand him despite his borderline asthmatic wheezing. “I need to make an immediate report, over.”

      After ten seconds, he repeated himself, frowning slightly at the delay. Then the walkie talkie hissed.

      “Dan,” Rose’s voice came through. “Abe isn’t nearby at the moment. What do you have to report, over?”

      “We’ve been spotted and are being pursued.” His voice cracked slightly. “That said, we got close enough to see their outer defenses. The landing site is ringed with towers hooked up to mana forges. Long story short, each one of them is going to be able to put out more mana than an archmage. It looks like those are what took down the planes, and I don’t think that armored vehicles are going to fare that much better. The towers appear to be guarded by archers armed with enchanted crossbows and a number of spellcasters carrying spellshards. I’ve managed to sabotage three of them. When they try to channel enough mana to open fire, they should explode.

      “If you approach from the Southeast, you should be fine.” Dan paused for another breath. “Unless you have vehicles that are laser or magma proof, I would not suggest attacking from any other direction. I wouldn’t be surprised if there are more of the railguns from the first night. The landing site itself has a large wall around it, so you’re going to need something that can punch through that. We weren’t able to get close enough to see what’s behind it, over.”

      “Noted,” Rose’s voice came back after a couple seconds of silence. “You said that you are being pursued. Do you think you’ll be able to shake your pursuit and rejoin us, over?”

      From the direction of the landing site, a wolf howled. Seconds later, a series of other voices joined it. Dan shivered.

      “Negative,” he replied, sighing. “They have scent trackers, and I don’t know how good they are. We’re going to try to make ourselves scarce. Once you have more details on the attack, let us know and we’ll be there. Until then, Jennifer and I will focus on surviving, over.”

      “Good luck, Thrush.” Rose’s voice had a hint of emotion in it. “I know you didn’t need to help us. Stay alive out there, over.”

      The walkie talkie went silent.

      “Told you we should have stuck to just two.” Jennifer smirked at him.

      Dan rolled his eyes back at her and took a few steps into the jungle as the sun finally set, dropping them into darkness.
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      Dan frowned as the war lizard crashed through the jungle, Imperial soldiers fanning out to either side of it looking through the undergrowth for him and Jennifer. Despite the gravity of the situation, he couldn’t help but think that they needed a better term for the gigantic quadruped lizards covered in spellshields and magical weapons. Technically, “war lizard” was accurate, but the simple and straightforward name seemed a bit anticlimactic in the face of five-plus tons of magically-combat-optimized dinosaur.

      It had been two days since their raid on the landing site, and the Tellask response had initially overwhelmed Dan. Either the Tellask had a lot more troops on Earth that they could spare hundreds of them to look for him and Jennifer, or their scouting mission had kicked up more of a hornet’s nest than anticipated. Regardless, he certainly didn’t expect four war lizards with about 75 Imperial soldiers accompanying each one. Worse, both Jennifer and Dan had seen signs of elves active in the area.

      The first night, they traveled about as far as they could, hopefully outpacing their pursuers. The morning of the second day, Dan had an idea. He remembered stories about how early canoes were made from burned and dug-out tree trunks. Between the two of them, he and Jennifer were able to find a kapok tree over 200 feet high. More importantly, it had a trunk that was just under ten feet in diameter.

      With the help of Gravitational Easing and his sword, Dan cut a small hole about a hundred feet up the sheer trunk. Then, he used Flame Jet to burn into the core of the tree before blowing the ashes and charred wood back out with Forcebolt. While he worked, Jennifer dug a pit and hid the charred chunks of the kapok tree between carving wooden pitons to be used as handholds.

      Thanks to his magic, the project that should have taken an entire day was done in just under four hours. He was sure his actions killed the tree and that he had committed some sort of great sin against conservation. Now, he and Jennifer were trapped in tight quarters far above the jungle floor. They had wedged the bark back on the tree, and with the size of the sword holes they used to climb the tree, barely wider than the thin, enchanted blade itself, absent a close inspection, no one was going to find them.

      “Go fish,” Jennifer whispered, interrupting his train of thought. Dan wasn’t entirely sure why she had brought the cards, but they had been a godsend.

      “How long do you think they’re going to keep at it?” He asked as he reached for his card.

      “Do you have any threes?” Dan shook his head as she responded. “If I were them, I would’ve given up a day ago. Maybe those wolfmen of theirs have our scent and can tell we’re still somewhere in the area. Otherwise, they’ve given us too much time. We could be anywhere within like fifty miles at this point.”

      “Do you have any jacks?” Dan inquired, shifting the cards in his hand. “I know, it just seems strange for them to still be searching our area. I think they have some idea where we are, and I don’t really like it.”

      Jennifer shrugged as she handed him a pair of Jacks. “I can’t say I’m super thrilled. All they should know is that we killed a couple of people on patrol. I don’t have any idea how many of those giant dinosaurs they have, but this has to be a fairly substantial expenditure of material just to track us down.”

      “Got any sevens?” Dan placed her jacks next to his in his hand. “I suppose we should be flattered. Apparently the Tellask seem to think that we’re fairly important. I guess this is just one more area where we’re helping out the war effort. The more Imperials they have out here sniffing around our tree, the less they will have for guarding the perimeter.”

      “Go fish,” Jennifer replied. “What about fives? I’ll be sure to remind you of how helpful we’re being if we get caught. I’m all for helping out the army, but you’re a little bit of a bleeding heart, you know. Caution might not get you a medal, but it will greatly increase your chances of returning home alive.”

      Dan handed her a five. “Believe me, if I thought we could slip out, I would be all for it. As much as I like playing go fish with you, I’d much rather not be hunted like some sort of animal.”

      “We could always switch back to gin rummy.” Jennifer chuckled as the entire tree shook from a war lizard brushing against it.

      “Or, we could pick a game that you aren’t a quasi-professional in.” Dan rolled his eyes. From somewhere beneath them, he heard Imperials shouting. “I don’t even see why you want to play rummy. You beat me what, five times in a row before you admitted that you used to play rummy for money.”

      “Hey!” Her smile was dazzling in the darkness. “There weren’t any stakes. You didn’t lose anything but your dignity and time.”

      Mana flashed outside the tree. There was a rumble as a spell detonated nearby. Ice mana radiated off as the tree rocked and shook from icicles pelting into it. Dan glanced at Jennifer. A second later, mana flashed again, and another ice spell burst further away to their right.

      “They definitely know we’re somewhere around here.” Dan sighed as he set down his cards. “The imperials don’t know exactly where we are, but they’ve narrowed it down enough to shoot up into the canopy.”

      “They might be bluffing.” Jennifer shrugged as she rapped her cards on the floor of their chamber, compressing them into a cube. “Just firing randomly into the air in an attempt to smoke us out.”

      Another spell detonated further away. Below them, more voices shouted as the war lizard pushed further into the jungle. They sat in silence for a minute, and soon the voices receded as well.

      “I think they’re just trying to scare us into running for it.” Dan frowned slightly. “Even if they’ve figured out we’re hiding in the canopy, I don’t think they’ve realized that we have almost a foot of wood between us and the outside world. Still, I don’t know how long this will last, and I’m not sure how keen I am on playing The Hunt for Red October up here while they detonate depth charges as fast as their mana can recharge.”

      “How keen are you on running from a dinosaur?” She sighed and leaned back up against the wall of the tree. “We aren’t really full of great answers here. Until the coalition forces actually attack and take some heat off of us, we’re outnumbered, and we don’t really have anywhere to go.”

      Dan crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Still, if they keep this up, they’re going to get us eventually. It’s only a matter of time before we run out of food. Or worse, they switch to fire spells. Then we’re fucked.”

      “Dan,” Jennifer’s voice was firm, losing most of its previous mirth. “I trusted your judgement before when we tried for the third tower. It didn’t work out. That happens sometimes; I get it. Right now, they know we’re nearby, but they don’t have any idea where.

      “The jungle is a huge place, and they won’t find us on their own,” Jennifer continued, eyes locked onto Dan’s. “They’re trying to scare us. If they were going to use fire spells, they already would’ve. I don’t know if they don’t want to burn this chunk of the forest down, or if there’s some reason they can’t use them, but if it were going to happen, it already would have happened.”

      “But what if-,” Dan tried to respond.

      “Blanketing us with area of effect spells isn’t something you do if you know where someone is,” she interrupted. “They want us to run so they can chase us. Right now, we’re one tree in the middle of a forest. If we run, they’re everywhere. They’ll spot us before long, then it’s just a matter of endurance. We might be able to outrun them for a while, but we’re dealing with an entire army. It isn’t a winning proposition.”

      “I just don’t like waiting,” Dan griped. “I’m going stir crazy up here. With the number of patrols down there, neither of us are going to be able to get out and use the bathroom or hunt.”

      “There are plenty of cupped leaves nearby,” she smiled a bit grimly. “They’re going to refill with water every time it rains. The good part of being in a rainforest is that it’s going to rain pretty frequently. As for food? Well, we have plenty of protein bars.”

      “I guess,” Dan grumbled, motioning around their tiny hollowed-out section of the tree. “I think the two of us differ on the definition of ‘plenty’ with regard to the protein bars, and I still don’t see how we’re going to resolve the bathroom situation.”

      “The good news is that a steady diet of power bars will probably put that question off for a day or so.” Jennifer chuckled darkly. Dan winced. She was right; the dry and dense protein bars had plugged both of them up fairly badly. “The bad news is that I don’t think there’s a real solution to that. The System will prevent us from getting dysentery, but I don’t anticipate living in our own filth to be fun or pleasant.”

      “Shit.” Dan frowned.

      “Literally.” Jennifer nodded.

      Dan picked his cards back up. “I thought we were supposed to be the heroes of this story. This is far from the glamorous lifestyle I expected when I signed up to be a magical superhero saving damsels in distress from the ravening elven hordes.”

      “God,” Jennifer laughed quietly. “I know. I’m not exactly sure what I expected when Ibis borderline kidnapped us, but getting stuck in a smelly hole with you wasn’t exactly near the top of the list. No offense.”

      “None taken.” Dan grimaced. “I’ve got to agree, festering in the jungle heat and humidity in a tiny recess along with our own waste seems absolutely miserable to me. Do we even know how long we’ll have to wait before the coalition is ready to attack?”

      “I haven’t heard anything.” Jennifer shrugged. "It could be in two days, it could be a week. All there is to do is wait.”

      “Or make an ill-advised run for the hills,” Dan smiled at her. “We could always panic and make dumb, hasty decisions.”

      “Thank you for listening.” Jennifer brushed some of the hair out of her face. “I know that trust has been hard to come by for you for a while now. I’m not going to pretend that I’m a saint or anything like that, but I’m not looking to screw you over, Dan. I’m just like you, in over my head and trying to make sense of this gigantic stream of bullshit while I try to make it out of here alive.”

      “What about when we play gin rummy?” Dan quirked an eyebrow at her. “Does your exhortation on trust apply there as well?”

      “That’s different,” she replied with a laugh. “Rummy is serious business. If you want to beat me at rummy, appealing to my better nature isn’t going to get you anywhere. I’d suggest you focus on ‘getting good’ instead.”
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      Dan’s relief was palpable when the walkie talkie chirped at them. Jennifer and him had only been stuck in the tree for a couple of days, but the environment was beyond rank. The Imperial troops only came by firing spells into the canopy once or twice more, but both of them were reluctant to leave their hiding spot. If there were any Lythals in the patrols, Dan knew that they would be detected the minute they touched the jungle floor, due to their delightful aroma.

      Lythals or no, the two of them could be identified by anyone downwind, a fact that the cramped quarters of the hollowed out tree made readily apparent.

      “This is Thrush, over,” he said quietly into the walkie talkie, Jennifer stirring and making eye contact with him across the cramped space of their impromptu tree fort.

      “Thrush,” Abe’s voice acknowledged with a slight crackle of static. “We heard back from the Coalition. The attack is scheduled tomorrow at sunrise. Can you tell me what the situation looks like on your end, over?”

      “Not really, actually,” Dan chuckled. “Jennifer and I are camped in a tree with a near-constant stream of enemy forces moving below us. They seem to have some idea of where we are, but they haven’t been able to pinpoint us exactly. The minute we climb down from here, they will be on our trail, over.”

      “Well that sounds like a lot of fun.” Abe’s voice was heavy with forced cheer. “I had something like that happen to me in Afghanistan. It was only a couple days before they could get a chopper in, but it was stressful as all hell. The best thing you can do is stay put and stay alive, over.”

      “You sound a lot like Jennifer, over.” Dan made eye contact with the smirking woman while he smiled.

      “Listen to her,” Abe laughed. “She’s a smart girl.”

      The soldier trailed off. Dan waited in silence for him to finish his thought. Jennifer frowned slightly as the seconds dragged on.

      “Over,” Abe finally said, his voice strained.

      “Abe,” Dan’s voice was inquisitive. “You wanted to say something there. What was it? You can’t leave me hanging like that, over.”

      “Look,” Abe whispered hastily through the walkie talkie, “you didn’t hear this from me, and I don’t know how much I can actually tell you, but I owe you one.”

      There was a brief pause from Abe, and then a low chuckle through the walkie talkie.

      “Hell,” he continued, “I’m pretty sure I owe you two. You saved all of our asses when we captured that elf, and from what you’re saying, it sounds like you’ve pre-saved thousands of lives in the upcoming assault.”

      “The initial assault on the marine camp wasn’t as bad as we thought at first, Dan.” Abe sighed into the walkie talkie. “A lot of people died, but a lot more just ran away from the forest. It took a couple hours, but the Brazilian air force and some American long-range bombers pounded the elves pretty hard. Once our troops had a day to catch their breath, they pushed the elves almost entirely back into the forest. A lot of people that we thought were dead are here, and not all of them are friendly with you. It sounds like Colonel Bowman is going to be leading the initial assault.”

      Dan chewed his lip as he mulled over Abe’s words. It was true that Bowman didn’t like him. As best he could tell, the Colonel thought of him as some sort of traitor, in league with Ibis to undermine America. Still, the man should have enough professionalism to put those feelings aside for the sake of the mission.

      “He really doesn’t like you, Dan,” Abe’s voice darkened. “I’ve only heard rumors, but it sounds like he blames you for the surprise attack. He’s ranting about how you must be some sort of traitor. Only a couple squads like ours stayed in the forest, and every one of them was ordered to try and grab an elf. We were the only team that succeeded. The rest didn’t report in and are presumed missing. Rather than praise you, he’s trying to make it sound like a conspiracy, over.”

      “How would that even work?” Dan asked incredulously. “For some reason, I decided to succeed where the rest of his squads had failed just to spite Bowman, over?”

      “Apparently he’s been telling people that the elves grabbed you when you were off planet and made you one of them,” the other man answered grimly. “That you’ve been tipping them off to our actions, and your ‘successes’ have been pre-arranged to lull us into a false sense of security.”

      “Fuck,” Dan replied, Jennifer nodding at him. “Has anything else come down regarding me? Anything from Ibis? If I’m just going to catch a bullet in the back, I’m not sure that it makes sense for me to be part of the attack, over.”

      Abe snorted unhappily. ”There haven’t been any official orders. Hell, this is just rumors from some of the other Starshield troops that showed up to the staging area, but they didn’t see you out there fighting the Tellask. I did. I know you aren’t pulling anything, and this all doesn’t sit right with me. Just… watch yourself, Dan. The Colonel is out for blood, and you shouldn’t give him an excuse, over.”

      Dan put the walkie talkie down and leaned back against the interior of the tree. This was exactly what he needed. After hiding in a cramped hole, reeking of waste and body odor, an army officer looking for an excuse to mess with him was exactly the capstone his week needed.

      “I wanted to bring this up under better circumstances.” Jennifer looked at him with concern as she chewed on her upper lip. “Look. My Dad is General Finch, Colonel Bowman’s commanding officer. Me speaking up for you on my own won’t be enough to get you out of trouble.”

      Jennifer broke eye contact, wrapping her arms around her knees as she brought them to her chest. “We haven’t seen eye to eye in a while. He’s a relic, and more than a little bit of a stubborn asshole, but he’s my Dad. If I let him know that you’ve saved my life multiple times, he’ll at least hear you out. As far as I can tell, you’re as much a victim of Ibis as anyone else, and yet you’re still here helping out. So long as you don’t do anything idiotic in the attack, there shouldn’t be anything Bowman can do to you.”

      “Finch.” Dan slapped the side of his head with his palm. “Of course.”

      “Thank you.” He smiled. “Really. Despite everything else going wrong on this stupid trip, I’ve enjoyed getting to know you. As for Bowman, thank you for the offer. We’ll see what happens tomorrow.”

      “By the way,” she smiled, a sly levity returning to her face, “You know, Dan, this isn’t how I envisioned it. Two heroes, preparing for the battle to reclaim their planet. All of that could be straight from a TV show. That said, no one warned me that we’d both be sweaty and literally covered in our own shit as we made those preparations. Just not as cinematic, I guess.”

      “If I had a pillow, I would throw it at you,” Dan replied evenly as he adjusted his back against the tree and closed his eyes.

      Climbing down the tree in the dark the next morning was incredibly painful. Even with the System preventing his muscles from atrophying too much, Dan’s body ached as he stretched it for the first time in days. Briefly, he wished for a water attunement stone. Even if he couldn’t do much with water mana, being able to drench himself would be a blessing. As things stood, even partially noseblind from his days stuck in close quarters, he wasn’t anywhere near happy with his state of hygiene.

      He carefully reached down to cut out another handhold with the enchanted blade before reaching down with his free hand. Meanwhile, with the help of her force magic, Jennifer practically walked down the tree. It must help to have incredibly sharp magic knives built into her hands, feet, and if need be, torso. Finally, he reached the jungle floor and glanced grumpily at where Jennifer cheerfully did some light calisthenics. Wiping the sweat from his forehead, Dan joined her. The last thing he needed was a cramp during conflict.

      Together, they slipped through the jungle toward the landing site. About a half day later, skirting patrols from either side, Dan and Jennifer were within sight of the enemy base. The crystals embedded in the base of the towers glowed a light blue in the moonlight, illuminating the fairly numerous Imperial troops at their base. Apparently, the Tellask had learned their lesson from Jennifer and Dan’s raid and large numbers of infantry protected the towers from foreign interference.

      Concern tingled in the back of Dan’s mind. His changes to the runescripting shouldn’t have been noticeable to anyone but an expert, and the elves had no reason to test the enchantments. The sabotage should have gone unnoticed, chalked up to nothing more than a failed infiltration attempt.

      As low as the chance was, discovery would be disastrous. Dan could just imagine a beam of energy tearing through charging infantry and melting the jungle soil to glass while another tower fired pulses of gravity magic, crushing tanks like old tin cans.

      His morbid thoughts were interrupted as artillery shells began to land. The only warning was a slight whistling, and then a brilliant bloom of fire erupted from a patch of empty air ten feet from the side of one of the towers. A half second later, a series of explosions lit up the pre-dawn as more rounds hit the enemy camp.

      Dan frowned. Each of the towers had a spellshield, and one powerful enough to stop heavy fire. From the enemy base, a solitary bell began clanging, only to soon be joined by two more. More shells whistled through the air as the Imperial troops frantically tried to bunch in close to the towers to take advantage of their shields.

      No one moved from the woods as the second volley either impacted fruitlessly on the spellshields or blew giant furrows in the dirt around the towers. From the South, Dan heard the sound of helicopter rotors. Rather than turn around, he kept his eyes trained on the towers. The crystals on the tops of the towers rotated slightly, aiming a previously-unnoticed concave section covered in runes at the horizon behind Dan. Then they pulsed with mana. The mana forges beneath them surged in response, generating enough energy that their light rivaled the explosions from the artillery.

      Dan held his breath as the chains of runes on the side of the towers lit up, smoothly transferring the energy from the forges up to the focusing crystals atop the towers. Silently, he found himself mouthing a brief prayer. If his sabotage didn’t work, the oncoming helicopters were already dead.

      The first tower exploded in a gout of blue flame, consuming the crowd of Imperial soldiers clustered around its base. For a second, it lit up like a cobalt sun as the energy of the mana forge ran wild due to Dan’s sabotage, and then it was gone, an azure mushroom cloud in its wake. Then the second and the third seemed to explode at the same time. For a second, the spellshield encompassing the massive fortifications of the landing site itself glowed, only for the third nearest them to fade away.

      As the sun peeked over the horizon, its light shone upon a trio of massive craters burning with an unearthly blue light. The few remaining Imperials were those blown clear of the towers when they exploded. Their keening was almost immediately drowned out as a quintet of gunships stormed over the treeline in a rush of wind.

      Rockets rained down on the landing sites walls, blowing massive holes into them. Occasionally, a massive crossbow bolt would fly back at the helicopters from guard stations positioned across the wall only for the helicopters to rip the emplacements apart with 30mm fire in retaliation. Even when a crossbow bolt hit a helicopter and exploded, it just rocked the helicopter. Without heavier spells or full-on ballistas, the helicopters were staying in the air.

      The artillery switched targets, and explosions erupted from the fortified city. Occasionally, a shell would be fired too far and would glance off the top of the spellshield dome around the landing site. Still, as gouts of smoke began to rise from the interior of the city, it was clear that bringing down the three towers had taken out the quadrant of the shield facing them.

      The treeline to either side of Dan and Jennifer erupted in a cheer and soldiers began sprinting across the open ground toward the Tellask base. Dan looked over at Jennifer and shrugged. Almost as one, they joined the rest of the infantry in running across the pitted and uneven field. Adjusting his mana expenditure, he kept his armor rune, spellshield, and spatial shield on full. Jennifer and him might not be the absolute first people into the landing site, but he wanted to be ready for any trap he might be unlucky enough to run into.

      Already, through the holes in the city walls, he could see human Imperials riding what appeared to be gigantic six-legged bears rushing toward the opening. Whatever they were, the 30mm cannon on an Apache was more than enough to deal with them as a handful of the bears were almost bisected by a swooping gunship.

      From deeper in the city, a pair of wyverns threw themselves into the air with a reptilian screech. Even from a distance, Dan could make out the elven forms standing on their backs, hair streaming in the wind as they raced toward the coalition forces. Surprise had bought them a foothold in the enemy landing site, now it was time to see if they had the strength of arms to keep it.

    

  







            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

          

      

    

    






Retaking the Amazon (II)

        

      

    

    
      Dan ignored the fight in the sky above him. Even if he could have contributed with a combination of gravitational easing and force bubble, he suspected that launching himself into the sky would make him a prime target for elven mages. Ahead of him, a team of soldiers jumped into the hole created by an artillery shell and began setting up a light machine gun.

      He charged past them, only to realize that the soldiers still running toward the city were getting fairly sparse. There were still a couple people on their feet, but by and large, they were taking cover and training their firearms on the gaps in the wall where Imperial troops were pouring out. Dan threw himself to the ground as the machine gun behind him opened up.

      The Imperial forces coming out of the fortifications had enchanted tower shields that seemed to soak up rifle fire. They marched in formation, about twenty-five abreast, their shields almost touching as they tried to avoid the constant stream of bullets. Even from several hundred paces away, Dan could see the flashes of light as the bullets deflected off of the shields, forcing the soldiers carrying them to lower their shoulders as if they were pushing forth through a hail storm.

      Occasionally, a bullet would find a gap in the shield coverage and an Imperial would collapse clutching an extremity, opening a hole in the shield wall. Then, for a brief second while the Imperials tried to wrestle the shields back into place, almost every gun in the field would focus on the gap, killing dozens of men.

      Dan frowned; the Imperial’s rate of advance was slow, but it was happening. None of them knew for sure how many soldiers were inside the base, so he was in the dark as to whether the rate of Imperial losses was sustainable.  Then, an artillery shell detonated just above the formation, wiping out the first two ranks. Without the shields, the mass fire from the coalition units tore the Imperial soldiers apart, forcing an immediate retreat.

      A voice shouted to advance, and Dan found himself moving at a jog along with a huge number of soldiers toward the gap in the wall. Overhead, a pair of elves blurred through the air and slammed into the side of one of the helicopters, purple blades flashing as they cut through it. He wasn’t sure if they could fly or if the elves in question simply had enough strength enchantments to leap into the air and catch the low-flying helicopter.

      Together, the soldiers pushed forward into the city, Jennifer following just behind Dan. Inside, modular stone buildings rose directly from the ground around wide stone-paved roads. Unfortunately, the roads were wide enough for war lizards to easily traverse them, as evidenced by the war lizard charging forward to fill the gap left by the retreating Imperial infantry. From side streets, more of the six-legged bears rushed toward them, lance-wielding human warriors on their backs.

      Dan stepped forward and launched a Fireball down a side street at a pair of the bear lancers. The blast threw them from their mounts and scorched the bears themselves. Before the bears could regain their footing, Dan slammed a Forcebolt into each of them. He drew his sword and rushed toward them as gunfire interspersed with the occasional higher caliber shots erupted from the main coalition contingent. He doubted that it would be enough on its own to stop a war lizard, but hopefully it would slow it down enough for one of the Apaches to take it down.

      His sword flashed purple before it finished off both stunned bears. He felt the mana flow into him and paused as a sixth sphere began forming in his chest. Jennifer stabbed both of the downed men and picked up one of their lances. Almost ten feet long, the haft was made of rune-covered mythril. A look of concentration crossed Jennifer’s face. The runes covering the lance flashed briefly before the spearhead began to glow purple. A manic grin crossed her face.

      “Are you ready to kill a dinosaur, Dan?” she asked, tossing him one of the two spears.

      Dan caught the lance. “Wait, are you fucking serious? War lizards are covered in spellshields; I’m not even sure if we can pierce them with these things!”

      “Loser hits the showers second.” She flashed a mischievous grin as she sprinted back past Dan toward the sound of gunfire.

      Swearing under his breath, Dan chased her. The war lizard had already advanced into the gap in the wall. Soldiers surrounded it, firing their rifles, but even where they slipped through the ephemeral plates of spell shielding, they failed to penetrate deeply enough to do serious damage. For better or worse, the coalition forces had killed the Imperials commanding the lizard and it rampaged unchecked and uncontrolled.

      Jennifer wove through the crowd of soldiers at high speed. At a sprint, she threw herself onto her back, a smooth plate of force kicking up sparks as she slid under the lizard before stabbing at an upward angle with the spear. For a moment, the haft of the weapon glowed but failed to penetrate due to the almost forty-five-degree angle she held, thanks to the unwieldy length of the weapon. Then, it punched through the lizard’s scales, fountaining blood and viscera down all over her.

      Dan shrugged. What was a little more smell and mess at this point? Frankly, lizard blood was probably an improvement. He sprinted toward the creature, increasing the mana to his strength rune and pulsing gravitational easing in order to launch himself into the air. At the apex of his jump, almost fifteen feet in the air, he summoned a force bubble and kicked off of it, leading with the spear.

      When he pushed mana into the lance, he could instantly tell that its runescripting was inferior to his sword. The mana felt sluggish in his hands, forcing him to pump more of it into the weapon for noticeably less effect. Still, the combination of his momentum and the magic bit deeply into the monster’s spellshield before eventually puncturing almost a foot into its side.

      His spear did nowhere near as much damage as Jennifer’s, but it achieved his goal. He activated Shocking Fist, pouring electricity through the metallic shaft. The giant lizard bucked as its muscles clenched. It tried to whip around and dislodge him, but the spearhead held firm. Dan clenched his teeth as he swung back and forth at the end of the lance, occasional bullets rippling against his spellshield.

      Dan summoned a Force Bubble just behind himself and pulled his feet up to his chest. Then he pushed off the invisible ball of force. The haft glowed as he invested more mana into it and sank deeper into the lizard. Blood flowed freely down the side of the creature, staining it an unhealthy ochre. The creature bellowed, its tail sweeping through the coalition soldiers. Another burst of gunfire raked its spellshield-armored flanks.

      Marshalling his strength, Dan pulled himself forward and up onto the lizard’s back. It shuddered, likely from another blow of Jennifer’s to its unshielded stomach. Taking a deep breath, he pulled himself forward on his hands and knees, making his way up toward its head. Almost a minute of harrowing activity later, he found himself scurrying past the front weapons platform. Near the lizard’s head, the dinner-plate-sized scales became finer and thinner, allowing more mobility at the cost of durability.

      His sword shone purple in the morning light as he brought it down on the back of the creature’s neck. No spellshield intervened as blood sprayed everywhere, and the blade cut a deep divot through its scales. The lizard reared back, ponderously pulling itself up onto its hind legs as it balanced on its tail. Dan hung from the hilt, swinging freely as the creature bellowed once again.

      This time, the soldiers’ gunfire actually dealt some damage. The lizard’s underside lacked the heavy spellshields of the sides and back, and the scales themselves were thinner. Even so, a single rifle bullet did little more than rip a divot in them. Of course, the soldiers were firing far more than just one rifle. The lizard’s underside began to erode as thousands of shots stitched up and down its bulk.

      Frustrated, the lizard slammed back into the ground in an attempt to protect its vulnerable underside, jarring Dan against its back. Even through his armor rune, he could feel the abrasive edges of the scales bite into his skin. Pulling himself back up, he jammed his sword back down through the gap he had previously hacked in its armor. Even with all of the sword’s enchantments, it still didn’t penetrate the creature’s spine, deflecting slightly off of the hardened bone.

      Frowning, Dan stepped back and shot a fireball into the gap in the monster’s neck. He managed to jump backward before the spell detonated, the pressure wave from it carrying him further onto the lizard’s back. It staggered to the side, listing into a nearby building.

      Taking advantage of the creature’s distraction, Dan approached the gaping hole in its neck once more. Really what he wanted at the moment was a tank. Although he was dealing damage on the creature’s back and it couldn’t really reach or dislodge him, the sheer beating it could take was more than impressive. Still, even with its insane vitality, the deep, charred hole in its neck was clearly slowing it down.

      Dan jabbed his sword into its back to brace himself and launched a Lightning Stroke directly into its exposed and blackened spine. With a strangled croak, the creature stiffened and fell to the ground, its legs giving out under it. Dan grunted as he weathered the jolting of the collapsing monster and stood up. He hadn’t collected its mana yet, revealing the injured creature was still alive.

      He jumped into the gap in its neck and brought his sword down on its spine. The cutting edge glowed a deep violet as he poured mana into it and sawed back and forth. He could vaguely hear cheering from the coalition forces, but he ignored them as he focused on the back and forth motion of the sword. Bone shards from the shattering spine cut his skin, and the orange blood burned him, but Dan ignored it and kept cutting.

      Then it slipped through the hardened bone. Spinal fluid splashed around him as Dan severed the exposed clumped grey nerves. Above him, the 30mm cannon from a helicopter tore through the wing of a wyvern, dropping the gigantic reptile into the city below. He wiped the ichor from his sword on the metallic scales of the lizard and pulled himself out of the crater in its neck.

      The mana hit him, trying to drown his reason in pink clouds of euphoria. Dan frowned, swaying for a second as he built up walls out of his willpower and shook it off. The pleasure was still there as he jumped down from the war lizard’s back, but it was distant, no longer pressing down on him.

      Jennifer walked up next to him, covered in the reptile’s orange blood. She looked him up and down before shaking her head ahd chuckling to herself.

      “You broke mine, so I’m taking this,.” She grabbed the lance he had shoved into the side of the lizard and yanked it free. “Have you considered that it’s in poor taste to showboat that much? It would have been much more chivalrous for you to just let me have the kill.”

      “Really?” Dan snorted, glancing at the broken spear sticking out of the lizard’s stomach. “After the way you took advantage of me at rummy, this is you getting off lightly.”

      “A real gentleman would let me shower first regardless.” She sniffed, a twinkle in her eye as she attempted, poorly, to adopt a look of faux outrage.

      Dan rolled his eyes before looking deeper into the Tellask base. “As bad as you smell, and as much as I would like to grant you that honor, I really need that shower.”

      Overhead, a flight of cargo planes began air dropping light-armored vehicles into the area that the coalition forces had just cleared outside the base as cargo helicopters landed, disgorging more soldiers. In the base, more wyverns launched into the air to meet an incoming flight of mixed F-35s and F-16s.

      “Double or nothing?” Jennifer asked hopefully.
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      The influx of military equipment let the coalition forces push fairly deep into the landing site. The Tellask didn’t have a good answer for the .50 caliber machine guns affixed to the humvees. The weapons easily overpowered the low-level man portable spellshields worn by the infantry and bear cavalry causing the both forces to retreat on all fronts.

      At first, the coalition forces lost one or two humvees to charging war lizards, but quickly the vehicles began operating in pairs. Unless the Imperials surprised them, the vehicle's mobility and weaponry were enough to kite the proto-dinosaurs for long enough to punch through their spellshields and tear through their tough scales. After the Tellask lost a couple of the lizards, they no longer risked them in direct confrontation with Earth’s forces.

      Dan poured half of a water bottle given to him by a French soldier over his head before drinking the remainder. It was a far cry from a shower, but Jennifer and him were taking a break next to a squad of foreign soldiers and he would take what he could get. As far as he could tell, no one had spotted any elves other than the ones riding the wyverns. The lack of Tellask heavy hitters spoke to them preparing a counter attack which, given that the enemy void ship was visible from where he was taking a break, would probably be sooner rather than later.

      A soldier tossed him a power bar, which he winced at before unwrapping. The trauma of his time trapped in the tree would take some time to work through.

      “What’s with the sword and the knight armor?” Dan silently thanked the System as it translated the soldier’s French automatically for him.

      “Guns are better against their infantry.” Dan shrugged, biting into the chocolate and dirt-flavored protein bar. “Against the elves themselves, they aren’t so great. They don’t sit still long enough for you to take down their shields.”

      “Still seems like there’s a better way to settle the issue than a couple feet of steel,” the French soldier replied, eating his own power bar.

      “The sword’s enchanted.” Dan patted the blade at his side. “If you can hit an elf with it, it’ll go through most of their shields pretty quickly. Plus, I have a couple spells of my own to make them stand still long enough to actually stick them with the sword. I can’t say I’m happy about having to get close enough to stab them, but it’s worked pretty well so far.”

      “Wait,” the man squinted at Dan, “what do you mean enchanted? Spells? I know the aliens have force fields and gigantic fucking lizards, but command didn’t say anything about that.”

      A spark of electricity arced between Dan’s fingers as he winked at the soldier. The man blinked a couple of times before a smile lit up his face. Quickly he whistled and waved a couple of the other soldiers over, Jennifer meandering over with them.

      “You’re saying the aliens have honest to God magic?” The French soldier was still grinning like an idiot.

      “That’s the only reason they can realistically fight us,” Dan frowned looking at the small crowd of soldiers. “Did you really think that we’ve been struggling this hard to clean them out of the jungle just because of their forcefields? All of the elves can move like a jaguar and cast some pretty nasty spells. They use humans as filler, but you’ll know when we get near something really important.”

      “What did they tell you all about the death bloom?” Jennifer asked, some concern in her voice.

      “Death bloom?” The first soldier asked. “Is that the ‘unspecified bioweapon’ that was mentioned in the briefing? I know that command made us pack some of the old NBC suits, but other than that they just told us to watch out for the signal.”

      “Nuclear Biological and Chemical protective suits,” Jennifer responded to Dan’s unasked question. “That will probably be enough to stop it from catching hold, but as far as we can tell, they are using mold spores that turn people into full on zombies. I don’t know how much time you will have from the warning to infection though. I know it’s hot as hell out here, but it’s probably a good idea to wear them. Better safe and sweaty than sorry.”

      “Why aren’t you wearing anything then?” The French soldier asked with a quick laugh, supplemented by the cheerful nods of his companions.

      “We’re more or less supersoldiers,” Dan laughed. “They injected us with something that prevents the spores from taking hold and lets us fight toe to toe with the elves. It wasn’t a fun process, but it has its benefits.”

      Before the soldier could reply, blood sprayed across the temporary camp. Dan’s eyes widened as he saw an elf, her toes skimming across the surface of the ground as she blurred forward, gravity mana wreathing her. Frantically, he activated the temporal dilation rune. Instantly, Dan felt a jolt as time slowed and his mana reserves began draining rapidly.

      Dan activated his spellshield as the head of a French soldier soared past him in slow motion. The elf wielded a heavy short blade in each of her hands as she kicked off of the ground and skated forward, almost weightless, as she lunged for another soldier. He struggled to stand as the very air itself seemed to fight him. Changing tactics, the mana felt like molasses in his body as it slowly congealed in his hand and launched itself as a Lightning Stroke into her side.

      Time returned to normal as electricity arced off of her spellshield. Dan cut the manaflow to the rune. It had served its purpose, giving him the handful of seconds he needed to get himself into position and distract the attacking elf. She flowed toward him, a feral grin on her face. She wove past the ordinary soldiers, her swords barely visible as she attacked him.

      Dan flared mana to his strength and agility runes, switching them to their high-performance mode in order to keep up with the elf. Sparks flew as their swords clashed a dozen times in a matter of seconds. Both of them stepped back a pace and reassessed the other. Between his experience, the runes and the System, Dan knew that he was one of the best sword fighters on Earth. Still, this woman was his equal.

      She smiled mischievously, and Dan felt gravity double around him. Quickly, he activated Gravitational Easing, alleviating some but not all of the pressure. She lunged forward once again, and this time, he couldn’t quite keep up with her. The extra weight on his arms was just enough to throw him off, but his spellshield absorbed the solitary slash that made it through his guard.

      The elf spun backward, glancing at her dry sword in frustration and surprise.

      “A mage?” She smiled more fully, exposing her knife-like teeth. “This is certainly a fun surprise. There hasn’t been a challenge on this planet in ages. I was about to request a transfer to the Orakh front, but at least you’ve made these last couple pointless months worthwhile.”

      Dan didn’t dare take his eyes off of the elf, but around him screams and gunfire erupted. Nearby, Jennifer’s mana flared along with an unfamiliar source. He couldn’t be sure exactly what was happening, but it was clear that he was on his own.

      “I’m glad that I haven’t disappointed you.” Dan focused his mana as he spoke. “I don’t suppose you and your friends would mind leaving our planet? We certainly aren’t any friends of the Orakh.”

      “Oh, you are positively adorable.” Her voice tinkled like bells as she laughed. “The Tellask Empire has existed for millennia before the Orakh came out of their swamps, and it will continue on long after they are ground into nothing before the full might of the Empire. They are the concern of the moment, but only the alarmists treat them as anything but a passing concern. This is a rich world, and House Amberell will be stronger with it in our fold.”

      She charged as she finished speaking, once again her feet barely touching the ground as she lightened herself magically. Dan released the Fireball between the two of them, counting on his thermal rune to shield him from the worst of it. The blast took her by surprise, launching her into the air as her decreased weight worked against her. The fire and heat washed over him, stinging his eyes and singing his eyebrows.

      Dan smiled grimly as he launched another Fireball beneath her, knocking her further into the sky. The elf frantically tried to alter gravity to bring herself back to the ground, but Dan was able to catch her one more time. Her spellshield fell just before his Lightning Stroke caught her in the chest.

      The elf landed bonelessly, unable to focus enough through her spasming body to deaden her fall. Dan sprinted toward her, ignoring his surroundings. His blade flashed in a violet crescent, taking her head before she could recover.

      Like that, it was over. Even though she was faster and more talented than him, once again a variety of affinities and thoughtful use of magic had been enough to carry him to victory. Mana swelled around him, but Dan pressed it aside. Jennifer was struggling with an axe-wielding male elf, and the French soldiers retreated while firing upon a pair of bear lancers. There simply wasn’t time for him to be distracted.

      Without announcing himself, Dan slashed at the axe-wielding elf. Although he had been overpowering Jennifer, it was a near thing. He quickly turned the balance as the elf’s spellshield slowed his crackling purple blade just long enough for the elf to frantically bring his axe around to block it. That was all the opening Jennifer needed to land a flurry of blows on his back, bringing the spellshield down altogether.

      The elf’s eyes widened as he tried to flee, only to catch a Lightning Stroke in the back. Jennifer finished him off and both of them turned to the bear cavalry. Already, one of the bears was on the ground bleeding from a multitude of bullet wounds while the other fled.

      Dan exhaled and surveyed the scene. Despite the suddenness of the attack and the chaos in its immediate aftermath, only three of the French soldiers had died. The rest looked at Dan and Jennifer with borderline worship. The original soldier walked toward them, glancing back and forth between the two downed elves and the dead bear.

      His voice was considerably less jovial. “So, I’m assuming that right there was why you use a sword rather than a rifle.”

      “Would you have been able to hit either of them the way they were moving?” Dan shrugged. “At the same time, unless you’re using something a lot higher caliber than a .556 mm, it’s going to take quite a few shots to bring their spellshields down. Unless they’re charging you, which they are sometimes arrogant enough to do, you’re going to have a hard time with just a rifle.”

      “Dibs,” Jennifer cut in as she picked up the two short blades used by the elf Dan had killed. “I’m pretty sure you can’t even use these things, and they’re designed to fit into the elven spell vambraces. It won’t take much for me to mount them on gauntlets or something.”

      “All yours, but I still get first shower.” Dan rolled his eyes as she eagerly began pulling the gloves off of the dead elf.

      “Not to interrupt you two,” the French soldier interjected worriedly, “but Pierre just got off the radio, and it sounds like the aliens are striking back all across the line. We’ve been ordered to hold our spot, but there’s a checkpoint about three streets over that’s being hit hard. They’re even talking about risking bringing some helicopters within the range of the enemy weapon emplacements around the spaceship to help out. They could probably use you over there.”

      Dan looked to Jennifer as she fiddled with the blades. She made eye contact with him as she stood up and nodded.

      “Remember to put on those suits,” Dan said over his shoulder to the French troops as Jennifer and him made their way into an alley between two Tellask buildings. “I firmly believe that the Tellask will use the death bloom if they think they’re going to lose. Tell everyone you can. That stuff isn’t exactly pretty.”
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      Dan and Jennifer raced through the alley. The rattle of high-caliber gunfire guided them toward the next problem spot, and fairly quickly they exited just behind a line of soldiers. Two light-armored vehicles were blocking the street and burning merrily as the coalition forces took cover behind them and periodically opened fire on a slowly advancing wall of Tellask infantry holding tower shields. In between the two lines of soldiers, a pair of elves were fighting about eight candidates from the Starshield project. Although the candidates’ spells prevented them from being instantly killed, it was clear from the two downed candidates that they were struggling.

      One of the remaining candidates raised his left hand, clenching it into a fist. Dan felt an echo of Earth mana from the candidate as the ground beneath one of the elves buckled. The elf leapt into the air, wind magic carrying him away from the soil beneath him that slammed shut like a vice at where his knees should have been. Several opportunistic soldiers opened fire on the suddenly-floating elf, their bullets rippling off of his spellshield and knocking him off course as he tried to fire a beam of concentrated light at the candidate that just attacked him.

      The laser bit into the street and slashed up into one of the burning vehicles. The handful of soldiers hiding behind it flinched as part of the vehicle’s metal plating melted under the assault. A different candidate began casting a spell at the elf only for the elf’s companion to lash out at him with what appeared to be a whip made of water. The candidate got his shield up in time, but the weight behind the blow sent him flying almost five feet before he landed on his back.

      Dan had seen enough. He maximized the mana flow to his strength and agility runes before sprinting at the floating elf. The being noticed him the second he jumped into the air and kicked off of a force bubble. Just as the elf was about to unleash another laser, Dan activated the time dilation rune, giving him a moment of clarity in which to react.

      He would never be able to dodge the laser itself, but a last second course deviation would probably be enough to throw off the elf’s aim. Dan created a Force Bubble just in front of his elbow and pushed off of it, diverting himself to the left in the fraction of a second before the laser blinked past him. A predatory smile on his face, Dan created another Force Bubble and re-corrected his course before cutting the mana flow to the dilation rune.

      Time sped up as Dan crashed into the elf’s spellshield using his weight to bring the lighter being to the ground. The elf’s eyes widened as Dan hit him, clearly expecting the previous laser to have resolved the problem. Both of their spellshields glowed dangerously as the elf crashed into the ground, Dan atop him.

      The elf jerked forward within the confines of his spellshield. Clearly he either didn’t have a force affinity, or he didn’t spend enough time working on this specific spell. Dan’s spellshield worked like a seatbelt, holding him more or less in place from anchor points on his chest and waist.

      The impact with the ground still rocked him, but he recovered fairly quickly and stood up. The elf beneath him tried to stand as well before drunkenly falling to his hands and knees. Dan didn’t give his adversary the opportunity to find out whether it was a concussion or a more serious injury. His sword glowed purple as it struck the elf, shattering the spellshield and knocking him prone. Dan followed up by stabbing the blade directly through the elf’s chest.

      The elf reached up feebly toward Dan, grasping at the sword sprouting from his chest. Dan smothered a twinge of guilt as he withdrew the blade and stabbed again, this time through the elf’s throat. Even if the elf was temporarily disabled, an unsettled question given the number of unknowns surrounding his affinities and spells, the minute he regained his feet he would become another enemy. No elf would show mercy to Dan, and the middle of combat with a worthy foe wasn’t the best time for him to engage in an ethical debate. He could figure out if he did the right thing later.

      Dan shunted the mana flowing into himself to the side as he turned and looked at the rest of the battle. Jennifer and the handful of still-standing candidates were holding off the other elf. The Imperial infantry line was trying to move forward, but without the elves running interference, the coalition forces were able to focus fire on them. On either side of the barricade of damaged vehicles, squad-operated weapons focused their fire, battering down the tower shields’ magical protection and killing the soldier holding them one-by-one. For each Imperial that fell, another holding a fresh shield quickly filled their place, but the gunfire ground their advance to a halt.

      Seeing the infantry battle more or less in hand, Dan triggered a Lightning Stroke at the still struggling elf. Immediately after the spell, flames from one of the candidates licked over its spellshield. Quickly a blast of frost from the elf dispelled the fire and threw back all of the attackers except Jennifer, who threw one of her new short blades at it from short range.

      Glowing lightly purple, the weapon arced through the air before impacting the elf’s spellshield. The blade sank almost halfway through the shield in front of the elf’s face before it ran out of momentum. The elf’s eyes widened noticeably as Jennifer activated her magnetism rune and pulled the short sword back into her hand. As soon as the sword was back in her hand, she cut the ability, calming the storm of weapons and scrap metal that was flying toward her.

      Dan fired another Lightning Stroke, mentally adding a more powerful single-target damaging spell to his to-do list right after the fire aura that he had been working on. Lightning Stroke did decent damage, but most of its utility was in its ability to disable an unshielded target. Given the frequency with which he had been running into spellshields, something specifically designed to knock them down would be useful.

      The elf tried to create a shield made from a thick plane of ice, only for a pair of Force Bolts from Dan to shatter it. In the wake of the shattering ice, Jennifer slipped closer, spikes of force stabbing from her body into the elf’s spellshield as both of her new swords blurred forward, cutting through the bubble of force with some difficulty. After almost a second of frantic struggle, the elf’s shield flared and died.

      Before Jennifer could finish the elf off, the shadows behind it blurred, and the deeper note of a shotgun firing echoed across the street. At close range, the slug tore through the back of the elf, shredding its organs and killing it instantly. Jennifer blinked in confusion at the dead elf collapsing in front of her. A familiar if unwelcome blue-haired figure stepped away from the wall where it had been blending in through a chameleon-like spell that fused both light and dark mana.

      “BOOM!” Reggie cackled gleefully, slinging his shotgun over his shoulder. “That is how DarkStryke69xX rolls. Did you see that, Darkies? Just like on World of Magic: Online, I’m saving little Jennie Finch once again!”

      “Reggie?” Dan called out to the younger man, noticing that someone had found a chance to get product and re-spike his blue hair. “You survived the attack? Do you have any idea what’s going on?”

      “Don’t doxx me, bro,” Reggie hissed, tapping an apparatus strapped to the side of his head that appeared to be some sort of combination of glasses, a camera, and a microphone. “It’s DarkStryke69xX when the Darkies are watching. By the way, thank you for the bits, BlazeMaster2012. I’m dedicating the next alien freak I kill to you.”

      “Are you seriously fucking livestreaming right now?” Jennifer stared at him incredulously while Dan cocked his head in confusion. “We’re in the middle of a life and death battle for the future of humanity, and you’re trying to monetize it?”

      “Jennie Finch getting all wound up again,” Reggie laughed, high fiving one of the Starshield candidates standing nearby. “I’m taking donations right now to buy her some tampons and chocolate. With any luck, that’ll make her calm down a bit with her shrill screeching.”

      “More importantly,” Dan cut in with a frown. “How in the hell are you broadcasting? We’ve been stuck using walkie talkies since the camp got attacked. Unless one of these trees has a router in it, none of this should be possible.”

      “Satellites, bro,” Reggie replied with a wink. “I told that old guy that my streamers would love to see how rad all of this magic shit was, and we signed an agreement. He got me a satellite hookup that I can run a hotspot from, and I talk about how great his video games are and how much the government has been fucking everything up.”

      “Pretty easy, really.” Reggie shrugged. “His games are dope, and the government fucking sucks. Speed limits are lame, they won’t let me smoke weed, and they left us all to die in that alien attack. Fuck the man.”

      As Jennifer and Dan stared at him blankly, the soldiers behind them moved out from behind cover, driving back the Imperial infantry. Without any elves to support, they began backing away, still in formation, but the coalition forces pursued, not giving them any chance to catch their breath. Reggie pulled out what looked like a digital camera before flipping it around to record himself.

      “Thanks for the bits, AdmiralKranch and SoylentPeen!” He hammed it up for the camera while everyone not actively pursuing the enemy stared at him blankly. “I’ve gotta say bros that Jennie sure smells like shit today. Maybe we should look into getting her some soap and water to go with the chocolate.”

      “Nice to see you again, Reggie. Good to know you’re still stealing kills.” Jennifer waved at him before rolling her eyes and walking away. Dan turned to follow her, only for Reggie to grab his arm and stop him.

      “Hey, Darkies!” Reggie had an almost manic grin beneath his mop of spiked blue hair. “I just wanted to introduce you all to someone special. This here is Dan ‘The Man’ Thrush. He’s the one that turned me into the lean xeno-killing badass I am today.”

      “Now, Dan...” He didn’t have a chance to respond before Reggie plowed on. “What do you have to say to Darky Nation?”

      “What is Darky Nation?” Dan responded blandly, glancing at Jennifer’s back and then back down at the hand on his arm stopping him from following her.

      “It’s what people who follow my DarkStryke69xX livestream call themselves,” Reggie filled him in excitedly. “The overall following is ‘Darky Nation’ and each individual member is a ‘Darky.’ Like, if you see someone wearing my merch on the street and you can, like, shout ‘what’s up Darky’ at them. It helps build a sense of community.”

      “You seriously shout ‘what’s up darky’ at each other when you see each other in the real world?” Dan asked incredulously as Reggie kept nodding. “That seems incredibly problematic. I mean, I don’t really know where the boundary is for things you can and can’t say, but that feels like it is firmly in the ‘you probably shouldn’t’ category.”

      “Nah, Dan,” Reggie shook his head vigorously while waving his hands back and forth. “It isn’t like that, man. I’m not racist. I listen to all kinds of rap, and one of my black subscribers said that it’s fine. We’re like a community, man. We’re all brothers here. No room for hatred, just banding together for stellar gaming and sick pranks.”

      “I’ve been sleeping in a cramped hideout filled with literal shit for the past week.” Dan shook his head. “I do not have anywhere near the time, energy, or patience to unpack whatever the hell that was that you just said. If you could just tell me what the hell is going on, I’ve been out of the loop for a while.”

      Reggie nodded with approval. “Sick, man. I’ve only had the balls to livestream myself spending 24 hours in a used porta potty once. A full week is dedication and commitment. Once this thing is done, hit me up, and I’ll put you in touch with our agent. I’d love to have someone with your devotion to do a bit as part of the PranknCrank crew.”

      “Sure.” Dan agreed to try and end the younger man’s aggressive networking. “Can you let me know what the plan is from here? No one has really told us anything, and we’ve just been killing elves as we spotted them. If there’s something more proactive to be done, I want to get on it.”

      “Sure thing!” Reggie reached up to the side of his head to mute his microphone. “It sounds like there’s some sort of teleport gate in the landed void ship. The entire offensive is us trying to get close enough to the void ship to turn off the beacon. Satellite imaging has all but confirmed that they’re actively bringing in more soldiers as we fight them. We don’t know what their offworld reserves look like, but if they’re big enough, even if we can outfight them man to man, they might just run us out of ammunition. We need to get in there and turn the beacons off. After that, it’s just a question of mopping everything up.”

      Dan brushed Reggie’s hand off of his arm, deep in thought. Quickly, he jogged after Jennifer, catching up with her as he ignored Reggie’s shouted requests for a comment or statement.
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      “So what do you call your fans?” Dan asked Jennifer after catching up with her. He could tell by the stiffness in her shoulders that she was still fairly pissed off at Reggie.

      “Fans,” she responded curtly. “I keep them interested through gameplay and occasional question and answer segments. Darkstryke has always been a bit of a whore, playing things up for his viewers and trying to curry favor with them. If someone wants to unsubscribe from me, they’re always free to do so. I’ve been putting my e-sports winnings in high-yield bonds. I have enough money that I don’t really care.”

      “Are you sure you didn’t want to livestream our little camping excursion in the tree?” Dan let out a chuckle. “Reggie seems to think that it would be a big hit. He invited me to join something called the PranknCrank crew?”

      A hint of a smile flitted across Jennifer’s face. “You should totally do it. There’s no way you’ll regret getting trapped in a juvenile prank war with a bunch of famous, spoiled twenty-somethings. Trust me. It’ll be great.”

      “There we go.” Dan laughed. “I knew Reggie was getting under your skin, but you just can’t let guys like that bother you. No matter what happens, they’re just going to make a spectacle of themselves. You’re better off just staying out of it.”

      “So you mean keep doing what I’m doing? Why do you think I got out of there as quickly as I did? Especially with all the mana I have pumping through me, it took everything I could to not just take off that idiot’s head on his own livestream. I knew that if I spent any more time with that asshole, he’d goad me into murdering him, and I’m pretty sure that is still frowned upon.”

      “Only one way to find out.” Dan smiled back at her. “Given how few people there are that can actually use magic, I wouldn’t be surprised if the government found an excuse to not try you for murder in exchange for your cooperation.”

      “The worst part is how good it would feel,” Jennifer sighed wistfully. “Even if it wasn’t for the mana, that guy has been an asshole for years. Poaching the last kill before an achievement, accusing me of cheating publicly and not taking it back when he was proven wrong, and just generally being toxic. At a very minimum, someone needs to punch him in the face. Possibly repeatedly.”

      Dan eyed the retreating wall of Imperial soldiers. “Your violent tendencies aside, Reggie did let me know that the current goal is shutting down a teleportation beacon in the landed void ship. There are a whole lot of Imperials between us and it, but right now, they’re able to constantly reinforce themselves. Even if we’re pushing them back for now, who knows if it will be enough to beat back a couple planets worth of troops.”

      “Want to see if we can sneak in and shut it down?” Jennifer quirked an eyebrow, a mischievous smile on her face. “No one is going to be able to get in there with an entire squad, and plus, this is our best chance at getting a crack at any more fancy enchanted gear like your sword. Both of us could really use some high-quality armor, and right now our only options other than ‘you make it’ is to beg Thoth or the Government after the dust settles. I’m not exactly keen on working with either of them at the moment.”

      “Going freelance did cross my mind,” Dan responded once he assured himself that no one was nearby to overhear him. “After everything Henry pulled, I’m not exactly the keenest on working with him anymore. That said, I’m pretty sure he would bury me in court if I tried anything funny. Grabbing Tellask magitech does seem like a good way to set up a nest egg for working as a magical consultant.”

      “That’s the spirit.” Jennifer’s smile half-blinded him. “As awkward as the last couple of days have been, it’s been good to see you come out of your shell a bit.”

      “There’s no one I’d rather poop next to,” Dan cracked a half grin. “But if we’re going to do this, we’re going to need a plan. All of the streets are lousy with soldiers from both sides, and we’re just going to get bogged down in firefights while everyone brings in more reinforcements.”

      Jennifer glanced around the street as they walked, chewing her lip slightly. Likewise, Dan cast about, looking for inspiration in the battered buildings and the dead Imperials. At least the coalition army made a point of bringing their injured and dead back to field hospitals. It was no wonder the Imperials were having problems maintaining loyalty in their human armies without the use of control runes.

      “Ok, I’ve got nothing,” Jennifer sighed as she gave an exaggerated shrug of defeat. “No one has a map of the city, so we have about a zero percent chance of being able to avoid both sides. Usually, in a movie, this would be when we would find an unprotected ventilation shaft that’s just the size for us to crawl through, but I don’t think the Tellask even understand the concept of airflow or air conditioning. Even if they did, it would probably be magical as opposed to large metal piping.”

      “What about climbing the buildings?” Dan asked, eyeing up one of the nearby structures. “I don’t think there’s really anything on top of them. We could probably just jump from rooftop to rooftop. We might get spotted by a helicopter or a wyvern, but they all seem to be mostly interested in each other. I don’t think we’ll be worth shooting at.”

      “Well that-” Jennifer started, then caught herself. “That might actually work. We’ll have to avoid elves; they can probably get up to the rooftops pretty quickly as well. Doubly so with the war lizards. Their backs are just below roof-level, and I don’t want to get stuck dodging a thousand spells from the wizards riding those things.”

      Without further preamble, Dan ran at the wall of the nearest building, pushing his strength rune to the maximum. At the last second, he activated Gravitation Easing and launched himself into the air. As he reached the apex of his arc, he created a Force Bubble under his feet with practiced ease and kicked off once again. Landing on the roof of the building, he turned around and gave a bow to Jennifer.

      “Show-off!” she shouted back at him, grinning. Her own ascent wasn’t quite as graceful as Dan’s, but climbing a wall was a bit of a joke when any surface of your body could extend a piton that would punch through the wall you were ascending. As far as Dan could tell, she didn’t even have to use the new magnetism rune, instead just making handholds as a matter of course and climbing the wall like it was a ladder.

      The two of them moved fairly quickly through the city. For some of the longer jumps between buildings, Dan would have to create force bubbles for both Jennifer and himself. Luckily, his level of control over the spell had developed to the point where he could handle two of them at once with some mental strain. The rest of the gaps were easily handled by their rune-enhanced legs. They needed to hide a couple of times when a helicopter or war beast came too close, but the entire city was focused on the battle. Neither side was truly looking for a pair of infiltrators on foot jumping from roof to roof.

      Finally, just as the sun began dipping in the sky, the two of them climbed to the top of the four story buildings surrounding the landed void ship. As they got closer to the landing site, the size and sophistication of the buildings increased. No longer were they on top of simple unadorned buildings. Here, the buildings had windows, balconies with gardens, and what looked like penthouse swimming pools. Luckily, the fancier buildings weren’t occupied, but it said something about the Tellask’s goals and confidence that they were already setting up luxury accommodations while the war was still ongoing. They were sure of their victory, and they were sure that they were going to be on Earth for quite some time.

      Crouching next to Jennifer on the rooftop, Dan took in the scene around the enemy void ship. Although the Tellask had launched sporadic counter-offensives, it was clear that they were holding most of their forces in reserve. In the roughly two-hundred-foot clearing between the top of the building and the void ship, Dan saw at least twenty war lizards swarming with humans strapping rune-inscribed mythril plates on them. Nearby, five suits of rune inscribed plate mail that stood almost twelve feet tall paced back and forth.

      Elves paced around ten large metal ballistas covered in spell crystals and runes, making last-minute preparations. Next to the ballistas, stacks of heavily-enchanted metal poles were waiting to be loaded into what Dan could only assume were the magical rail guns from the initial attack. Animal paddocks with hundreds of the six-legged bears used by the cavalry were visible in the distance next to a roost with at least seven wyverns that hadn’t taken off yet. Jennifer glanced at him worriedly.

      “Maybe they are here for keeps,” she whispered to him, eyeing up the forces laid out before them. “That’s not enough to hold off the entire army, but it’s pretty close to enough to stop what we have out here. Plus, I don’t think we’re going to get another chance like this with the city defenses down.”

      “I know,” Dan replied, his expression dark. “I’m not excited to try and get through all of that, but I don’t think we are going to get a second chance at this. That beacon needs to be shut down as soon as possible, or we’re going to get overwhelmed.”

      “Do you have any ideas?” Jennifer asked, her voice hopeful.

      “Does winging it count as an idea?” Dan responded, still eyeing the enemy forces. “I don’t think it’s impossible that we get in through the air; no one really seems to be looking up. That said, once we’re inside, it’s only a matter of time before we start killing people. There is absolutely no way we get to the teleportation pad without tripping an alarm.”

      “Couldn’t you at least try to say something cheerful?” She made a sour face at him before looking back at another squad of enemy troops leaving the void ship. “You’re supposed to be my team leader here. Blow some smoke up my ass, give me a pep talk. At least talk about how our noble sacrifice will reverberate through the ages.”

      “I’m not going to lie.” There’s been enough of that already. We might be able to warp out from the teleport pad once I break their beacon. That would mean that we would end up in the Thoth foundation. Of course, if I break the beacon, it might shut down the entire teleportation pad and trap us there. Then, I guess we either try to hide or take over the ship and fly it away. Both sound like shitty plans to me. The final alternative is wing it. Disable the beacon and keep running and fighting until something goes our way.”

      “I don’t think I like your plans, Dan.” Jennifer smiled. “At a very minimum, you should have promised me a shower at some point in all of this. If I’m going to die, I would prefer not to do it covered in my own shit.”

      “Think of the plus side.” Dan smiled back. “You probably smell bad enough that no one is going to want to touch you. That might give you the advantage you need to escape the Tellask at the last second.”

      Dan dodged her hastily-thrown, halfhearted punch.
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      Sneaking onto the ship itself was almost disappointingly easy. With the number of Tellask soldiers nearby, Dan kept expecting one of them to point up and sound the alarm. Instead, their numbers gave them a false sense of security. More importantly, the constant thrum of magic, some from the battlefront and some from the Tellask casting minor pre-battle spells and checking their gear, would hopefully hide Jennifer and his approach.

      By and large, they were focused on either their own tasks and their preparations for the coming battle. Still, it seemed like at least someone should have looked up from their game of dice or cooking a stew to notice the pair of humans jumping from invisible platform to invisible platform across the sky.

      Finally, they reached the side of the void ship where Jennifer latched on with her magnetism rune, giving Dan a bit of a breather. He was covered in sweat, and little of it was from the actual physical exertion. The combination of mana usage and overtaxing his focus hit him harder than any 10k he had ever run. With a deep breath, he accessed his status.

      
        
        <USER> Status

        Rank 6

      

        

      
        Body 6(8)

        Agility 7 (9)

        Mind 8

        Perception 7

        Spirit 62

      

        

      
        Skills

        Swords 10, Brawling 5, Archery 2, Runecrafting 7

      

        

      
        Affinity

        Space 12, Lightning 11, Fire 11, Gravity 9, Force 11

      

        

      
        Enhancements

        Armor Rune V, Strength Rune +2, Agility Rune +2, Thermal Resistance Rune, Temporal Dilation Rune 10:1

      

        

      
        Runes+

      

        

      
        Spells

        Shocking Fist 10, Spark Field 2, Lightning Stroke 10, Spatial Shield 8, Flame Jet 4, Gravitational Easing 9, Fireball 12, Force Bubble 10, Spellshield 8, Forcebolt 7

      

      

      He still hadn’t finished off the fire aura spell, but the frequent use of force and gravity magic to stay airborne had paid dividends. Silently, Dan vowed to take some time to actually grind his skills out and develop new spells. Although the constant conflict did wonders for his spirit total, he hadn’t had a proper opportunity to sit down and actually work through the details of his magic in what felt like ages.

      Together, Dan and Jennifer slipped down the side of the void ship above its open hold. Cranking gravitational easing to its maximum power, Dan touched down silently with barely a third of his normal weight. Jennifer dropped to the ground next to him, and they quickly slinked onto the ship, dodging teams of humans unloading gear from the ship’s interior.

      Dan froze as they almost immediately rounded a corner and encountered a team of four humans carrying a wooden crate. Before he could do anything drastic, one of them simply nodded at him, and their team kept moving. Jennifer nudged him pointedly with her elbow.

      “Act casual,” she whispered. “Everyone is going to assume that you belong here. There’s no reason for us to all go complete murder hobo just yet.”

      “Murder hobo?” Dan turned back to her in confusion.

      “If you give some people swords and magic,” she responded with a roll of her eyes, “they’ll try to solve every problem with them. Sometimes you just have to talk to the rebellious duke or help the runaway princess realize that returning home is her best choice, rather than setting everything on fire and sticking a sword in it.”

      “It’s hard to get backstabbed by someone that’s on fire and has a sword in their chest.” Dan chuckled softly.

      “I will admit that there’s a certain elegant simplicity to it.” Jennifer stepped past him and led the way into the bowels of the void ship. “Still, if your solution to everything is violence you end up being predictable. Like right now, we’re probably going to reach a point eventually where someone asks us to justify our presence. At that point, we will have plenty of chances to collect mana. Until then, I’d prefer to avoid having to fight our way through every Imperial on this ship as well as whatever they’ve just warped in.”

      “Fair.” Dan wove his way through stacked boxes of food and enchanted weapons while following Jennifer. “I’ll do my best to look like I belong and less like a serial killer on vacation.”

      They walked in silence for about fifty paces before Jennifer stopped and looked back to him, her face screwed up in embarrassment.

      “Actually, would you mind taking the lead? I was trying to be proactive, but as we started walking through these hallways, I realized that I have absolutely no idea where I am. We can’t exactly ask anyone without giving up the game. I think our best bet is to rely on your memories of the captured void ship’s layout and hope they’re similar.”

      Dan and Jennifer switched places. He tried his best to match her confident and purposeful stride through the void ship, but he couldn’t help but second-guess himself at every junction. Although he had done some work with the mana forges and the teleportation platform in Viceroy’s Pride, that had been years ago. He knew that it was located near the rear of the ship along the centerline, but he quickly realized that he didn’t have much of an idea where that was. The Viceroy was far too heavily-modified for him to use it as a model.

      It was almost a relief when an elf approached him, confusion and impatience written across her face.

      “You,” she pointed directly at Dan, a hint of water magic lingering around the attunement stone on the ring she wore. “Human, what unit are you with? We gave your centurions enough tasks to keep you busy. What are you doing out of position?”

      “Uh,” Dan panicked. He had never been an extrovert, even with people he knew. On the spot like this, his mind clamped down, and he blurted out the first thing that popped into his head. “There was a mana forge leak; it took us some time to lock it down. Very dangerous.”

      “Who are you?” She squinted at Dan, stepping forward and taking in his decided lack of uniform. “What’s your operating number?”

      Dan’s Lightning Stroke took her in the chest before she could turn on a spellshield. Her body convulsed, as the electricity coursed through her. Dan didn’t give her a chance to recover, immediately drawing his sword and taking her head. Fighting her probably would have been a nightmare had she been prepared, but elves died just as easily as humans if they didn’t see it coming. An important lesson. As powerful as Dan was becoming, a single lapse of judgement and he could be just as dead as the headless corpse lying at his feet.

      He stared at her body for a second before glancing at Jennifer and shrugging. “It was a boring conversation, anyway. Somebody probably felt that surge of mana; we’re going to have company.”

      “You do realize that you’re the opposite of smooth, right?” Jennifer giggled as she quickly pulled the rings off of the dead elf. “You barely even tried to talk your way out of that. At the very minimum, you could have delivered a one-liner there.”

      “Maybe I did, and you didn’t realize it?” Dan responded as Jennifer quickly pocketed the purloined jewelry. Any response was cut off by shouting from above them followed by the pounding of armored boots running.

      Dan shrugged at Jennifer and took off running himself. After a series of blind turns, he was completely lost. As far as he could tell, he was moving toward the rear of the void ship, but the labyrinth of tunnels was more than his adrenaline and mana-addled mind could parse.

      Really, it was more or less inevitable when he turned a corner and ran into a Lythal and a human. Pushing mana to his time dilation rune gave him the moment he needed to drop a Fireball on them. Taking advantage of the slowed time, Dan activated his spellshield before the first spell could detonate. The explosion took both of the Imperials more or less by surprise, tossing their burning bodies toward him.

      More than the heat, in the enclosed space of the ship’s corridor, the pressure wave created by the fireball’s explosion was devastating. The sudden blast of force snapped the necks of both Imperials back, knocking them out almost immediately, to complement the third-degree burns covering their backs. Even the walls of the void ship were half melted and bowed outward.

      Dan frowned for a second. The Tellask might need the hallways, but he had a magic sword and no real incentive to leave the ship intact. So long as he didn’t accidentally cut into a mana forge and fry himself, now that the alert was sounded, it was foolish of him to play by their rules.

      With a thought, the familiar purple glow surrounded his sword. A single blow from the sword didn’t cut through the ship’s wall, but two did. Silently thanking Daeson, Dan went to work, hacking an impromptu passageway that he stepped through into what appeared to be a bedchamber. After ensuring that there weren’t any enemies in the room, Dan exited through the door into another hallway.

      Vaguely, he could feel the resonance of spatial magic from either the engine or the teleportation pad. He took a moment to orient himself before hacking into a wall in the general direction of the spatial mana. Behind him, some excited shouts were followed quickly by the clash and thuds of conflict. After a couple more slashes, Dan put his shoulder into the damaged wall, knocking it over into a darkened chamber beyond.

      Turning back to the hallway, he saw Jennifer fighting off a pair of Imperial soldiers. One was already down and clutching the stump of his right hand, while the other frantically retreated. Dan fired a fireball past her into a crowd of advancing soldiers, slowing them and giving her the opening she needed to take down another guard.

      They needed to hurry. Jennifer would be able to take down most humans, but she still wasn’t able to take on even an average elf. It was only a matter of time before elves began arriving, and at that point, Dan would need to step in to help out. At that point, it was only a matter of time until they became bogged down. Even if he could bring down a couple of elves, they weren’t going to win a battle of attrition this deep behind enemy lines.

      Stepping forward into the darkened chamber, Dan again repeated the process of cutting through the wall. Behind him, Jennifer positioned herself at the hole he had cut into the wall and held off the Imperial troops. Dan tuned out the fighting behind him as he continued stabbing the enchanted blade into the metallic walls.

      Sweat poured off of his body as he stepped through into another hallway. Ahead of him, a pair of heavily-armored guards brandished halberds and stood in front of a reinforced metal door. They eyed him nervously, but Dan just shrugged and slammed one of them into the wall behind him with a Forcebolt. The other tried to charge him, but Dan abused his time dilation rune, and the exchange was over in a moment. His sword slapped the halberd just slightly to the side and carved out the guard’s throat.

      The other guard tried to stand up, only for Dan to ram him into the floor with another forcebolt. Dan stabbed the man in the chest as Jennifer backed into the passage behind him, bleeding from a cut across her face as she tried to hold off a grinning elf. Dan slipped the sword into the crack between the wall and the armored door then sliced off the hinges. He wasn’t entirely sure if the reinforcements were just ornamental, but he hardly saw the point of designing defenses with such obvious weaknesses.

      The door fell inward and Dan breathed a sigh of relief as he took in the familiar sight of a teleport pad and beacon. Unarmed humans ran away from him as he approached the beacon.  His first sword blow simply cracked the crystal. Dan frowned and increased the performance of his strength rune before swinging again and again. Then, it shattered.

      Almost immediately, the illumination level of the room dropped noticeably as the beacon’s soft glow dissipated. Dan stepped onto the platform just in time to see Jennifer get thrown against a wall. The elf she was fighting stepped into the hallway, the gleaming metal bo staff in his hands writhing as metal mana morphed its shape.

      Dan frowned and launched a lightning stroke at the elf, only for it to grin at him as it planted its staff into the floor of the ship, grounding the bolt. Dan shrugged and pummeled the elf with a flurry of Forcebolts. The cocky alien stopped grinning as, even through his spellshield, each bolt knocked it back a step or two. Jennifer ran over to him, clutching her side and limping slightly as Dan launched a final fireball over her head.

      The elf dove for cover, and Dan used the distraction to activate the teleportation pad. He was under half mana, making a long jump impossible. Three beacons flashed in his mind. One on Twilight, one that could only be in the Thoth foundation, and another somewhere nearby in space. Dan glanced at his injured companion. Both Thoth and Twilight came with the risk of being enslaved once again. Even if he was going to die today, it would be as a free man.

      Dan poured spatial mana into the pad and focused on the unknown beacon. His last sight before he evaporated alongside Jennifer was a trio of elves, including the slightly scorched metal mage from earlier, storming into the room. He made sure to wave goodbye.

    

  







            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

          

      

    

    






The Final Frontier

        

      

    

    
      Dan blinked away the mental static from teleportation. He was kneeling on a teleportation platform somewhere else, his sword still in his hand. He stood up and looked around, taking in the metallic room that resembled the void ship’s teleportation chamber, complete with an oversized teleportation beacon. The only real difference was the humans here weren’t wearing armor. Instead, most of them looked like technicians monitoring the heavily-magical equipment that made up the teleportation platform and trying to avoid the gaze of the bored-looking elf supervising them.

      “Humans.” The elf sauntered over, not even turning on the spellshield runes clearly stamped into his breastplate. “We’ve lost contact with the Lord Aesther’s Descent. The oracles have indicated that the natives are attacking, but other than that, the situation is too chaotic for us to be able to make anything out. Report.”

      The Lightning Stroke hit him directly in the chest, the gold inscribed silver doing almost nothing to stop the flow of electricity as the elf collapsed. Dan wondered vaguely if the last month had made him too casual about death as the blade of his sword passed through the twitching elf’s neck. He was torn. He knew that if he had to redo his final encounter with Nora, his first companion and greatest antagonist on Twilight again today, there is no way that the duplicitous woman would survive. On one hand, that said something about Dan as a person. On the other, he couldn’t help but wonder if it was a mistake to leave her alive.

      “Don’t do anything stupid.” Jennifer interrupted Dan’s reverie by waving a sword at a pair of human techs edging toward the room’s door. “We’re highjacking whatever this thing is, and I’d prefer to have people alive to crew it at the end of the day. As a note, ‘prefer’ and ‘require’ are different words.”

      The two women froze and stepped away from the door, shaking slightly and refusing to meet Jennifer’s eyes. As Dan walked past them, one of them stumbled, falling to the ground.

      “We can fix your control runes,” he said with a sigh, his hand on the lever to open the teleportation platform door. “Just don’t fight back, and you’ll be free to leave. We aren’t here for you.”

      The woman on the ground began sobbing. For some reason, her friend glared at Dan and began dragging her friend away. Dan glanced over to Jennifer helplessly.

      “Don’t look at me, Dan.” She laughed, fiddling with her knives. “I’m the one who threatened to kill them, but you’re the one with the eldritch sword that just killed their taskmaster. Maybe you should stop being so imposing?”

      Dan didn’t dignify her quip with a response. Quietly, he turned back to the teleportation pad, interrupting the runescripting that powered the beacon with his sword. He’d be able to fix it later, but for now he wanted to make sure that no one followed them onto the station.

      With a quick nod to Jennifer, the two of them unlocked the armored door that protected the teleportation chamber and stepped out into the hallway. On either side of him stood two guards wielding the halberds that he recognized from breaking into the first teleportation pad. Almost casually, he slammed each of them into the walls of the hallway with a Forcebolt. He still wanted a version of the spell that could create spears or blades of force, but he had to admit that there was something satisfying about slamming an opponent into submission using nothing but bone-cracking force.

      He doubted that either of the men were dead, but neither of them would be in fighting shape anytime soon. Jennifer jogged up next to him, quirking an eyebrow at both of the unconscious guards.

      “This is why everyone’s scared of you, Dan.” She suppressed a giggle. “You’re always brooding and throwing people into walls. We still need to work those murder hobo tendencies out of you.”

      Dan kept walking, partially ignoring the fact that he had no idea where he was going. It was slightly petty, but at this stage, he wasn’t going to give Jennifer the satisfaction. After about ten minutes of aimless wandering, a human imperial approached them nervously, her hands empty and above her head. Dan raised his hand to cast a Lightning Stroke, his face screwed up in confusion, only for Jennifer to grab his wrist.

      “Dan, she’s surrendering, and we need a guide. As much as I appreciate the simplicity of your ‘knock everyone out with magic’ plan, I would prefer to not get stuck walking around here for the next two hours.”

      “Do we have to do this in front of the potential hostage?” Dan glanced briefly at the woman who had stopped with her hands in the air almost ten feet from them. “For all we know, this is some sort of plot for her to get close enough to detonate a magic bomb or disable our spellshields. These are literally our enemies, Jennifer. We can’t trust them.”

      “You really need to work on those trust issues.” Jennifer shook her head in an exaggerated fashion while clicking her tongue.

      “Sir and ma’am,” the imperial nervously spoke up. “I can hear both of you. I’m, uh, sort of a representative of most of the station’s crew. We would prefer that you don’t run around inside the ship blasting spells, just in case you knock a hole in the hull. We would be super grateful if you don’t get us all sucked out into space.”

      Dan turned back to the anxious woman. “Are you all going to surrender, then?” he asked, eyeing her up for any sudden movements.

      “We,” her eyes darted back and forth as she quickly licked her lips. “I mean, the other soldiers aren’t really able to completely surrender. There are two elves left on the station. We just wanted to see if we could encourage both sides to fight in the gymnasium. It’s hardened, and you’re a lot less likely to accidentally kill everyone. If you have the ability to remove our control runes, we don’t really have a reason to fight you if you win.”

      “How do I know this isn’t a trap?” Dan squinted at the terrified woman.

      “Uh, it sort of is, though?” She responded, confused. “Pretty much everyone will be in the gymnasium to fight you. We just want the survivors to actually have a space station to return to.”

      Dan stayed alert while the soldier led them through the station. Whoever had designed the place seemed overly fond of endless twisting passageways. Not exactly Dan’s favorite design ethos, and certainly not one that lent itself to the station responding quickly to an emergency. Definitely something he would have to look into once he commandeered the station.

      He wasn’t sure when he came to the conclusion, but Dan was going to take over the station. Between the government and the Thoth foundation, Earth wasn’t safe. It was only logical that he find someplace away from their control to set himself up. Even if it ended up only being Jennifer and him, he was pretty sure they could make a fairly decent living as wizards for hire.

      The gymnasium itself was a smaller version of the one in Daeson’s mansion. The reinforced walls, obstacle course and firing range were all there. The only new addition was the two elves, one holding an awl and the other a shortbow standing at the other end of the gym. The soldier who guided them to the room quickly closed the door behind them and ran away. For a couple seconds, silence filled the room, before one of the elves spoke up.

      “I am Basson Kinai, and this is my brother, Willot Kinai.” His speech was clipped and formal as he motioned first to himself and then to the elf standing next to him. “Along with Earran Amberell, who I believe you have already slain, we are the administrators of this station. If we are to fight to the death here, I would have you and your companion’s name.

      Dan frowned slightly. “I am Daniel Thrush, and this is Jennifer Finch. I’m surprised you’re actually asking for our names; most of the elves that I’ve encountered to date have been completely dismissive.”

      “Nobles.” The other elf sniffed dismissively. “You’re a lot less dismissive of an enemy that pulled themselves up from nothing when you have some idea of how hard that is. The rest of us get treated better than humans, but that’s about it. Learning spells without a tutor from a public library and having to scrape together enough money to buy actual gold runes for your silver armor really helps you understand how hard things are for the regular soldiers against the Orakh.”

      “Willot is right.” The first elf shrugged. “If you’ve made it this far, you deserve our respect. The Amberells might not consider you a worthy foe, but that is more of a factor of their arrogance than your ability. Still, honor demands that we fight to the death, so here we are. Just know that, if we win, Willot and I will make it quick. I ask that you do the same.”

      Dan nodded. Thoughtfully, he took in the two elves. Their armor, while enchanted, was only a couple of plates sewn into silver chain. The plates themselves had golden runescripting on them, but Dan could quickly see that an unsteady hand had inscribed the crude glyphs. They would work, but even his spellshards were of higher quality. Maybe that was why these elves weren’t deployed to the front. They were able to oversee a small station full of human techs, but they were hardly above the level of an average Starshield candidate.

      Almost regretfully, he lobbed a fireball between them. Immediately, they broke to either side, with Willot firing the bow at Dan. Mana flared into his time dilation rune, and the arrow slowed to a crawl. Easily, Dan put a Force Bubble in the path of the arrow, deflecting it to the side where it sparked and sputtered with magical energy.

      Without returning time to normal, Dan hit the archer with a Lightning Stroke. His spellshield flared, but it clearly wasn’t configured to deal with electricity as the energy went straight through it. The spell hit Willot in the chest, and the elf spasmed, falling to the floor almost immediately. Briefly, his memory went back to Twilight, where the spell had been one of his main go-tos. It really was an effective ability, if the target didn’t have a way to deflect or ground the spell.

      Dan pounced on Willot, bringing the enchanted sword down. The elf’s spellshield absorbed one slash, flaring violently white, before it shattered entirely. Dan stabbed the blade into the elf’s chest before turning to see Jennifer still in the middle of a battle with Basson. The elf was barely able to keep her at a distance with constant thrusts from the awl. That said, at some point in the last couple of days, Jennifer had gotten good enough at controlling the planes of force around her that she was actually reaching out with sheets of force to deflect the pike before it even reached her.

      He nodded in appreciation as shimmering rectangles of force stretched out from her skin and slapped three successive thrusts slightly to the side, allowing her to close the gap to Basson unmolested. The elf shouted in surprise, dropping the spear. He ignited his hand and forearm before attempting to backhand Jennifer. She easily ducked the blow, thrusting up with one of the enchanted short swords, her blade skipping off of the elf’s burning arm, leaving a visible hole in his spellshield.

      Basson jumped away from Jennifer, only for his upper back to slam into a Force Bubble, pitching him forward. The elf’s face slammed into the station’s deck, and Jennifer was on top of him, a blur of blades and magic as she quickly worked her way through his spellshield and did fatal damage to the stunned elf.

      Dan shook his head at the wreck of an elf before turning back to Willot. The elf’s bow was almost five feet away. Even if it was closer, he was clearly beyond fighting, due to the sword stabbed through his lung. Dan opened his mouth to demand Willot’s surrender, only for the elf to beat him to the punch.

      “End it, human.”

      Dan couldn’t help but notice the blood on the elf’s lips as he spoke.

      “Neither of us can surrender. We both have family that will be given a pension if we die in combat, but if we’re taken prisoner, their fates will be terrible beyond words.”

      “But-” Dan began, only for Willot to cut him off once more.

      “Given your weapons and abilities, this was the only way our duel could have ended.” The elf coughed, blood spattering his clenched hand. “Basson and I knew that this is probably how this would end, but there never were choices for people like us. If we surrender, it is treason. We can never return to the Empire, and those we love will be tormented and dishonored in ways humans can comprehend. Both of us walked into this gymnasium knowing there was a very real chance we wouldn’t be walking back out. It isn’t fair, but it is the way of these things. Just be quick.”
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      Dan pulled up his mental walls to ward off the effects of Willot’s mana. Despite his efforts, Dan had to admit to himself that he was more than a little shaken. Whether it was the mana or the elf demanding his own death, he was more than a little off of his game. Luckily, Jennifer was mostly silent as they followed their guide to the station’s bridge. As much as he usually appreciated her banter, it just didn’t feel like the time.

      “What’s your name, anyway?” Dan asked their guide to break the silence.

      “Amelia.” The woman flinched slightly at the sound of Dan’s voice. They walked another ten or so feet in silence before she continued speaking. “Is it true? Can you fix our control runes?”

      “Unless they’re terribly different from the ones used by the Tellask soldiers on Earth, yes,” Dan tried to reassure her. “I will still need sufficient materials, but so long as you have some properly-stored monster essence and gold dust, it should be enough.”

      “What are you going to do with us?” She asked, her voice hushed and her eyes on the floor. “You aren’t an elf. I’ve never worked for a human before. I don’t even know how that would work.”

      Amelia shook her head, clearly trying to center herself. “I mean, the brothers weren’t bad as far as elves went. It might seem strange to you, but a lot of us aren’t going to be happy to see them go. For many, pleasant but harsh employers are better than the unknown.”

      “For the humans here?” Dan shrugged. “I’ll probably free you and then let you do whatever you want. I’ll offer most or all of you jobs. The only question is what I’ll use to pay you. That said, if you want to turn the jobs down, that’s your right. I’ve had enough of employment contracts you can’t refuse for one lifetime.

      “Right now,” he continued, “my goal is to set myself up as an independent power. Pretty much everyone on Earth is spending all of their time and effort on petty power struggles. We’re literally getting invaded by aliens, and it’s all one big pissing match to them.

      “Speaking of which… Where exactly is ‘here?’ I was able to tell that I was teleporting to a site in space, but not much more than that when we left the last ship. The ship’s owners were a bit upset at our presence.”  He grinned at the woman, trying and failing to set her at ease. “We were in a bit of a hurry.”

      “This is a standard resupply and teleport hub,” Amelia motioned to the vessel around them. “It only has one mana forge, no drive, and minimal weaponry. Really, all of the space is devoted to storage, farming, and scrying devices. We were dropped off in a low but stable orbit by a void ship, and I guess this is where we’ll stay until another one swings by to pick us up. In the meantime, we were supposed to help coordinate reinforcements and supply with the invasion dirtside.”

      “Farming?” Dan raised an eyebrow. The station was metal, a series of narrow passageways crafted in an almost indecipherable tangle. He hadn’t even seen a proper wood surface in his entire time on board.

      “Where do you think the air comes from?” She cracked the barest of a smile, still obviously nervous. “Wind mages can help but a posting like this doesn’t rate one full time. Half the time, a station like this is left to monitor a system for decades at a time. Most of the time, we’re just there to be a stopover for those using the teleportation network. We have to be self-sufficient. No one wants to waste a space mage on sending us periodic shipments of food and water.”

      “You said this station does observation?” Jennifer interjected, startling Dan slightly. She’d been so quiet that he’d almost forgotten that Jennifer was there.

      “Sure.” Amelia nodded agreeably. “We spend a lot of our time scrying and putting together reports about what’s happening on the planet’s surface. We have entire cabinets filled with meticulous reports on your world’s leaders and defensive capabilities. Sometimes the elves even read them.”

      “What do you have on us?” Dan asked curiously.

      Amelia hesitated a moment. “A fair amount. No one on your planet bothers to put up wards against scrying, so we’ve been able to see pretty much everything. Of course, there are so many of you that actually finding anything of importance is incredibly hard. We have the locations of a couple spots where important people come to eat meals and talk about the war. Those have yielded the most intelligence to date.”

      “You’re spying on fancy restaurants?” Dan asked incredulously.

      “Sometimes. Mostly, we end up watching the entertainment illusions that your people project into the squares on their walls,” Amelia responded, blushing slightly with embarrassment. “Sometimes, someone talks about the war, and we put that in our reports. The rest of the time, we just watch your programs. Most of the crew is very invested in your planet’s unscripted ‘reality’ illusions.”

      Dan scowled. “Wait, are you saying that most of the crew just sits around up here farming and watching reality television?”

      “Is…” Amelia fidgeted nervously. “Is that a problem? We just weren’t given much direction. The commanders didn’t even tell us where to look, and honestly, watching the news breaks in the entertainment programs taught us a lot more than randomly looking around the countryside. A trashy housewife ranting about tax rates is still more informative than looking at a field full of cows for the hundredth time. I’ve seen a lot of cows while trying to spy on the war effort,” Amelia muttered, refusing to meet Dan’s eyes.

      “Can you bring us to the scrying station, Amelia?” The other woman calmed noticeably as Jennifer put a hand on her shoulder. “We can probably help you find a news channel or something. It will be good for us to catch up on what we missed while we were in the jungle.”

      Dan shrugged and followed helplessly. Jennifer’s idea was a good one, but he still didn’t get why Amelia constantly acted nervous around him. He really would have to get better at dealing with people. There needed to be some middle ground between being imposing and an absolute pushover. Whatever it was, it could wait until after he bathed.

      “Amelia?” Dan winced slightly as his voice made her jump a little yet again. “I know for a fact that I smell rancid. I was wondering if you could direct me to a bath of some sort. I’m sure you and Jennifer can handle finding a news channel on your own while I finish cleaning up.”

      The two women kept chatting as they quickly led him to a bathroom, where they promptly abandoned him. Dan didn’t mind overly much. After the last couple weeks of constant tension, he needed some time to decompress.

      The bath chamber itself wasn’t impressive. It had a rack to hang his clothes on next to a pile of towels, a tub, and a bucket. The tub itself was small, barely big enough for Dan to fit in. He cranked the hot water spigot, pleasantly surprised to see steam rising from the water as it poured into the tub. After a second of thought, he turned the valve on the cold water pipe as well. Even if he had thermal resistance from his runes, that was no real reason to test it unnecessarily.

      Dan took a pause from watching both of the faucets pour water into the tub to undress himself. With the help of the System, he had already healed the mess of scratches and abrasions that should have marred his skin. Still, it felt good to get out of the omnipresent chainmail. Even with constant healing, chafing had been a painful and recurring problem.

      He sank into the water for a minute and closed his eyes. The heat of the water immediately made him drowsy as it began to work its way into his tense muscles. He really needed to book himself a vacation of some sort. His life had been in constant motion for almost two years straight, and the tension was really starting to wear on him.

      With a sigh, he sat up in the tub and reached for a nearby chunk of pumice. Right now, he would have killed for some soap, but apparently it wasn’t considered essential for Tellask infantry. Dan began rubbing the rough stone across his skin. It worked after a fashion, removing days of grime, mud and filth. After almost ten minutes of scrubbing, he filled the bucket with water and poured it over his head, using his fingers to pull the dirt and knots out of his hair.

      Finally, he reluctantly stepped out of the tub to dry and dress. It still didn’t feel right venturing out into the world without the artificial scent of shampoo or conditioner, but he supposed he’d just have to make do. Strapping his sword to his hip, Dan stepped out into the hallway where another guide was killing time by reading a crudely-printed paperback.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name?” Dan asked after coughing to catch the man’s attention.

      “Gregory, sir,” the guide responded, quickly slipping a strip of cloth into the book and turning to face Dan. “Where to? Amelia told me to take you wherever you need to go.”

      “Teleportation chamber first,” Dan directed. Immediately Gregory started walking down the hallway with enough purpose that Dan assumed he knew what he was doing.

      “What’s Amelia’s story, anyway?” Dan asked as he trailed the younger man. “Is she in charge here or something?”

      “I think that’s you, sir,” Gregory chuckled briefly. “I suppose she’s probably who we would look to after you and your friend. Amelia’s the station administrator, in charge of maintenance, supply, discipline, and any other vitally-necessary day-to-day operations that an elf would think was beneath them.”

      “Do you have any reason why she’s so nervous around me?” Dan queried as he tried his hardest to recognize some element of the passages they were walking through.

      “Well, you did more or less casually kill two elves.” Gregory shrugged. “Even if the first one was caught off guard, Willot knew what was coming and couldn’t even come close to stopping you. This station isn’t really designed for military operations. If you wanted to go on a rampage, now that the elves are done, there really isn’t even anyone that could slow you down. ‘Course, it might have something to do with you threatening to murder Rebecca and needing your lady friend to talk you out of it. It’s hardly my place to speculate.”

      “What about you?” Dan raised an eyebrow at Gregory’s back. “Are you afraid that I’ll go mana mad and murder you for no reason?”

      “Hope not.” Gregory kept walking. “Course, if that’s what happens, there’s not much I can do to stop it. You’re kitted to the gills with enchanted gear, and you can cast spells. Even if this ship were chock full of marines, it’d probably just be a matter of time before you got us all if you really wanted to. Nah, I’m just hoping you don’t go mad. You don’t really seem like the type, but I’m not gonna worry about something I can’t change.”

      “But maybe some action of yours would drive me over the edge into some sort of violent frenzy.” Dan smiled at the indolent tech. “You say that you aren’t going to worry about a situation that you can’t control, but you’re the only one with me right now. I can think of a hundred scenarios where you accidentally induce me to kill you based upon a misstatement or action.”

      “That would be pretty annoying.” Gregory’s voice remained unchanged. “I mean, it would get me out of a lot of gambling debts, but killing me for no reason would be a major bummer.”

      Dan shrugged, mentally admitting defeat to Gregory’s nihilism. Nothing he did was going to phase the man, so it didn’t make any sense to harass him further. They lapsed into silence for a while, but then Gregory grew bored and started narrating what went on in various areas of the station, pointing out the living, storage, and hydroponics areas. Dan appreciated the effort, but he was so completely turned around that there was almost no chance that he would remember any of the locations pointed out to him.

      Finally, they arrived in the teleportation chamber. In the meantime, someone had pulled the body of the dead elf over into a corner. The two techs on duty froze as soon as they saw Gregory and Dan enter the room. They immediately became very interested in their hands, unwilling to make eye contact with either of them.

      “We’re here, boss.” Gregory leaned up against the doorway to the room. “What’s next? Send us down to the planet and make us answer questions? Gonna pull some of your friends up from the planet?”

      “The opposite, actually,” Dan replied as he traced his finger over the golden cable connecting the teleportation beacon to both the pad, and by proxy, the station’s mana forge. He pulled the cord from the side of the pad.  “I’m a bit leery of most of the people down there at the moment. I’d prefer for us to get ourselves set up without having to worry about unwanted visitors from Earth or a Tellask staging ground. If I managed it on the fly and under fire, it’s only a matter of time before they manage it as well.”

      He’d already disabled the runescripting, but it made sense to unplug the pad as well. Dan doubted that any of the humans on the satellite would betray him, and even if they wanted to, it was unlikely that they knew enough runescripting to spot what he’d done to the beacon, but if a little prudence now could save him from a dozen elves later, that seemed like a good deal to Dan.
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      After yanking the beacon’s cable out of the teleportation panel, Dan followed Gregory to the scrying chamber. Stepping into the room, he waved at Jennifer to get her attention while she stood hunched over the scrying stone.

      “Welcome back, Dan.” Jennfier spoke distractedly, her eyes glued to the disc of stone in front of her. “I managed to find a hotel in America. They’re just leaving a tv playing the nightly news on repeat. I figured it would probably be good for us to keep up-to-date.”

      “Things were in a bit of flux when we left.” Dan walked up behind her and glanced at the stone over her shoulder. “I don’t actually recall taking a chance to follow up on the outside world since the ambush the day we touched down in the Amazon.”

      Jennifer motioned vaguely at the scrying stone. “The battle is most of what’s on the news right now. “It sounds like pretty much every major news channel has correspondents out in the field, but still half of the coverage is just a bunch of officers sitting around and debating the trickle of information they’re actually getting from the front.”

      “Have you tried finding the White House or the Pentagon?” Dan asked, eyes on the stone. “If all we’re getting is talking heads on the television, it might be useful for us to try and intercept a report from someone who actually knows what’s going on.”

      “We tried.” Jennifer rolled her eyes. “Those are huge buildings, and from the inside, you’d have a hard time figuring out that we were at war. Everyone was talking about funding bills and who’d screwed who over on the last transportation infrastructure package, but there wasn’t a whole lot of talk about the actual fighting. The people who were talking about it were almost dismissive. There didn’t seem to be any question in their mind that our army would send a bunch of ‘primitive alien savages’ packing sooner rather than later.”

      “No offense.” She raised a hand and nodded at one of the nearby techs.

      “None taken,” the big man rumbled in reply. “It’s just a little strange for a group of uncivilized barbarians that are subject to a pacification mission to call the Tellask Empire ‘primitive alien savages.’ But, I suppose your people are winning the battle on your planet, and I’m a prisoner of war, so there may be something to what you’re saying.” He shrugged philosophically. “I wouldn’t know. I don’t get paid enough to know.”

      “Actually, that brings up a good point.” The tech turned to the former imperial scribe who was scribbling down what was displayed on the scrying stone in a cramped shorthand. “Hey, Rebecca, are we even getting paid right now?”

      “No.” The woman didn’t even look up. “In fact, our back pay and prize purse for this campaign will have been seized by the Empire as a penalty for being captured. Apparently, the Emperor didn’t want to ‘encourage’ surrender.”

      “Anyway,” Jennifer cut them off. “What I was saying is that the news has been a more reliable source of information for us. Obviously, I don’t take anything they’re saying at face value, but at least I’m getting an idea as to what’s happening.”

      The scrying stone was zoomed in on a fairly large TV screen. A panel of three people in suits, two men and one woman, spoke about the war. Behind them, a screen showed some looping footage of soldiers firing a tripod-mounted machine gun down a street in a strange Tellask city built up around the landing site. In the background, the hotel’s customers were going about their day-to-day life.

      “Now listen, Karen,” one of the official-looking men in suits was speaking on the television. “I know the aliens surprised us with their cowardly night attack, but after the Jungle Massacre, the Coalition Forces have been running the show in the Amazon. We’ve all seen the footage, lines of people with shields of all things. If they’re just going to stand there waiting to get shot, it’s really only a matter of time before our troops come out on top.”

      “Tom,” the woman interjected, her right hand chopping downward. “We keep going in circles on this. The aliens used a bioweapon on the night of the Jungle Massacre. Now, we seem to have the advantage at the moment due to the United States’ special forces placed in the jungle locating the alien base and disabling the defenses-”

      Dan leaned over to Jennifer and whispered conspiratorially. “Did you hear that? We’ve been promoted to the special forces!”

      “-if the aliens are willing to resort to such barbaric methods once again, are we prepared?” The female broadcaster kept speaking animatedly as Jennifer rolled her eyes at Dan. “What are they going to do when their backs are against the wall? Another bioweapon or some sort of magical monstrosity? We don’t even know what they’re capable of. Treating them like medieval savages is a great way to underestimate an Empire with thousands of years of history.”

      “Come on now,” Tom interrupted Karen, cutting her off on the television. “Henry Ibis announces all of this information supposedly about the aliens that just happens to reflect his games perfectly. Am I going to believe a crazy old man that makes children’s games, or am I going to believe my eyes? I’ve seen the footage. They’re using swords and shields against tanks! Of course they’re doomed! If their terrorism hadn’t killed thousands in the Jungle Massacre, I might feel bad for them.”

      “What about the dinosaurs?” Karen threw her hands up in the air. Behind her, footage of a wyvern flying overhead played and then faded into a war lizard stomping toward the camera. “Fighting those with rifles seems almost as dumb as attacking a tank with a sword.”

      The footage behind her shifted. Dan shifted in embarrassment as he caught sight of himself on the back of the war lizard, struggling to stab his sword into its skull. The camera footage was blurry and shaky, an artifact of the camera person sprinting for cover while doing their best to keep the lizard in the shot. When the monster reared up, Jennifer was visible as a whirlwind of magic and blood buried in the creature’s softer underbelly.

      None of the broadcasters spoke as the footage played out. Eventually, the war lizard on screen slammed to the ground with Dan triumphant on its back. The as yet unidentified host let out a deep breath.

      “Now I don’t know if the overall battle plan is a good or bad one.” The host spoke, excitement in her voice. “But I think we need to talk about the superpowers that are being caught on camera in the Amazon. I’m not sure exactly what those two people were doing when they killed that dinosaur, but it certainly didn’t look physically possible.”

      “See, Karen!” Tom exclaimed with excitement. “Even if they do have some sort of strange secrets, it will never outmatch human ingenuity. Already, we have people who can use their own nefarious abilities back on them, and we’re beating them at their own game.”

      “Graham,” Tom spoke to the other man on set with him. “Roll the Darkstryke footage. Let’s show the viewers that, even in the middle of a worldwide crisis, humanity is always ready to take the next step forward.”

      “Tom,” Graham leaned forward, his voice insistent. “The producers haven’t had a chance to go through that footage yet. It’s fairly violent and worse, there could easily be some swearing in it. Think what the FCC would say.”

      “Just give the viewers a disclaimer and run it.” Tom waved his hand dismissively. “If we have a scoop like this, it would be stupid of us to sit on it.”

      “Fine,” Graham glanced down at the sheaf of papers on the table in front of him. “What you’re about to see is violent and uncensored. Expect adult situations and coarse language. That said, this is an exclusive video from an independent contractor fighting on the alien front.”

      The screen went black. In the background, the sound of the hotel’s customers faded away. The TV had successfully grabbed everyone’s attention. Then color exploded on the screen. The cameraperson was crouched in a bush. Dan recognized two other Starshield Candidates, both holding rifles with shortswords at their side slowly moving toward a gigantic river.

      “All right, Darkies,” Reggie whispered, much to Dan’s dismay. “This is all real as hell. I got kidnapped by some crazy guys and they taught me magic. That’s why I haven’t been in contact for a while, big apologies out to my sponsors. Lightning Strike energy drink, the fuel for a gamer on the go has been super great to me through this entire thing, and I’d like to encourage all of you to buy a couple bottles using promo code D-A-R-K-I-E-69.”

      Dan winced. There was something about Reggie’s crass and unapologetic capitalism combined with the awful nickname for his fans that made him want to put his head through a wall.

      “Lightning Strike’s got the energy to keep a serious pro gamer in the game, even if the game is a war against alien scum,” Reggie continued excitedly. “I’d also like to mention that GamerBriefs has been super chill about me disappearing as well. As chill as GamerBriefs will keep your junk. As we all know, professional gaming is a sweaty business. Unless you want your boys to start chafing, you’re gonna need to let them breathe with GamerBriefs. Remember, they’re extra absorbent for all of your extra-tough gamer juices.”

      Dan reached up and massaged both of his temples with a free hand. Next to him, Jennifer started snickering uncontrollably. Amelia looked back and forth at both of them, confused, but still silent.

      “Anyway,” Reggie continued, unaware of the reactions to his shameless advertisement. “I’ve learned this sick optic camouflage spell so nothing can see me, and I’m packing a 12 -gauge. The aliens are called the Tellask, and they’ve put a bunch of super-cool monsters in the Amazon. NightScythe and _RadBrad420 are here with me and _RadBrad420 just spotted something in the river.”

      “DarkStryke,” one of the other figures called out, pointing at the river. “There’s something big swimming around down there, over by the downed tree.”

      “Just throw it up in the air with water magic so _RadBrad420 can shoot it!” Reggie scoffed at the speaker. “It’s not that hard, man. Now everyone, get a load of this.”

      Reggie skulked closer to the river, the camera on his head making out some movement on the other end of the river. Then, a tentacle of water lifted an almost six-foot struggling brown form from the river. The pseudopod only held cohesion for two seconds, but that was long enough for the candidate Dan recognized as Bradley Phillips, aka _RadBrad420, to fire two three-round bursts from his M-16 into it. With a helpless bleating sound, the magic faded and the animal dropped into the waters of the Amazon. Quickly, blood began to fill the water near where it dropped.

      “Shit.” The water mage paled. “Dark, I think that was just a river otter. Like, an ordinary animal.”

      “C’mon, NightScythe,” Dan could practically hear Reggie rolling his eyes. “That thing was gigantic. Clearly it had mana of some sort infused into it.”

      “Man,” NightScythe stepped toward the cameraman. “They’re called giant river otters. I think they only live around here. I’m pretty sure they’re endangered. You should probably cut the stream while we figure all of this shit out. I don’t want the feds kicking in my door once we get home.”

      “Quit being a wuss,” Reggie replied dismissively. “That was clearly a monster, and in any second, we’re going to get the mana for defeating it. Nothing to worry about. We’re doing Uncle Sam a favor fighting for him down here anyway. They aren’t going to give a crap if you accidentally poach or something.”

      Nothing happened on camera for a couple of seconds, other than the river continuing to flow and gurgle.

      “I don’t feel any mana,” NightScythe spoke worriedly. “I’m pretty sure we killed it. If it was a monster, I think we would have felt something by now. I don’t think that it was a mo-”

      His sentence was cut off by a gigantic otter rearing up out of the river. The portion of the monster sticking out of the river, really just its upper torso, was at least eight feet long. It let out a mournful, shrieking bellow as water slowly floated up from the river around it, congealing into a series of fist-sized balls that rapidly froze.

      Reggie’s shotgun barked, but didn’t penetrate the otter’s thick fur given the distance. Nearby, an M-16 began to chatter. The globes of ice hurtled toward the cameraman, shattering as they blew massive divots into nearby trees. Given the limitations of the camera, it was hard to tell how fast the hailstones were moving, but it was safe to say that getting struck by one would probably be enough to take anyone without a spellshield out of the fight.

      “Shit, it’s a caster!” Reggie shouted over the now constant gunfire. “Night, try to interrupt its magic. Brad, try and tag it with Blood Thorns. I’m going to hit it with a Flare to try and distract it.”

      Brad threw something that looked like a hand grenade at the otter, which erupted into needle-covered vines that immediately began questing toward the oversized animal. A jet of water fired from the river toward the vines, only to erupt into a cloud of mist at the last second before it deflected them. Then, a strobe of life flashed in the middle of the river.

      The otter mewled, pawing at its eyes. The rifle fire continued, most of the rounds deflecting off of the water, but with an occasional shot hitting the gigantic, but otherwise adorable creature.

      The video cut out. The three-person panel was back on camera, Karen pale and holding a sheet of paper.

      “We’re sorry to pull you away from that traumatizing footage,” her voice was shaky as she glanced down at the paper, “but there has been breaking news. The United States Department of Justice has announced an arrest warrant for Henry Ibis on the charge of treason. He is accused of hiring a government employee, Daniel Thrush, to steal government property. Both Ibis and Thrush have been charged as co-conspirators in charges of destruction of government property, espionage, and treason. What this means for the beloved game designer is unknown at this time. We are reaching out to Henry Ibis’ lawyers for comment right now.”

      “Treason?” Dan glanced at Jennifer, frowning slightly. “That seems a bit harsh.”
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      Dan spent the next couple of weeks in the gym trying to perfect a fire aura spell. He couldn’t control anything about the situation on Earth, and even thinking about it stressed him out, so Dan tried to focus on what he could control. Improving himself. Meditation and training weren’t the perfect solution to the constant well of anxiety that was terrestrial news, but they were a welcome outlet for his stress, aggression, and anger.

      He hadn’t had the downtime to work on runes or magic in a long time, and improvement was sorely needed. Unfortunately, the station didn’t have the runecrafting resources for him to do much more than short circuit the control runes on the rest of the crew, but there was still plenty of work to be done with his raw spellcasting.

      At least fixing the runes had helped endear him to the nineteen other humans living on the station. Most of them were still afraid of him, treating him more like an elf than a fellow human after his initial display in the gymnasium, but at least they would make eye contact while talking to him. Baby steps.

      Not Amelia. She still shook like a leaf in a hurricane every time Dan tried to interact with her. It might have been the way that Jennifer had to hold him back from killing her when they first met, but the woman was petrified of him, and Dan couldn’t think of a way to rectify the situation.

      Even though he focused on his training, he couldn’t help but worry about how things were working out in his everyday life. He was sure that his mother was worrying herself sick about him. She was already angry at him for disappearing for a year while he was on Twilight with nothing more than a cryptic note that he would be ‘out of contact’ for the near future. Even before that, he’d only called once every month or so while he had been training.

      Deep in his soul, Dan knew that his mother and her collection of busybody friends would have heard all about the charges leveled against him. Strangely, despite everything else that was going on, dealing with her again was almost something he feared more than confronting the government.

      The worst of it was that he couldn’t even contact Earth to defend himself. Although the scrying equipment let them listen in on conversations and television programs, he had no way of interfacing with the satellite network and explaining his case. Technically, he could simply teleport back to Earth and explain his position in person, but he didn’t feel comfortable teleporting into the Thoth Compound.

      That feeling of discomfort wasn’t helped by scrying on the compound. Ibis hadn’t taken kindly to the charges of treason. Jennifer and Dan had listened in on more than one board meeting that devolved into ranting and screaming about how ‘his’ senators didn’t even have the decency to stay bribed.

      More recently, those meetings had taken on a darker tone. Dan recognized more than one of the Starshield candidates who had been drawn from the security forces. Given the distance between the Thoth compound and Brazil, that meant the soldiers must have been withdrawn almost immediately after the ambush.

      As for the content of the newer meetings, it became less about how the government had wronged Ibis, and more about getting even. The chairman and his cronies discussed their defenses, postulating how long they would need to hold out before a mysterious package arrived.

      None of them could figure out what exactly the package was. Dan wasn’t sure if Ibis was being paranoid, that he was speaking in euphemisms because he was afraid of being recorded, or if the chairman was insisting on being his usual needlessly-dramatic self. All he knew for sure was that it was “going to change everything,” a statement so ominous that Dan half-expected to hear thunder in the background every time Ibis uttered it.

      Then, the FBI came to serve their warrant, only to be turned away with gunfire. They came back with a helicopter, only for the Thoth compound to reveal that it had an old 88 mm anti-aircraft gun hidden under a tarp on the roof. The chopper managed to escape the compound, but with a number of new holes in its armored frame.

      Ever since then, the FBI had been in a standoff with the chairman, steadily bringing in more and more units to besiege the compound, but refusing to move until they were good and ready. In the meantime, Ibis toured the talk show circuits via a remote link, his usual charming and larger-than-life self as he laughed and cracked jokes about how the government was just trying to steal his secrets and punish him for his success.

      As much as the chairman should have been a natural ally to Dan, Henry was still a bit of a bogeyman. His doubt of Ibis’ motives aside, Dan could only be pretty sure that he’d removed the control mechanisms in his System with Sam’s help. He wasn’t keen on testing that proposition.

      Outside of checking up on their former Allies, Jennifer and Dan would use the scrying stone to get updates on what was happening on Earth. The battle for the landing site was a muted success. The coalition forces took advantage of the gap they blew in the defenses to plow through the Tellask forces. It was hard to tell from the handful of images that every channel was playing, but it looked like the initial attack had been a resounding victory.

      Once the Tellask reinforcements were shut down, things changed. The reports were fragmented, but it sounded like the elves panicked. They opened fire with their heavy artillery, mostly the ballista-like, magically-powered rail guns that Jennifer and Dan had seen on their way into the landed ship. The coalition forces pushed harder, trying to silence the cannons before they could do too much damage to the human armies’ armored assets. Then, a quartet of wyverns made a break for it.

      The elves must not have realized that satellites were tracking the wyverns’ every movement, because it was only a matter of time before they were engaged by carrier-borne fighters. Without the satellites, the wyverns probably would have escaped in the confusion created by the artillery bombardment. Instead, with the number of satellites staring at the battle, the coalition forces had all of the time they needed to equip, organize, and launch a full task force of fighters to intercept the creatures.

      Still, the wyverns did a number on the jets. A press helicopter was near enough to the fight to film and broadcast it to the entire world, much to the coalition’s chagrin. Each wyvern carried three to four elves, and between them, they had more than enough mana to make the conflict interesting.

      Compared to the jets, the wyverns moved at a glacial pace, making them easy targets for missiles. Unfortunately, the elves seemed more than capable of shooting down missiles with diffuse area of effect spells. Even from a distance, just watching the spells unleashed by the elves revealed them to be the leaders of the invasion. The elves alternated shooting down the missiles, but each spell struck with at least a millennia of force and precision. The recording of the battle lasted almost a half hour. Really, to Dan’s eyes, it just looked like the elves eventually ran out of mana.

      The rest of the battle was an action movie’s worth of special effects. The battle began with a spray of technicolor lights blasting from a Wyvern as an advanced spell swatted a jet from the air with distressing ease. The planes scattered as follow-up spells blasted through the air they once occupied. A pair of fighters curved around and fired missiles from extreme range. At first, there was no response from the elves as the missiles slammed into a Wyvern’s spellshield in an explosion of light and violence.  After the first volley, the elves didn’t take any more chances. Waves of electricity and force periodically pulsed out from the elves, prematurely detonating or shorting out any missiles that came too close.

      Eventually, the jets stopped firing missiles from extreme range. Despite the weapons’ speed, a combination of time dilation runes and area of effect magic quickly rendered them moot. Two pairs of jets closed range and slowed down to begin a strafing run with their autocannons. Almost immediately, the wyverns exploded into a rainbow of magic as a torrent of magic ripped the planes from the sky.

      For a short time, the two sides continued in an uneasy stalemate. The coalition jets circling the slower moving wyverns, unable to do anything but fire ineffectual missiles at them but likewise out of range for any effective magic. Then a fighter accelerated toward the wyverns, juking back and forth as it closed the distance before opening fire with its autocannon while moving at full speed. Not many shots hit, but the return fire was equally inaccurate.

      After the first jet blazed the way, the entire task force scattered and followed its lead, twisting and jerking to avoid incoming spells while flying toward the Tellask spellcasters at full speed. As powerful as the elves were, they struggled to keep up with modern jets moving faster than the speed of sound. Even if most of the coalition jets’ shots missed, the elves were left with no other option but to fill the air with enough spells to force the fighters to periodically back off.

      Finally, one of the wyvern’s spellshields failed and 25 mm shells pounded up its side. Almost immediately, the creature screamed and began losing altitude. Then, without the fire support of their companion, the other three wyverns were shot down in short order. It took almost 12 F-35s and F-18s to bring the creatures down, but the coalition forces didn’t take any chances on the elves escaping. Only one of the wyverns even made it to the ground. The other three were blown apart by long-range missile fire once the beasts were injured and separated from the rest of the group.

      The failed wyvern escape should have been the triumphant end of the battle, but the elves had other ideas. In the midst of the final battle to seize the rail guns, barrels of death bloom burst all around the void ship, inundating the battlefield with the spores. Imperial and coalition soldiers alike quickly succumbed to the weapon and began mindlessly attacking anything in sight. Dan hoped that the French soldiers had followed his advice and worn their hazardous material suits into battle.

      Thousands of soldiers on both sides lost their lives to the gas before the coalition forces were able to don protective gear. The Imperials had no such equipment, instead universally succumbing to their masters’ biological attack. Even after the gas itself lost its efficacy, it still took the better part of a day to bring up the soldiers needed to clear the zombie-like husks from the landing site.

      In the meantime, the United States’ attempts to seize Henry were going poorly. He sealed himself into his compound and periodically gave cryptic statements about how the United States government was leading the people astray. Knowing both participants in the argument, Dan wanted nothing to do with it. Really, his only interest in the dispute was the fact that apparently some of Henry’s security had access to what looked in news reports to be powered battle armor. Dan couldn’t help but wonder how useful that armor would have been to the Starshield candidates who didn’t survive the entire debacle in Brazil.

      As best Dan could understand via the talking heads on television, the United States population was skeptical of the government’s claims regarding Ibis. The accusations were vague, and Henry had enough friends in the media to get his side out. Namely, that Henry was trying to research ways to use the aliens’ technology that the government couldn’t or wouldn’t make progress on. That all of the magic performed by Earth-born humans could be traced to Henry, and to a lesser extent, Dan.

      It was fairly strange to see talk show hosts trying to opine on his life. Once Dan’s name was mentioned in conjunction with Ibis, he received some attention, but after Henry decided to resist arrest, the networks began researching him in earnest. It was only a matter of time before his ex-girlfriend, professors, and casual acquaintances from college began showing up on TV and talking about Dan like they were best friends.

      Seeing his ex again hurt the hardest. Both her appearance and personality were almost exactly the same as when he had last seen her almost three years ago. She still smiled and complemented everyone while steering the conversation to the topics she actually wanted to talk about. Even the reporters were helpless before her, their interviews about Dan’s background rapidly turning into promotions for the private wealth management company she was apparently running now.

      Dan managed to resist turning the scrying stone on her. It would have been as simple as changing his focus while using it, and he would have been able to listen in on her every conversation. Although part of him wanted to know how she was doing, Dan knew that pursuing the answer to that question would be immensely self-destructive.

      Instead, he redoubled his training. He burned himself badly more than once trying to create the fire aura. Without the System healing him, learning the spell would have taken months at a minimum due to the delays necessitated by his recovery. Despite his advantages, the aura was still tricky to learn. The hardest part was finding a way to consistently layer fire around his body without letting it actually touch his skin. After all, his fire-resistance rune could help him with the residual heat from the spell, but literally setting himself on fire seemed to be a step too far.

      The rest of the world seemed to settle into a holding pattern. The troops in the Amazon tried to clean out the last of the husks. The standoff at the Thoth Foundation continued unabated as the local police decided that starving Henry out was a better option than attacking the heavily-fortified compound. The station’s crew continued on performing their duties as if the station’s ownership had never changed. Jennifer trained her affinities and spells while occasionally sparring with Dan.

      Before too long, Dan phased out watching television via the scrying stone entirely. If something major happened, either Jennifer or a crew member would contact him. Instead, he focused himself entirely on learning the new spell. Finally, after two weeks of nothing but practice, he finished the spell.

      Well, Dan thought, looking at the pale orange flames licking up and down his arms. Maybe “finished” was a bit of a strong term. At the moment, he could only cover roughly a quarter of his body in what he believed to be fairly cool flames. The good news was that Dan had pretty decent control over the size and shape of the fire aura. It was far from perfect, but anyone approaching Dan at melee range would have to reckon with a decent portion of his body being on fire when they tried to strike him.

      Dan was confident that eventually the spell would develop to the point where he could cover his entire body with it. It was just a matter of time and practice, but until then, the System recognized and saved the spell.

    

  







            CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

          

          

      

    

    






Above the Fray

        

      

    

    
      Dan ducked under Jennifer’s wooden training sword, runes flaring on his exposed chest as Dan struggled to keep up with her smooth and agile attacks.

      He’d never bothered to ask, but Dan suspected that Jennifer had trained in martial arts and edged weapons from a young age. At least he hoped so. She was far too good with her short swords for it to be fair that if she’d just picked them up.

      His counterattack missed, Jennifer curling away at the last moment as she melted to the side in an attempt to flank Dan while he was overextended from the thrust. He pulled his blade back, willing a Force Bubble into existence between them.

      Jennifer lunged forward, slashing the blade toward his legs, only for her chest to catch the immobile chunk of mana. With an audible whoof, Dan’s spell combined with her momentum to knock the wind out of his opponent.

      Before she could recover, Dan dismissed his spell, dropping her onto her hands and knees. Jennifer glanced up, only to find the tip of his practice sword under her chin.

      He grinned down at her, sparring blade unwavering as she glared back up through the sweat-slick and tousled hair that had escaped her ponytail.

      She blew out a frustrated sigh, brushing aside a damp lock of hair that had fallen into her face with the breath.

      “You cheated,” Jennifer said without any heat as she rolled over onto her back and looked up at the station ceiling.

      “Damn straight, I did,” Dan replied with a smile, walking over to the weapon rack to return the wooden practice sword to its home. “You’re a scary close combatant Jennifer, I’ll give you that. But that just means that everyone is going to be looking for an edge when fighting you. When you’re struggling to survive, everyone is going to cheat.”

      “I know.” Jennifer crossed her arms, using them as a pillow as she kept looking at the metal ceiling. “I just wish I was fast enough and strong enough that it didn’t matter. At some point, tricks just become immaterial before true strength. That’s where I want to be. Not some confused girl banking on her father’s legacy.”

      “Since when have you used General Finch’s name for anything?” Dan asked with a shrug, wincing as the motion aggravated a bruise on his shoulder from a previous exchange. “I didn’t even know he was your parent until you brought it up. As for your other achievements? I’m not sure I understand your career as a gamer, but you certainly earned that on your own.

      “Plus,” Dan continued, throwing a wink in her direction as he massaged his injured shoulder. “You managed to make it to the top of the heap there without selling out completely like Reggie. I’m pretty sure he’d endorse the brand of handgun someone used to mug him if there was some money in it for him.”

      “Darkstryke?” Disdain dripped from her voice. “He hasn’t played a ranked match in years. These days, he mostly streams himself ‘trolling’ new players by camping starting areas and killing the same people over and over until they quit. The guy is a joke, but there are a lot of people who think the joke is funny, apparently. Despite being a mediocre player at best, he’s still around top ten in annual earnings.”

      “How’d he get through the tournament, then?” Dan frowned. “As dumb as recruiting a crop of super soldiers from a video game is, I’d think that a tournament would at least weed out the ones that were bad at the game.”

      “His ‘friends’ are pros, paid by his sponsors to carry him.” Jennifer rolled over onto her knees, hopping to her feet. “Nice enough guys, but they didn’t have the ‘charisma’ to land endorsements of their own, so Darkstryke changed their handles and ‘rebranded’ them as his first Darkies.”

      “God, what an awful name.” Dan shook his head as he dipped a ladle into a trough of cool water, taking a deep drink before pouring the remainder over his head.

      “He’s an awful person,” Jennifer replied, smiling slightly as she took the ladle from him.

      She drank and replaced the metal spoon to its holder. Neither of them spoke for almost half a minute, each of them unsure what else to talk about, but not wanting to be the first to leave.

      “What do you think is going to happen on Earth?” Dan asked, finally breaking the silence.

      “Oh God.” Jennifer clapped her hands together, sighing in relief. “I’m glad you said it. I’m fucking terrified. Ibis’ media blitz actually seems to be working.”

      Dan ran a hand through his wet hair. “It doesn’t hurt that he’s right. As crazy and dangerous as the old man is, the government is basically gunning for him because they want to take his technology.”

      “Apparently grossly mismanaging the government for the last thirty years makes the voting public less likely to trust both parties,” Jennifer replied, chuckling. “Who’d have thought?”

      “So are people protesting for Ibis?” Dan asked. “I’ve been busy working on the new flame shroud spell, and I haven’t been able to get to the scrying stone in the last week or so.”

      “That and more.” Jennifer shook her head. “They’re protesting, but we’ve managed to scry Henry talking to a couple of his ‘friends’ in DC. Do you remember the legislators that he was claiming had abandoned him?”

      Dan nodded, chewing on his lip thoughtfully.

      “Now that public opinion has shifted,” she continued, “their opinions have shifted as well. We only heard one side of the conversation, but most of them sounded very receptive to Henry’s concerns and complaints.”

      Dan frowned. “That sounds ominous. Is he after them to drop the prosecution or something? Has anyone been able to figure out Ibis’ endgame?”

      “Nope,” Jennifer answered unhappily. “And that’s why I’m terrified. We’ve tried scrying the Capitol once I showed the techs where it was, but we haven’t been able to find anything. Sure, there were a couple staffers gossiping about the Thoth Foundation, but whoever Henry’s talking to, they’re smart enough not to use government buildings.”

      “Fuck.” Dan practically spat out the word.

      “Fuck, indeed,” Jennifer replied helplessly.

      They stood, looking at each other unhappily for another half minute, before Dan sighed, breaking the silence once again.

      “Look,” he said, “I know I’m going to regret this, but do you want to practice hand-to-hand combat? You’re going to tear me apart, but that’s the only way to get better.”

      “It might not be the only way.” Jennifer broke into a grin. “But it is certainly the most fun for me.”

      Dan’s only answer was a groan as he set himself in a defense stance and prepared for the onslaught.

      About a half hour later, he was walking out of the gymnasium, using a towel to wipe the perspiration off of his face. He winced, gritting his teeth and hissing as the coarse fabric brushed across one of his brand new bruises.

      A startled, high-pitched yelp, jerked his head up. Amelia was standing just outside the doorway, blushing and looking at the ground. Dan was acutely aware of his shirtless and heavily-bruised body.

      “Mr. Thrush,” she began, ignoring Dan’s flinch as she once again refused to call him by his first name. “Jennifer wants to talk to you immediately. You told us to let you know if there were any major developments dirtside. I didn’t want to interrupt your meditation, but I thought you should know as soon as you finished up. Several of your planet’s nations have changed governments simultaneously.”
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      “I need to go back, Dan.” Jennifer was pacing back and forth as images from Earth played on the scrying stone. Fires burned in the streets of Washington DC as armed figures darted in between high rises. Occasionally, a plane or helicopter flew overhead. No one could tell who was winning or losing via scrying, and from the sound of the overheard news programs, the media didn’t have much of an idea, either.

      The story was the same in London, Moscow, Paris, and Beijing. Vague reports were coming out that a group calling itself the Coalition for Human Transcendence was taking credit for the simultaneous attacks. Apparently, the German and Mexican governments were able to put down the uprisings before they gained enough momentum, but in the rest of the nations, chaos reigned.

      Complicating matters further, strategically-placed military units revolted at key moments. A significant number of politicians and civil servants took to the air, decrying the corruption of the existing governments and declaring their support for the CHT. Even the media had a good number of newscasters testing the waters by claiming that a unified world government such as the CHT would be better situated to respond to the Tellask’s interstellar menace. Despite the Coalition first appearing publicly less than eight hours ago, the efficiency of their rebellion demonstrated years worth of planning.

      “I don’t know if that’s a great idea,” Dan’s eyes flicked back and forth between Jennifer and the images of Washington DC burning. “The only beacon on Earth is the Viceroy’s Pride in the Thoth compound. I didn’t trust Henry before the world started falling apart, but I know for a fact that I trust him less now. Plus, I’m not sure what you can do to stabilize the situation from upstate New York.”

      “I have to try.” She wrung her hands as unshed tears brought a sparkle to her eyes. “My Dad and I might not be on the best terms, but whatever is happening right now, he’s in the middle of it. If I don’t go back, he might die. I don’t have any idea what the Coalition for Human Transcendence is, but Dad is an old-school hardliner. If they win, he’s dead.”

      “Then tell me what you’re going to do,” Dan begged. “If you’re going back to save your Dad, tell me the plan. If we have a realistic chance of pulling this off, I’m all ears, but we can’t just act out of panic. Charging into battle with no forethought is a good way for us to both get killed.”

      “You don’t have to come.” she was pacing again. “I don’t want you to come, Dan. You’re completely right that I don’t have a plan, but I don’t think you understand. I need to save my Dad, and I don’t want to put you at risk because of my selfish actions.”

      “You can’t go back without me, Jennifer. I don’t mean this in a metaphorical sense. You don’t have the space affinity to activate the teleporter. I am going to need to go with you. So, tell me what the plan is. How are we going to get your father out?”

      “I don’t know, Dan!” She slumped against the station wall, crying softly. “Everything up until now has been just like a game. I’ve optimized my build and leveled up, but there has always been a clear path forward. Right now, I don’t even know what to say or do. I just know that I need to get my Dad out.”

      “I don’t even know why!” She gasped for breath, her eyes wild. “I haven’t spoken to him since last Christmas. I just don’t know what to say. My heart is beating like a hummingbird, and I can’t think properly. I need to find a way to get him out of there.”

      On the scrying stone, a trio of figures exchanged fire with a pair of cops stationed on top of a nearby building. Although they were giving a good accounting of themselves, it was clear that the defenders were outmatched. Some were armed with proper weaponry, but almost half of them were simple Washington DC police officers. Slowly but surely, the better-equipped and organized attackers were pushing them back.

      By now, reinforcements should have arrived. The attackers were mostly infantry. Airstrikes or armored vehicles would be more than enough to stop them, but for some reason, they never came. When the scrying stone was focused on the military bases, it was like looking at a different world. Everyone went about their day-to-day business without even a hint of urgency. As far as Dan could tell, the CHT had enough influence over the army to prevent their intervention.

      Listening in on the conversations between enlisted soldiers, it seemed inaction didn’t sit well with most of them, but the predominant question seemed to be who to side with. Around the time of the revolt, the CHT had publicly announced that the terrestrial governments had betrayed humanity to the elves. After all, the elves only had swords and bows. How could they possibly hold off the collective military might of the entire world without some duplicity on the part of the elected officials? It was a hard question to answer, although Dan suspected that good, old-fashioned all American incompetence had a lot to do with it.

      In short, the army wanted to follow their oaths, but they didn’t know who was obeying the constitution. Their elected leaders may or may not have betrayed the world to aliens, directly leading to the death of thousands of service members. On the other end was the decidedly nefarious Coalition for Human Transcendence, openly revolting against the allegedly corrupt rule. Without leadership from their officers, most units decided to just stay put and wait for some sort of definitive result from the assorted coups.

      “I’m sure we can think of something.” Dan pulled his vision away from the stone. “We just need to brainstorm. If we put our heads together, we can almost-certainly think of a way out of this.”

      She nodded, wiping tears from her face with some embarrassment. Dan was happy to observe something more from her than her usual sarcasm, but it was obvious that Jennifer wasn’t comfortable being vulnerable. He understood, after a fashion. In his experience, opening up to others was usually the first step toward letting them hurt you. Still, refusing to interact with other people seriously seemed like a good way to be miserable. Dan was pretty sure that you needed at least a handful of people with whom your actions weren’t flippant and superficial.

      “Dan?” Gregory interjected from where he stood by the door to the seer’s chamber. The man sighed, closing his book as both Dan and Jennifer jerked in surprise at his interruption. “Look, if you want to go to the planet, you can just purposely screw up the teleportation. We won’t have any idea where you’ll end up, but it’ll probably be about ten to sixty miles from the site of the beacon. You can’t really do that in space or onto a small island because you’ll expose yourself to fatal environmental hazards fairly quickly, but if you’re trying to land on a planet, it really isn’t that big of a deal.”

      “That.” Dan paused before responding. “That’s actually a really good idea. I’ve literally been exposed to the same phenomena. I can’t believe I didn’t think of that on my own. Now we just need to figure out a way to get back with the beacon disabled, and we’re good to go.”

      “We just pick a time.” Gregory shrugged. “We sync up watches and have one or two five-minute windows a day when we plug the beacon in. Unless someone knows the exact time to try and teleport up here, we should be secure.”

      “That’s also a fairly logical solution.” Dan nodded slowly. “Just out of curiosity, how much longer were you going to let us ramble before you stepped in?”

      “You seemed like you were having a heartfelt moment there.” Gregory opened his book once more before settling his back against the station wall so he could return to his reading. “I didn’t really see the point in interrupting you. Plus, I’m sure you would have come around to it eventually, oh glorious leader. I just saved us about ten minutes of angst and exposition.”

      “I suppose we should just get to it, then,” Jennifer replied, more than slightly embarrassed.

      “I won’t keep you,” Gregory spoke distractedly, his face still buried in the book. “If you want to meet in the teleportation chamber in about a half hour, I can make sure everything is prepared and ready for you to go dirtside.”

      With a strained moment of eye contact, Dan and Jennifer separated, each going to their chambers to prepare. Dan made sure to put on a thick cotton shirt before slipping his battered and worn chainmail over it. A cotton undershirt might not have been the best idea in the jungle, but in a more temperate climate, he would take padding over chafing in a heartbeat. Finally, he made sure to pack his weapons and at least a couple days’ worth of food.

      Given the state of things, there were no promises that Jennifer and Dan would be teleporting into an area with working infrastructure. Even if most of the day-to-day functions on Earth continued unabated, Dan didn’t want to take the risk that panicking locals might have stripped the local grocery stores bare.

      Finally, Dan and Jennifer met once again, both kitted out for combat, in the station’s teleportation chamber. After conferring with Amelia, they agreed that the beacon would be turned on for 5 minutes every 8:00 and 20:00 Eastern time until they reported back. That still left the problem of breaking into the Thoth Foundation headquarters in order to use Henry’s teleportation pad, but they would at least have a chance to plan for that. Until then, Earth was in chaos, and they needed to see what sense they could make of the conflicting reports.

      Gripping Jennifer’s shoulder, Dan focused on the only nearby beacon. Just as his spatial mana reached out to it, he scattered the connection. For a second, he felt the world go fuzzy, as if he were observing everything through static. Then everything went white.

      Together, they stumbled slightly. There was an inch of snow on the ground, and they were in a deciduous forest. Dan had no idea where they were. Hell, he only had an educated guess as to what state they were in, but at least they didn’t come to in the middle of a compound with well-trained guards pointing rifles at them.

      Jennifer stood up and rubbed her hands together before blowing on them, her breath fogging the otherwise clear air. It was cold out, and even with the help of the System, they would have to keep moving to avoid freezing. Of course, he could always just activate his Fire Aura to keep warm, but that was probably the least-stealthy course of action available to him short of hiring a brass band to follow them around.

      “Where to?” Jennifer asked as she looked around the otherwise-empty forest.

      “No clue.” Dan shrugged helplessly. “I say we pick a direction and start walking until we find a road. We could check which side of the trees the moss and lichen is growing on to figure out which direction we’re walking in, but I have no idea where we are. Boy Scout survival skills can help point you in the right direction if you have an idea where you’re going, but we’re going to need some idea as to our location first.”

      Jennifer spun on her heel and began walking in what appeared to be a randomly-chosen direction. For a second, Dan just watched her before chuckling and hurrying to catch up.

    

  







            CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

          

          

      

    

    






America in Flames

        

      

    

    
      It only took Dan and Jennifer about twenty minutes to find the nearest road, but that hardly helped. The road itself was a winding gravel affair that stretched endlessly through the woods. The snow covering the road itself was unmarred by tire tracks as far as Dan could see. He didn’t really know where he was or how much time had passed since the snow had fallen, but standing around wouldn’t get them any closer to Jennifer’s father.

      At first they walked in silence, the only sound the snow crunching under their feet as their breath clouded the air. Even the trees seemed to hold their breath as the two of them padded through the brisk winter air. Finally, Jennifer broke the silence.

      “Now that we’re here, I don’t even really know what to say to him,” she whispered to herself, staring ahead at the empty road.

      “I know how that is.” Dan chuckled. “It’s the same story every time I go home to visit. My mom always wants to know if I’m dating a new girl. Whether grandkids are in the cards. As soon as I say no, she won’t stop talking about how I should move home. Apparently, my cousin Andrew has an engineering firm that’s hiring just one town over from mom. Never mind that it’s a civil engineering firm, she’ll just hound me for a resume until I fly back to the coast. I never feel like I’m actually talking to her. The only question that requires my participation is whether or not I’m going to give her grandkids. After that, you could replace me with a tortoise and the conversation would run exactly the same.”

      “That wasn’t exactly how dad and I worked.” Jennifer smiled slightly. “He’d tell me about his plans for my future, and I’d tell him what he could do with those plans. Mom would try and mediate things, but usually it would end with a shouting match and me going for a walk. I don’t think he approved of video games as a concept, let alone me making a living from it. My brother could never pass a physical, so dad had all of his hopes on me joining the army to ‘fulfill the family legacy.’ Whatever the hell that meant.”

      “Yet, here we are,” Dan replied. The conversation lapsed into silence for almost ten minutes before Jennifer spoke up once again.

      “Maybe we’re just too alike.” Jennifer dragged her toe through the snow as she walked. “Mom would keep the peace, but both of us were fighters. Maybe I even would have joined the army if he hadn’t been such an asshole about it. The minute I stepped foot in highschool, he made me join ROTC and track. There was never any doubt in his mind about me enlisting, and that just rubbed me the wrong way.”

      “But, he’s your dad.” Dan finished her unspoken line of reasoning.

      “But, he’s my dad,” Jennifer agreed, a wistful smile on her face.

      They walked for another two hours in silence before coming upon a small town. Really, town was a bit of an overstatement. It was more a handful of one-story houses with the paint peeling from their walls clustered around a Dollar General, two bars, and a gas station. Even in the best of times, it was hardly a bustling metropolis, but today, the town was dead. Of the four commercial buildings, only the gas station had its lights on.

      Dan pushed the door open to the gentle jingle of the bells. Inside, a bored clerk looked at him and frowned. Belatedly, Dan realized that wandering into a rural gas station wearing chainmail and wielding a sword probably wasn’t the best way to escape notice. Steeling himself, he walked up to the counter, trying to ignore the clerk’s steadily-widening eyes.

      “Hey,” Dan nodded to the man, trying to ignore the clerk’s eyes glued on the sword at his hip. “We’re from out of town and our car broke down. Would it be possible for us to call a cab or something?”

      “Why don’t you just use an app?” the man asked nervously. “We don’t really have cabs out here, but you could try your luck with ridesharing.”

      “Look,” Jennifer walked up behind Dan and put a hand on his shoulder. “We just need to get moving here. How much to buy your car and have you delete the footage of us walking in here? I can pay you in cryptocurrency right now, and then you’ll never see us again.”

      The man looked back and forth between the two of them. His tongue darted nervously from behind his teeth and wet his lips.

      “Are you on the run from the law or something?” His eyes were glued to Dan’s sword. “I don’t want any trouble from you guys, but I don’t want to get arrested for aiding a fugitive.”

      “Name a number.” Jennifer put a hand on Dan’s arm to prevent him from responding. “Give me a number and your keys, and we just walk out of here.”

      “Fifty thousand.” Regret immediately clouded the man’s face. He opened his mouth to add something but closed it without speaking.

      “Give me your phone and a wallet number,” Jennifer responded immediately, fishing a card from her pocket with her left hand while she extended her right to the clerk. “Remember. We never saw you. You dropped your car keys on the ground when walking to work today. You have no idea who took your car or what happened.

      He looked at her uncertainly for a moment, obviously weighing his options. Then his eyes strayed to the sword at Dan’s side, and the nervous worker gulped.

      “I suppose if you rob me, it only makes sense.” He chuckled nervously, unlocking his cellphone and passing it to Jennifer. “Two strange people walk into my store with a sword and ask for my phone. At least it isn’t as bad as some of the addicts we have around here. I had a shirtless guy hand me a note saying that he had a rifle once. I just asked him where it was, and he freaked and ran.”

      Jennifer cocked her head to the side, squinting at the clerk as she stopped tapping her card’s information into the banking app she had just downloaded.

      “Sorry.” The other man wilted under her glare. “I just talk when I get nervous. Makes me bad at poker, but uh. Not gonna lie, the two of you are making me really nervous right now.”

      Jennifer returned her attention to the phone, tapping some more buttons in silence to confirm the transaction before deleting the app altogether. She handed the phone back to the clerk.

      He checked his bank balance on the phone before gulping and nodding. He briefly glanced at the camera behind the counter before tossing a set of keys onto the counter and walking toward a door marked “employees only.”

      “I’m the red hatchback out front.” His voice was muted as he spoke away from them. “The video cameras are supposed to be backed up offsite, but corporate never got around to it. I guess I’m lucky that no one bothered to rob me, because it wouldn’t be that hard to just force me to delete them at gunpoint. One of the perks of working in the ass end of nowhere, I suppose.”

      “Remember,” Dan called out to him as they turned to leave. “Forget you ever saw us. If they found out you took that money, there’s no way you’re going to escape an accessory charge. You’ll be in the jail cell right next to us, and we won’t be happy to see you.”

      “Who the fuck is ‘they?’” The clerk squeaked in alarm, his hand on the doorknob to the back room.

      “Anyone who asks,” Dan replied over his shoulder. “Especially if there are a lot of large, muscular men in suits wearing earpieces involved. Those guys are very much ‘they.’”

      Jennifer picked up the keys from the counter, and with a jingle from the door, both of them were back out on the street. Sure enough, there was a beat-up red hatchback nearby. The back bumper was covered with decals for what looked like local bands, and as soon as Jennifer opened the door into its cluttered interior, both of them were assaulted by the musty smell of weed. Dan wrinkled his nose and brushed aside some fast food wrappers before flopping down in the passenger seat.

      As soon as they sat down in the beat-up car, Jennifer threw Dan one of the first smiles he’d seen from her since they landed on Earth.

      “You were having fun back there with that clerk.” She chuckled accusingly. “The poor guy is probably pissing his pants as he inspects every passing car, hoping it isn’t the feds.”

      “Maybe a little.” Dan smiled back, picking up an empty plastic bag with what looked like flakes of oregano in it. “If he smokes this much, the paranoia certainly won’t help. Maybe that’s why he was so jumpy.”

      “We’d better not get pulled over.” Jennifer wrinkled her nose at the smell as she got the car started with a sputter on her second try. “No cop in the world is going to believe that we aren’t flying sky high right now.”

      “You bought a car from a gas station clerk,” Dan replied, slipping his seatbelt on. “Did you expect a BMW or something? Plus, where the hell did that fifty thousand in cryptocurrency come from? You didn’t tell me you were rich when we were hiding out in the tree.”

      “I made pretty good money as a streamer near the end.” Jennifer shrugged as she pulled the car onto a country road in the general direction of a highway. “Before Henry grabbed us, I had about 25,000 subscribers. Between them and prize money from tournaments, I was clearing well over a half million a year. I mean, $50,000 is still a lot of money, but I didn’t have time to argue with that guy until he called the cops on us.”

      “A half million?” Dan’s eyebrows went straight up. “Even when I thought I was rich working for Thoth, I made less than half of that. Hell, when I worked for the government, I barely made a tenth of that annually, and I had to live in Washington DC.”

      “I think that’s part of what pissed Dad off,” Jennifer replied with a chuckle. “He wouldn’t shut up about how video games were a fad, and that I was ruining my life. We got into a shouting match, and I let it slip that I made twice what he did. He turned white as a sheet and just started sputtering for a full minute.

      “I don’t think he’s ever forgiven me for one-upping him like that.” She shook her head wistfully. “I know it’s silly beyond belief, but that’s just the sort of person he is. He just spent the rest of the weekend brooding until I flew home.”

      “I think I could do with a little more brooding from my mom.” Dan snorted. “It sounds like she has about as many opinions as your dad, but she’s significantly more immune to facts. Even when I was doing well financially working at the Thoth Foundation, she would demand that I get a job closer to home because she ‘could just tell’ that my job was stressing me out too much.”

      “And moving closer to home was supposed to help?” Jennifer asked, the corners of her lips curved upward in the barest of smiles.

      “Apparently.” Dan rolled his eyes.

      They lapsed into an easy silence, Jennifer focusing on driving while Dan watched the road for speed traps. After all, they would have a very hard time explaining why they were in someone else’s car and why they smelled like they should be solving mysteries with a talking dog companion.

      After an hour or so of driving, they hit the highway and headed south. Dan fiddled with the radio, finding a station that was covering the news so he could catch up on current events. They were still almost 7 hours from DC, but the reports coming from the capital weren’t great. The defenders had managed to cordon off the capital, but the army still wasn’t moving. Worse, there were sporadic reports that the CHT had started deploying armored suits to the skirmish. The only positive news was that some of the army’s Starshield candidates had filtered up from Brazil. Dan was pretty sure he had seen Abe’s force chains holding down a CHT truck in the corner of some helicopter footage of a firefight.

      At the moment, the CHT was reluctant to make a final push into the White House and capital, but Dan didn’t see how the defenders would be able to hold them off.  Even with their magic activated, the Starshield candidates just didn’t have enough training to do anything too impressive. Each of them would have a magical trick or two, but the armored suits looked ominously hard to take down with only rifles and swords.

      Halfway down the coast, they stopped for gas and switched drivers. The tension in Washington DC and around the world only ramped up further. Dan’s fingers dug into the cheap plastic of the steering wheel as Jennifer filled him in on London and Paris falling. Already, the internet was playing videos of mid-level politicians admitting to their governments’ misdeeds and pledging their loyalty to the CHT. Although their speeches sounded rehearsed, in a matter of hours, both the UK and France were consolidated into the burgeoning multinational entity. Whatever the CHT was doing, the pieces were slotting into place too smoothly for it to be anything but carefully planned.

      They arrived in the capital just as the sun was setting. The city was still burning, abandoned vehicles littered the road, and none of the nearby buildings sported a single light in their windows. Sporadically, gunfire sounded in the distance, the only real noise disturbing the otherwise silent city. As Dan exited the car to navigate through the graveyard of discarded vehicles he couldn’t help but wonder whether the lack of lighting was due to the conflict cutting power to the neighborhood or the residents fleeing. Either way, the city itself was an eerie shadow of itself, dimly lit in flickering reds and oranges.

      “Just before the last commercial break, the lady on the radio was reporting a big buildup of CHT forces.” Jennifer broke the silence from next to him.

      “Do we have any idea if that’s reliable?” Dan asked before cocking his head. “Hell, do we have any idea if that means anything? I’m pretty sure the last day or so have been nothing but the CHT building up their forces.”

      “Multiple people are reporting it on a couple different channels, but who knows what’s actually happening?” Jennifer turned back to him, her face grim. “That said, this sounds different. It’s not forces trickling in from the countryside. CHT forces are all gathering together and they have vehicles. One twitter user was able to grab a photo of a column of armored personnel carriers guarded by even more of those armored suits that have started popping up.”

      “So, this is it?” Dan questioned worriedly, glancing over the dark and burning city.

      “This is it,” Jennifer agreed.
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      Creeping into the city was easier than Dan expected. Given the Capital's foreboding atmosphere, he had anticipated roving squads of CHT partisans preventing people from moving freely. Instead, the streets were almost completely deserted. The majority of the city's residents were long gone, having escaped well before the armed paramilitary groups began clashing with government forces.

      Dan frowned slightly as they jogged toward the Capital, taking in the periodic signs of conflict. Other than the occasional partially-collapsed building or series of bullet holes in a brick edifice, the city was almost pristine. If it wasn't for the lack of power and the flickering illumination of the still-burning buildings near the National Mall, he could’ve almost written everything off as construction.

      This wasn't what warfare in an urban environment had looked like. Dan had seen enough footage of the invasion of Jarkarta to know that something was wrong. Someone had gone to great lengths to minimize collateral damage and pull the civilians out before hostilities began. If Dan hadn't already been convinced that the entire uprising was orchestrated months to years ahead of time, the lack of damage to the city confirmed it.

      There were just too many coincidences to believe anything else. Simultaneous linked rebellions in capitals across the globe with at least some support from each of the countries' political and military establishments just didn't spring up overnight. The CHT didn't have anywhere near the forces needed to fight the armies of any of the countries it was operating in. Unless they were absolute idiots, they wouldn't have launched the revolts without some idea that they would have cooperation from the inside. No, whoever planned this spent years infiltrating every level of multiple world government.

      He tried to think of someone other than Henry Ibis who would fit that description, but Dan's mind kept coming up blank. It might have been one of Henry's unnamed associates, but Dan doubted it. Ever since he had seen the footage of the powered armor from the Thoth Foundation on the CHT troops raiding the Capital, he had feared the worst. Henry had the right combination of ambition, resources, and insanity to pull this off. Hell, even the name of the Coalition for Human Transcendence screamed Thoth Foundation to Dan.

      By the time Jennifer and Dan reached downtown, the sun had long set, but by now they were close enough to the fires that visibility was no longer a question. Where before the damage had been sporadic, closer to the Capital, almost half of the buildings were nothing but rubble. Burned-out armored vehicles sat abandoned in the street, their origins indeterminate beneath the charring in the darkness. The volume and intensity of the gunfire increased to the point that Dan kept expecting the next corner they turned to be the one that would dump them into the middle of a full on firefight.

      After almost an hour of jogging through the abandoned city, he finally began to run into other people. On their own or in pairs, he would periodically spot armed figures slipping toward the sounds of gunfire. None of them wore uniforms, and as far as he could tell, their weapons consisted of whatever guns were on hand. Some had hunting rifles while others carried Kalashnikovs or AR-15s. About half of them moved with the smooth gait and purposeful actions of trained soldiers, but the others carried their rifles slung over their shoulders while cracking jokes, unaware of their surroundings. The only unifying factor that Dan could identify was that all of them were moving in roughly the same direction.

      The lack of organization worked in their favor, as no one questioned Dan and Jennifer until they finally reached the actual fight. About a block from the National Mall, a pair of burning Armored Personnel Carriers stood in the middle of a boulevard. Muzzle flashes on the other side of the street betrayed the loyalist forces as both sides took potshots at silhouettes barely visible in the flickering firelight of the burning vehicles.

      Dan turned on his spellshield just in time for it to catch a three-round burst of rifle fire. Glancing around briefly, he realized that he was completely alone and in the open, Jennifer having already taken cover in a nearby alleyway. Cursing under his breath, Dan sprinted toward her, bullets picking at the street around him. Gasping for breath, he glared at her accusingly.

      "What the hell, Jennifer," he hissed at her. "I could've been shot out there."

      "I've been hugging the buildings for the last couple blocks. Maybe you've been fighting enemies with medieval equipment for too long. I just assumed you had some reason to be walking in the middle of the street where snipers could take potshots at you. Like you were planning on cowing people into submission by just stalking forward through a hail of bullets or something."

      "No," he whispered heatedly. "There was no such plan. I don't know anything about fighting people with guns. The closest my training came was in dealing with an occasional crossbow. Why would I know the first thing about looking for cover?"

      "Sorry," she replied sheepishly. "Look, it might be for the best if I take the lead, then. So far, I've been following you because you've been acting fairly authoritative about marching into the city and rescuing people in a blaze of magic and glory, but if there isn't a plan..."

      "Please," he responded in relief. "I was just trying to act like I knew what I was doing to keep up morale, but I’m so far out of my depth right now that I need an inner tube. If you have a plan, let's just get to it.

      “Seriously.” Dan chuckled uneasily. “Right now, all I can think of is either trying to sneak around the fight, which seems improbable, or just charging through both lines and hope that no one can catch up to us before we can break your Dad out. That seems like a great way to get machine gunned by both sides simultaneously.”

      "Let's just repeat the raid on the void ship from Brazil." She shrugged at him in the darkness. "The buildings around here are all ten to twenty stories tall, and there's uncertain light at best. With any luck, no one will see us when we cross the street. Hopefully."

      "Hopefully," Dan agreed.

      Walking further into the alley so as to not be visible from the street, the two of them quickly began climbing the building. Silently, Dan was jealous of Jennifer's magnetic runes as he hopped from Force Bubble to Force Bubble while she simply climbed the wall. At least he was getting even more experience with finely controlling his mana. Still, he would have preferred a much more direct method of scaling the wall.

      Sweating profusely despite the moderate temperatures, both of them took a second to catch their breath on the roof of the building. After the breather, Dan glanced over the lip of the building and swore as the night erupted into gunfire.

      A full column of soldiers marched up the street toward the embattled boulevard. They wore Thoth Foundation powered armor, complete with the Foundation's sigil--a bird holding a scroll in front of a crescent moon--emblazoned on the shoulder. Behind them was a quartet of armored personnel carriers and what appeared to be a light tank of unknown make raking heavy machine gun fire over the heads of the armored troops into the loyalist emplacements.

      Sparks bounced off of the armor as the defenders tried in vain to bring them down with rifles. Machine gun nests hammered a trio of the suits to their knees, crimson tracers ricocheting off of them before the light tank silenced them with its main gun. One of the suits stood back up, wobbling slightly before it returned to the formation. At the grass divider in the boulevard, the armored suits fanned out and raised their arms. A second later, flamethrowers lit up the night as the left wrist of each suit sprouted a gout of flames that quickly engulfed the defenders’ cover.

      The government forces broke into a run, only for three of the suits to launch flares up into the air, lighting the formerly-dark street. Robbed of their cover and the veil of darkness, the fleeing soldiers were quickly cut down by automatic fire from machine guns embedded in the right arms of the battle suits.

      Dan glanced at Jennifer, a question in his eyes.

      "We don't really have a choice," she replied grimly. "It's bright enough that they might spot us, but I can't see the stalemate lasting much longer. I'm counting twenty-eight of those suits still standing, and that's more than enough to deal with pretty much anything other than tanks. Time and caution are both luxuries that we've run out of."

      "I can't say I disagree." Dan glanced down into the street where CHT irregulars were streaming forward in the wake of the power suits. "It looks like we have a bit of a race on our hands."

      Without replying, Jennifer ran to the edge of the building and jumped. Dan barely caught her with a Force Bubble before he replicated the feat. She took a deep breath and nodded at Dan before jumping once again. He couldn't help but think about the road, swarming with hostile soldiers almost a hundred feet below them as he caught her once again.

      Somehow, they made it across the street without being noticed and quickly cleared the remaining block to the National Mall. Trenches crisscrossed the lawn underneath the still-burning husks of the Smithsonian buildings as the constant rumble of gunfire filled the night. The two of them sprinted forward, Dan leading the way with his spellshield fully activated, as they wove in between the two struggling sides. Multiple columns of power suits assaulted the Mall from three different directions. Every once in a while, a lucky shot or high-caliber fire would bring down a suit, but by and large they stalked forward with impunity, burning major holes in the defenders' positions.

      Dan simply ignored them. As far as he could tell, the outcome of the battle was already decided. Although sporadic resistance persisted, the majority of the defenders were throwing down their weapons and putting their hands over their heads. It was only a matter of time before the remaining loyalists realized that their cause was lost.

      Occasionally, a bullet sparked off of his spellshield, but both sides ignored them. The federal forces were focused on bringing down the very visible suits of powered armor as well as their tank backup, and the rebel forces were primarily targeting the handful of heavy weapon emplacements that the defenders had been able to scrounge up.  More than anything, what saved them was the CHT's fairly methodical nature. They slowed their assault to process all of their prisoners and ensure that there weren't any surprises like remote explosives or landmines, confident that the government officials holed up in the Capitol would be unable to escape.

      He was only noticed in his final approach to the Capitol itself, drawing a spray of distressingly-accurate rifle fire. Luckily, his spellshield held long enough for him to dive through a first-story window, the rain of glass falling around him and buying Dan the time he needed to roll to his feet. Standing in front of him was an older man in a military uniform, heavily-built despite his age, pointing a handgun directly at Dan.

      "Thrush," the older man bit out, gun unwavering as he kept it trained on Dan's face. "Why am I not surprised to find Ibis' number one lackey smack dab in the middle of all of this bullshit?"

      Dan cocked his head as he tried to place the officer's face. His spellshields were recovering rapidly, negating most of the threat posed by the handgun even at point blank range, but for the life of him, Dan simply had no idea who the man was.

      Before he could reply, there was another burst of gunfire outside, and Jennifer threw herself awkwardly into the room through the window that Dan had broken. The older man's gun swung to track her before lowering marginally.

      "Dumpling?" He questioned, eyes locked on Jennifer as she bounced to her feet and began brushing shards of broken glass out of the fiber of her armored mesh. "What in the blazes are you doing here?"
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      "Daddy?" Jennifer tilted her head to the side as she looked at the officer. "We need to get you out of here right away. The Thoth Foundation is willing to reveal all of its assets and commit treason. They aren’t going to let a loyalist walk out of the Capitol alive.”

      "Did your little traitor boyfriend tell you that?" The gun was pointed at Dan once again. He tried his hardest to look inoffensive as the old man ranted. "He stole government research before he switched sides. Our dossier on him shows him disappearing for two entire years before showing back up with what he claims to be magic. Somehow, in that time, Thoth put together an army of super soldiers. Now I have a bunch of wizard rejects in tin cans knocking at our gates, ready to tear down democracy as we know it.”

      “None of this adds up without Thrush betraying his country.” General Finch’s finger tightened on the trigger, drawing the pistol's hammer back. “Seriously, dumpling, give me one good reason why I shouldn't shoot him in the damn face right now."

      "Because the bullet would literally bounce off of a wall of force about three inches from Dan?" she responded sarcastically. "Look, Dan has plenty of reasons to dislike Henry Ibis. The director went off the deep end with his paranoia and tried to enslave us all. I don't think you have to be worried that this is some sort of trap or something."

      "Mr. Finch," Dan began, only for the older man to interrupt him.

      "General Finch!" he growled, practically chewing his mustache. "General William Finch, as far as you’re concerned."

      "I don't care if you are the Grand Sultan Finch or the High Vizier of Finch," Dan bit back, his eyes flaring. "Ibis tried to screw me over, but so did you and that asshole Bowman. The Thoth Foundation might be power-mad lunatics, but they're absolutely right that humanity needs to unite if we're going to have any chance against the Tellask, or worse, the Orakh.

      “On the other hand,” Dan continued, grimacing bitterly. “That unity shouldn't come at the cost of all individual freedom and liberty. Given Ibis' track record, basically, I don't particularly like either side right now, but I agreed to help Jennifer out, so I'm here."

      William Finch pulled the trigger.

      The hammer on the pistol fell, almost in slow motion, and the dark room was lit by a bright muzzle flash.

      Dan's ears screamed tinnitus at him, ringing from the loud report of the gun in an enclosed room. The compressed slug fell to the ground in front of Dan while he stared incredulously at the older man.

      "I just had to wipe that smug look off of your face," Finch shouted, barely audible over the constant high-pitched tone that had taken over Dan’s hearing. The older man holstered the gun and turned to Jennifer. "What now, dumpling? If the goal is to get out of here, how are we going to go about that?"

      Dan frowned as he very deliberately deactivated his strength rune. William was ignoring him altogether, having completely moved on after firing the handgun at him. Dan balled up his fist and sucker punched the older man in the stomach.

      The general’s eyes widened in surprise as he doubled over, clutching his torso. For a second, Jennifer stared at him blankly before she turned back to Dan and fixed an accusatory glare upon him.

      "He shot me in the face." Dan spoke slowly, not taking his eyes from the coughing officer. "I figure turnabout is fair play. I just wanted to wipe that smug look off of his face. He'll be fine in a minute."

      "You punched my dad in the stomach, Dan." The corners of Jennifer's mouth flickered as she struggled to avoid cracking a smile. "When you meet a girl's parents, you aren't supposed to punch them in the stomach. It's a bit uncouth."

      "I'm risking my life to save his life, and he called me a traitor and shot me." Dan shrugged. "That warrants a punch in the stomach at minimum."

      William reared up to his full height, eyes raging as he stared down at Dan. "What in the Sam Hills was that? If you're going to fight a man, at least have the good sense to let him know what's coming. It's mighty low of you to hit me with a sucker punch out of nowhere like that!"

      "Fine General." Dan reactivated his strength rune. "I'm about to punch you."

      "Wait." William stepped backward, holding his hands up in front of his body. "That isn't what I-"

      Finch had some martial arts training, Dan had to give him that. The older man managed to block the first punch, even if Dan's enhanced strength knocked him to the side and out of his defensive stance. The second punch landed on his stomach, dropping him to his knees in the midst of a coughing fit.

      "Ok, Jennifer." Dan turned away from William. "How are we getting out of here? As far as I can tell, the Thoth Foundation has us completely surrounded. I can slap a shield over myself, and you have some protection from your force magic, but I don't know how we're going to be able to keep your dad from catching a bullet if we try to run through their lines."

      As if on cue, automatic weapon fire erupted just outside the Capitol, followed immediately by an explosion that rocked the building to its foundations. Plaster dust rained down from the ceiling. Screaming echoed from a nearby room. He couldn't tell if someone had been hit, or if the gunfire had just scared them, but it seemed like a good sign that their time was running short.

      "Shit." Jennifer's eyes were a bit wild as she glanced in the direction of the screams. "Look, all I can think of is that we split up. If you go first, you'll probably draw the majority of their attention, and I might be able to sneak Dad out. I know it's a lot to ask. You didn't even want to come back to Earth, but I already dragged you down here.

      "I just don't know what else to do." she exhaled, still visibly agitated. "You can probably escape through their lines without too much effort, so long as you keep moving and make a disturbance. I'd be slowing you down, and I have magic. If we try to bring Dad, it'd put both of us at risk. Honestly, I think that this is both of our best chances at getting out of here."

      Dan wracked his brain trying to think of a better answer. Every idea he could think of sounded like something out of an action movie. He doubted that the Capitol's HVAC system would be large enough that the three of them could crawl through the vents. By the same token, he didn't have the first idea where they could hide out the attack in order to escape later when things had calmed down. His final idea of stealing the enemy's power armor to avoid being spotted wasn't terrible, but he suspected that it would be difficult to take the armor intact, let alone operate it with any appropriate level of skill. He didn't even have a proper plan for isolating any of the CHT suits long enough to attack them unseen.

      "Fine," he sighed. "We should exit from a direction that doesn't have a door. About the only advantage we have is that the Thoth forces don't know we're here. At a minimum, I should be able to cut a new exit and buy us a little bit of time to get a head start. We can meet in Rosslyn once we get free. Dark Star Park has a suitably foreboding name, given the circumstances."

      Jennifer nodded wordlessly to him as Dan ignored William's attempts to get his attention. He drew his sword and cut through a wall, in all likelihood destroying a wealth of art and history. He walked through the hole into an empty room and repeated the process. After walking through three rooms, he turned to the left wall and began cutting. Outside the Capitol, the sounds of fighting and explosions grew louder. Finally, the tip of his blade punched through the outer edifice of the building and into the night air. Dan pushed his shoulder against the wall, forcing the cut to fall outside of the Capitol.

      He took off at a slow jog, confident that Jennifer and William would be following once he cleared the way. It took just under a minute before someone spotted him. A bullet slammed into his spellshield, and Dan poured extra mana into his strength rune to increase his speed as he began to serpentine across the grass of the National Mall. Someone began shouting, and bullets began falling all around him like raindrops in a storm.

      Dan’s spellshield took occasional hits, but his speed threw off most of the shots. A pair of armored suits stepped into the light provided by the nearby burning buildings. One opened fire with its machine gun, and Dan slammed a Force Bolt into its head, knocking the soldier backward. The other triggered its flamethrower, bathing Dan in fire. The thermal resistance rune blunted almost all of the attack as Dan fired another Force Bolt into the knee of the reeling powered armor, knocking it to the ground.

      Before the other suit could target him, Dan kicked off the ground and activated Gravitational Easing, soaring into the air. As he came down next to the grounded suit, he triggered a Lightning Stroke into its torso. He wasn't even sure if electricity would work on the powered armor, or if the metallic shell would form a faraday cage, but the spell seemed better than nothing. He brought the sword down in a two-handed grip, its blade glowing purple as his mana reinforced it. The thin armor around the suit's neck barely provided any resistance as the sword sheared through it, claiming the disabled soldier's head.

      Fire washed over Dan once again. Apparently, the remaining CHT soldier didn't realize how ineffectual heat was against Dan after the first attack. He whirled around and frowned. The power suit hulked over him, almost nine feet tall and made of stainless steel. Its left arm remained pointed at him as the stream of fire from its flamethrower guttered out. In its right, it held a three-foot-long baton that crackled with electricity.

      It stepped forward, raising the baton high in the air, only for a Forcebolt to take it in the hand, knocking the blow wide. Dan flowed smoothly inside its reach and brought his sword down on the armor's wrist. Even with the sword's enchantment, it only cut a large divot in the armor, eliciting another frown from Dan. The soldier tried to punch Dan, but he triggered his time dilation rune, giving him the time he needed to position his body just to the side of the suddenly poorly-telegraphed punch. He fired another Force Bolt into the suit's helmet as he ended the dilation effect, rocking the armor back and stunning its pilot.

      He triggered the time dilation rune once again as he took advantage of the armor's confusion to swing his sword at its hand once again. Time slowed to a crawl, allowing him to make the minute adjustments necessary in his swing to ensure that the blade struck the same spot on his opponent's wrist. This time, the weapon flared purple as it sunk three quarters of the way into the soldier's armor before getting stuck. Dan switched his mana flow from the dilation rune back to his strength rune and ripped his sword out in a spray of blood.

      The soldier fell back from Dan, only for him to fire a Lightning Stroke into its torso. Again, he was unsure if the attack caused damage, but it didn't really matter as his opponent staggered and collapsed to its knees. Dan triggered the dilation rune a final time as he swung his sword, again slicing through the weakened armor around the power suit's neck.

      Stepping away from his two downed foes, Dan suddenly realized that two groups of CHT infantry were shooting at him from nearby. Almost absently, he tossed a Fireball into each cluster, claiming most of their lives and sending the rest running.

      He paused, breathing heavily. For the moment, everything around him was still, but he could hear the screaming of the injured and voices calling for reinforcements. Gritting his teeth, all he could do was hope that Jennifer and William made it out of the Capitol in one piece. Dan began running. Virginia was some distance away, and he'd like to avoid another fight if possible. Those suits were tougher than they looked, and they barely provided any mana to the victor.
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      Dan made it to Rosslyn without much trouble. The soldiers on both sides were too focused on their battle around the Capitol to spare one individual running through the night much of a second thought. Once he left Washington DC, it only took him about fifteen minutes to find the park. Then it was a matter of waiting and trying to quell his anxiety as the sounds of gunfire and explosions reached out to him despite his distance from the fight. He hadn't gotten a good read on how many soldiers the CHT brought to the fight, but the battle looked well in hand when he left.

      He sighed and picked up a twig from the ground, worrying at it as he snapped it repeatedly between his fingers. Jennifer knew what she was doing, and with any luck, she would be able to make it out of the city safely. Of course, he didn't know what they were going to do then. The Thoth Foundation was involved in whatever was happening, so returning to their compound to use the teleportation pad was probably out of the picture, even if the station would actually turn their beacon on.

      Worse, as much as humanity needed to be united in the face of the extrasolar threats, Dan didn't think that Ibis should be the one to do it. The old man had the vision to protect humanity, but his willingness to enforce that vision through violations of his allies' very psyches worried Dan. Of course, that was when there still was an independent government to serve as a check on his excesses. Who knew what Ibis would slip into the System if he was injecting people with it today?

      Dan shook his head in the darkness, dropping the stick. There was no way that he could trust Ibis with that power. Honestly, he wasn't sure that Henry ruling the world through nanites would be any different, let alone better, than the way the elves' oppressed the other races of the Tellask Empire.

      That said, he didn't have any idea how to stop the Thoth foundation. It looked like they were about to take over America, and by the reactions of the rest of the world, there wouldn't be any sort of organized resistance once they seized power. Hell, the CHT probably already had a full cabinet worth of corrupt politicians lined up and ready to take charge on their behalf in the name of promoting public order. He kicked a clump of dirt.  That was a problem for another day. Maybe William had an idea. Theoretically, he probably should know enough people affiliated with the army to put together some sort of counterweight against the incoming totalitarian regime. Theoretically.

      A crunch of a boot against asphalt shocked Dan into action. Before he recognized Jennifer and a limping William, his spellshield was active and his sword was in his hand. He sheathed his sword as the two of them walked past him, and William slumped down on a nearby park bench. Jennifer bent down and began fiddling with some of the bandages wrapped around her father's thigh. A second later, she discarded them, covered in blood, and began working from a first aid kit to replace them.

      "What's the matter, kid?" William's voice was tight with pain. "Never seen a bullet wound before? We got out without too much trouble, but I managed to catch a ricochet. Nothing I can't cure with some bandages and bourbon."

      Dan ignored the cantankerous old man and approached Jennifer from behind, placing his hand gently on her shoulder. "How's he doing?" he whispered as she furiously worked on the injured leg. "I can cauterize the wound if you need it. More importantly, do you think he'll be able to run if we need to get out of here in a hurry?"

      "No," her voice was emotionless as she continued working. "I'm not a doctor, but he should be fine given a little rest. That said, the bullet did a number on his thigh. We're lucky no one tried to pursue us out of DC, or things might have gone a lot rougher. He's able to walk, after a fashion, but I'd still prefer a crutch or a litter for him if we could find a way to make it happen."

      "We might be able to loot something from a nearby building." Dan nodded toward the structures surrounding the park. "They're probably mostly abandoned. I don't know how quickly we'll be able to find something to help his mobility, but it might be better than forcing him to walk to the Capital's outskirts on foot."

      "I can hear both of you," William growled as he shifted on the bench. "I'm not some sort of invalid that I can't walk out of here under my own power. I finished an entire firefight in Vietnam with two bullets in my chest and made it to evac on my own without a single problem. If you think I'm gonna let something like this ricochet slow me down, you've both got another thing coming."

      "Daddy," Jennifer cut him off as Dan stared at the older man blankly. "If you really think I'm going to let you risk bleeding out due to some sense of stubborn and misplaced pride, you have another thing coming. Specifically, my fist. I will literally knock you out and carry you rather than let you do something as dumb as walk on an actively bleeding wound.”

      "I could give him a piggyback ride," Dan offered unhappily. "I have a spell that can reduce my weight and the weight of anything I'm carrying. Combine that with my runes, and if he could manage to sit still, I could probably make pretty good time with him on my back."

      "I will not sit still!" William roared, his eyes frantic. "If you want to get me a crutch, that's fine, but I'm not letting this traitor carry me around like I'm a child!"

      "Your call." Dan tried to keep a straight face as he spoke to Jennifer, but the corners of his mouth kept twitching upward.

      Before Jennifer could respond, the General’s phone chimed. Frowning, she leaned down and pulled it out of the grumbling old man’s pocket

      A second later, her face was illuminated by its harsh light as she fiddled with the screen. Then the sound of trumpets playing 'Hail to the Chief' filled the park, startling Jennifer to the point that she almost dropped the phone. Dan walked around behind her and glanced over her shoulder. Pictured was a simple black screen with the Thoth Foundation logo on it overlaid with the words “Important Message Forthcoming, Please Wait.”

      Dan glanced at Jennifer, worry creasing his face. The fact that the Thoth Foundation could directly send messages to private cellphones was both unsurprising and deeply worrying. She shrugged wordlessly as the music continued, the light from her phone a beacon in the otherwise dark night.

      The black screen faded to reveal Henry Ibis standing at a podium. On the podium was the bird and scroll of the Thoth Foundation, and behind him hung two banners. The first said “One People, United,” and the other read “Coalition for Human Transcendence.” With some concern, Dan noted that the banners were trying and failing to cover up bullet holes marking the wall behind him.

      "Friends and countrymen," Ibis spoke in a solemn voice, betrayed by the mad glint in his eyes. "It is with a heavy heart that I must announce the abdication of President Stephens. It is never easy for a patriot to do what their people need of them, and I am no different. You see, my friends, I am a true patriot. Loyal not just to these glorious United States, but to the spirit of humanity that dwells deep within the soul of every man, woman, and child that was born on this Earth."

      "Shit." Dan spoke tonelessly as Ibis continued his speech.

      "My philanthropic organization, the Thoth Foundation, has fought hard to preserve these ideals." Henry waved his right hand expansively as the camera panned back to reveal four power suits, pocked by bullets and charred by explosions, standing guard around him. "President Stephens and elements of our government have been working with the aliens from the start. They sought not to elevate our people to the next level of prosperity and power, but to enslave our people and offer them up as tribute to the invaders. I know that this is tough for many of you to understand or believe, but their nefarious misdeeds were brought to light by the most unlikely of sources. One of the aliens was captured, and under promise of good treatment, she revealed their plans to us.

      "Of course," Ibis shook his head sadly, "once President Stephens found out that we had one of the aliens prisoner, he sought to silence us. He knew that, once the news of his crimes spread to the general populace, it would only be a matter of time before America rose up against him. That is why he ordered my arrest, as well as that of one of my employees, Daniel Thrush."

      "Shitshitshitshit," Dan began muttering the expletives to himself as he paced nervously back and forth.

      "Together," Ibis shook his head sadly before making eye contact with the camera. "Daniel and I sought to make a new and better world for all of us. Daniel was a pioneer, leading research into magic that the establishment was too blind or cowardly to even admit existed. He jumped into the unknown and battled fearsome beasts on all of our behalf, humanity's very own Prometheus.

      “Like the Prometheus of old, Daniel Thrush sought to return to Earth with the secrets of fire.” Dan shook his head, muttering nervously to himself as Ibis continued speaking. “As soon as he learned that magic existed, he traveled to an alien world to bring its power back for our use.”

      "America," the gleam was back in Henry's eyes as he gave the camera a conspiratorial look. "He succeeded. Without him, Earth would not have had the magic we needed to fight back against the invaders. Without him, we would have been naked and toothless in the face of the storm that is the Tellask Empire. You've all seen the footage. A warrior wielding a purple sword as he struck down the enemies of our people. Despite this, our corrupt government refused to say his name. This is the work of Daniel Thrush."

      Ibis disappeared. In his place was the footage of Dan fighting the war lizard. Dan groaned as he watched his flamboyant use of magic, the fire spilling across the titanic creature's head. The video ran for just shy of a minute before Henry reappeared at the podium. Standing next to him was Merella Amberell, the elf he had captured for the army in the Amazon. Dan's blood ran cold. The elf's hands were in cuffs, but having fought her, Dan knew just how little of an impediment that was. The woman was capable of snapping them like a plastic toy and engulfing the room in flames in under a second. Really, the only thing stopping her was the nanites in her body, threatening her with pain, incapacitation, or death.

      "Standing beside me is the alien that so bravely stepped forward and revealed President Stephen's treachery." He stepped back from the podium and motioned Merella forward.

      The elf looked at the microphone in disgust before leaning forward and speaking into it in a clipped and robotic tenor. Dan wasn’t sure if her neutral tone came from the System’s translation, control, or a much more natural disinterest with Ibis’ petty schemes.

      "I was in contact with Leader Stephens.” The words came out woodenly, rehearsed. “He agreed to make his nation a vassal state of the Tellask Empire in exchange for great personal wealth. He was planning to betray you all." She stepped back from the microphone, rolling her eyes as Ibis took her place.

      "They killed Daniel." Ibis' eyes burned as he stared into the camera. "The government knew that all of humanity was capable of learning magic and with the power of magic their hold over us would be broken. With the power of the invaders, they sought to keep us in shackles to them."

      "Now," Henry pulled out a glittering crystal from the breast pocket of his suit. "Today before you all, I will follow in Daniel's footsteps. I will consume a mana crystal and gain the powers of magic that your government sought to keep from you."

      Dan's eyes grew wide as Henry put the crystal into his mouth on camera. Behind the elderly man, Merella tried to maintain a straight face. For a second, nothing happened. Then Henry slumped forward, grabbing the podium. He looked up to the camera.

      "I can," Ibis paused, eyes watering. "I can feel it working. The power of the very cosmos themselves is welling up inside me. Soon, I will be able to bend the very fabric of reality, and I will be able to lead this lost and misguided world into a new age. An age where we can all become something greater, more than human!"

      His shouting faded into a series of sharp coughs. Dan noticed blood spattering the podium. Then, Ibis simply started on fire. Every inch of his body erupted into flames simultaneously as Merella was wracked with mad laughter behind him. The old man began screaming. Dan looked away from the screen, unable to stomach the feed any longer.

      A moment later, the screen went black as someone finally silenced the camera.
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      “This is going to be an absolute mess.” Dan’s voice was heavy as he turned to look at Jennifer and William. “It’s time for us to get the hell out of here before things get any worse.”

      “Worse?” William stared at Dan in disbelief. “How in the seven hells could anything get worse? Our government is in shambles. Ibis knocked the entire thing over, elevating the most craven and corrupt collection of parasites that has ever sunk their fangs into public finances to positions of power. Then he goes and offs himself on national television. Every one of those assholes is going to be at each other’s throats. We are about to see absolute chaos.”

      “Henry designed video games.” Dan turned to the older injured man. “He had some fancy technology, but he didn’t have the wherewithal to pull something this crazy off. He had backers. The kind of backers who could undermine the government and military on this level are scary people. Hell, I’m pretty scared of just Merella. It took an entire squad of us using magic to bring her down the first time. She’s probably worth at least a tank or two in close combat, and right now she isn’t in a jungle that you can bomb indiscriminately.”

      “Backers?” William asked slowly, his mind visibly churning.

      “Yes!” Dan threw his hands up in exasperation. “Ibis didn’t invent the nanites. He traded for them. I never saw those power suits at the Thoth Foundation. It doesn’t mean that they didn’t have them, but I wouldn’t be surprised if another group developed them. That means that there were multiple different groups working on technology that theoretically doesn’t exist.

      “Daddy,” Jennifer intervened gently. “That kind of technology doesn’t happen without the government finding out about it, and given the reactions we saw to the attack on the Capitol, I can’t help but think that parts of the government knew about it and agreed to look the other way.”

      “I was just shy of the joint chiefs.” William frowned, sending shadows skittering across his face in the light cast by the cellphone. “If something like this were happening, I would have caught wind of it.”

      “You were loyal.” Dan shrugged, exasperation leaking into his voice. “Those who were conspiring knew better than to approach you. I wouldn’t be surprised if you thought of a couple incidents where an associate asked you an innocent question to test the water, see how you responded.”

      “Well...” William winced in pain as he shifted slightly. “Everyone joked about how the system was corrupt. I mean, every time we would plan for a deployment, reading the parameters was always a joke. Some senator would insert a demand into an appropriations bill that we avoid damaging the estate of his ‘friend,’ a violent oligarch that caused half the problem we were intervening to try and fix in the first place. Pretty much everyone would joke about how much easier everything would be if we didn’t have to deal with that bullshit.”

      “And did you encourage the discussion?” Dan asked, walking over to the older man and triggering gravitational easing. “If you didn’t, did one or more of your subordinates seem overly interested in the conversation? The rebel groups didn’t need everyone, just enough people in important positions to give out contradictory orders and freeze everything up with indecision.”

      “Son.” William eyed Dan warily as he approached. “What do you think you’re doing? I told you I don’t need any help.”

      “You were lying.” Jennifer put her hands on her hips while staring her father down. “I was going to let it slide because I thought we had time, but I agree with Dan. Now that Ibis is out of the picture, things are going to get worse before they get better.”

      “Stop being so negative,” William barked at both of them, halfheartedly trying to fight Dan off as he picked the older man up. “With Ibis out of the way, the army is going to step in and reassert order any minute now. Hell, Bowman on his own can probably right this entire ship with that unit of his that just transferred up from Brazil.”

      Dan glanced at Jennifer, worried. Bowman had been gunning for him for months. The officer was willing to bend the truth to get him in trouble, and with the fall of organized governance in America, who knew what the man was capable of.

      “Where was Bowman while DC was under attack?” Dan asked rhetorically as he shifted William to a more comfortable position on his back. “If he was in the area and he had the entire military wing of the Starshield program with him, there must’ve been a reason why he didn’t move.”

      Dan and Jennifer jogged in silence for about ten minutes before William spoke up again. “Maybe he didn’t know that we needed help?” His voice was reluctant as he asked the question, almost petulant.

      “It was all over the news, Daddy,” Jennifer responded softly. “Everyone knew that DC was under siege. The question on everyone’s mind was whether the attackers or the defenders were legitimate. Bowman would have known you were there. If he didn’t help, it was a decision.”

      “Fine,” William grumbled into Dan’s shoulder. “My reality is crumbling around me, and everyone I thought I could trust has already betrayed me. Now I’m being carried around like a child by my daughter’s shithead boyfriend. Great. What do we do now?”

      “We’re not dating, Daddy,” Jennifer responded, struggling to keep her voice measured. “We’re just friends.”

      “That’s even worse!” The general thundered, his hand slapping down on Dan’s shoulder. “You came all the way to DC to save me, and you aren’t getting anything out of it? Do you even have a spine, boy?”

      “Jennifer saved my life more than once in the Amazon.” Dan’s voice hissed out through gritted teeth. “I owed her one, and she wanted to save you. I know she’d do the same for me.”

      Jennifer nodded as she jogged alongside them.

      “God.” Dan could feel the general shifting as the old man shook his head violently behind him. “This touchy-feely shit is what’s wrong with this country. At least have the balls to sleep with my daughter, so I can be rightfully pissed at you about that!”

      Wisely, Dan kept his mouth shut while Jennifer stepped in to try and distract the irate old man.

      “I say we go back to the Thoth Foundation and use the teleportation pad to ride things out in space,” Jennifer volunteered. “Once we have a better idea what’s going on, we can intervene. Until then, intervening is too risky. We could end up helping out the wrong side and getting ourselves killed way too easily.”

      “Space?” William interjected from Dan’s back. “Since when is space on the table? Actually, both of you have been listed missing in action. Is that where you’ve been? Space?”

      “At this point, I say we loot Thoth headquarters.” Dan shrugged, shifting William slightly. “If I’m listed as missing, I doubt that anyone has taken my biometrics out of their system. We should be able to just walk in and grab everything that isn’t nailed down.”

      “But how much are we going to be able to teleport?” Jennifer questioned. “Maybe we grab some of the more valuable things, like samples of the nanites, but I seem to recall those teleportation pads having fairly strict weight requirements.”

      “Screw the teleportation pad.” Dan snorted. “We don’t even know if the station is going to turn on their beacon for us. The headquarters will be in absolute chaos. I say we just steal the Viceroy’s Pride. No more of us getting trapped in space bullshit. Plus, the specs on the void ship list weapons. I’m not sure exactly what they are, but if the entire world is going to hell, I would prefer at least some heavy weapons on our side.”

      “That certainly would let us take everything that isn’t nailed down,” Jennifer replied thoughtfully. “I’m game for at least trying.”

      About a half hour later, they tracked down a car on the interstate that still had the keys in the ignition. Apparently the owners had just run for it when they were trapped in gridlock during the coup. It took some work in the form of breaking into other cars, shifting them to neutral, and pushing them out of the way before they were able to get the vehicle off-road and driving. Dan was pretty sure that the snowy gravel of the ditch was doing a number on the car, but he couldn’t really make himself care. That was someone else’s problem for another day.

      Finally, they hit the open highway. A quick fill up at a nearby gas station later, and they were on their way back to upstate New York. The general’s phone kept them updated on the chaos. As expected, at least four industrial magnates declared themselves Henry’s inheritor and the new ruler of the CHT, even as the revolts were quickly smashed in the countries that hadn’t yet succumbed. None of the oligarchs acted openly, but most of the major media conglomerates quickly sided with one or the other.

      Meanwhile, twitter users in Florida announced that military units were patrolling the streets and that martial law had been declared. Allegedly, the soldiers were handing out pamphlets announcing that they were part of the “true American” armed forces and that “the natural order” would be restored soon. Outside of those ominous statements, which quickly and worryingly disappeared from the platform, nothing further came out of Florida.

      They took turns sleeping as they drove back to the Foundation. When they arrived, the area around the compound was an absolute mess. Dan could see where the Foundation and Government forces had clashed, leaving craters and burned swaths of the nearby forest. Jennifer parked the car in employee parking. There were still plenty of other vehicles there, but no indication how many actually belonged to employees still sheltering in the compound.

      Dan walked to the door and thumbed the three of them in. William still wasn’t the most mobile, but at some point, his wound had stopped bleeding, meaning that he at least wasn’t at risk of passing out on them. The interior of the compound was like something out of a horror movie with flickering lights and heavy smoke. Whatever had happened during the struggle with the government, the Foundation had been hit hard.

      He hurried his way through the employee dressing and preparation area toward the higher-security sections of the base. Signs of combat covered the hallway. Occasional blood smears obscured signs, and more than one fluorescent light hung askew. When they reached the security door, it took three tries before it would register Dan’s optic profile. With a tortured click, the lock disengaged, and he shouldered the heavy metal door aside.

      In front of him was a familiar security checkpoint where guards would search and test all of Dan’s possessions at the beginning and end of each day. The arrangement was primarily to stop industrial espionage, but the actual edifice of the checkpoint itself was made of steel reinforced concrete, more than enough to hold off invaders long enough for support to arrive.

      A shotgun slug slammed into Dan’s spellshield, knocking him back a step. Without thinking, he lobbed a Fireball at the shapes hiding behind the security checkpoint. The pressure wave from the blast, amplified by the narrow hallway, thudded into him, stealing the breath from his lungs.

      He leaned into the rush of wind and plowed forward into the flash of flame and heat. By the time the explosion had dissipated, he was on the other side of the checkpoint, sword drawn. Four members of the security team lay on the ground. One was either dead or unconscious, but the other three were moving and groaning, their bodies covered in burns.

      Dan frowned as he recognized LT Jefferson, a handgun and sword both within arm’s reach of him. He kicked the weapons away and crouched down next to the security officer.

      “What the hell, LT?” he whispered to the injured man. “You had to have recognized me, why’d you take a shot at me?”

      The officer coughed, eyeing Dan blearily. He pulled himself up against the wall, wincing as his burns brushed against the cool metal.

      “I told Ibis you’d be back,” he responded, another wave of coughing wracking through him. “When they couldn’t find your body, I knew you’d survived. I told him that you were a survivor. You might not be able to win every fight straight up, but you sure as hell would find a way to get yourself out in one piece. Henry wouldn’t believe it.”

      “Then why did you shoot me?” Dan questioned heatedly.

      “The director insisted that we punish Dr. Weathers.” LT smiled helplessly. “He said that she betrayed him by releasing everyone from their nanite controls. I tried to make him hold off. Told him that you’d be coming back, and that going after Weathers would piss you off to the point that we’d be forced to fight you. The old fucker went batty near the end. That elf kept telling him that he could get magic the same way you did, by eating a crystal. Dr. Weathers disagreed, said it was too dangerous. I’m pretty sure he blamed her for that, too.”

      “What the fuck did you do to Sam?” Icewater ran down Dan’s spine.

      “I stopped the worst of it.” LT wasn’t smiling anymore. “But it was still pretty bad. Ibis made us activate her discipline protocols. A lot. A couple of the guys balked at the orders, and he used the discipline programs on them, too. Things got pretty bad around here, Dan.”

      “The elf kept egging him on.” LT coughed, wincing as the spasms ran through his body. “She kept saying that it wasn’t enough. Ibis ordered me to have some of the men rough her up and starve her. I kept it from happening. We doctored reports, and that was good enough for the two of them. Still, I figured that you’d probably want to get even with me for the way things went down.”

      “Apparently, a slug wasn’t enough to take you down.” The security officer shrugged helplessly. “Still, it was the biggest chunk of lead I had on hand.”
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      “Where is she?” Dan grabbed LT’s heavily burned shoulder, forcing a hiss of pain out of the other man. “I don’t have the time or desire to play judge, jury, and executioner for you, but I will if I have to. Just let me know where Sam is, and I’ll leave and never look back. With the System, it’ll take more than some burns to finish you off.”

      “Sub basement two, behind a false wall that looks like a server rack.” LT winced at the strength of Dan’s grasp. “The keycard is on my lanyard. Hopefully, you didn’t melt it.” He smiled slightly as Dan released him to begin rifling through his pockets.

      Dan grabbed the lanyard and turned back to the security door where William was limping into the hallway after Jennifer. She glanced at the assortment of bodies and pursed her lips. Her father just grunted.

      “Henry grabbed Sam, and she needs help.” He didn’t elaborate further, the tremor in his voice stating everything else that he might need to say. She simply nodded, and Dan led the way.

      They spotted a handful of Thoth Foundation employees on their way down to the sub basement, but scientist, worker, or guard, they universally avoided Dan. Maybe it was the expression on his face or the naked blade spitting purple fire in his hand, but they wisely concluded that it would be better for their long-term health to avoid questioning him.

      There was a guard at the door to the sub basement, but he wisely vacated his post upon spotting Dan’s stormy expression. He vaguely remembered the guard from the training program, but the man had never received runes. Even if he was more technically skilled than Dan, the guard knew better than to pick a fight he would lose.

      The door opened on the second swipe of LT’s keycard. Immediately, Dan was assaulted by the smell of unwashed bodies. His mind flashed back to his period in the tree with Jennifer, but one look at the state of the four cells, and any ironic jokes or snarky comments were instantly wiped away.

      Sam’s cell was filthy beyond belief. She lay on a cot, unmoving as she stared blankly at the ceiling. Dan was only able to tell she was alive by the gentle rise and fall of her chest. He swiped the keycard through the slot by the door. The machine chirped angrily at him, flashing a red light.

      Swearing, Dan took a step back and sized up the locked doorway, his sword flaring. He inserted the enchanted blade into the crack between the metal doorway in the wall around floor level, sliding it up through the door’s heavy hinges. He yanked the handle, pulling the heavy slab of metal toward himself, jumping out of the way as it slammed onto the ground with a deafening clang.

      That woke Sam out of her slumber. She sat up shakily and tried to smile at him, but all Dan could see was the gauntness in her cheeks and the bags under her eyes.

      “Come on.” He spoke soothingly, the way you’d speak to a small woodland creature as you tried to coax it out of a hiding spot. “We’re getting you out of here.”

      Sam tried to stand, only for her legs to give out under her, spilling her back onto the thin, filthy mattress.

      “I’m sorry, Dan.” Tears clouded her eyes as she spoke. “The System’s repairing it, but my body just can’t. I…”

      “Sshhh.” Dan swooped in, scooping Sam up and putting her on his back. A second later, almost hesitantly, her arms wrapped around his neck as she leaned into him.

      She was lighter than he remembered. A wreck of skin and bones. He sighed. If Henry hadn’t killed himself on national TV, Dan would’ve done it for him.

      Jennifer walked into the sub basement behind him. Her hand flew to her mouth as she took in the state of the prisoners. She pressed her face against one of the windows and gasped softly.

      “Dan.” She spoke quietly, a quiver in her voice. “Abe is here.”

      He walked up to the window, Sam’s trembling body still on his back. Abe lay on a futon, metal spikes driven through his biceps and calves. The soldier glanced weakly at their shadows in the doorway, barely able to to lift his head.

      Gently, Dan passed Sam to Jennifer before drawing his sword once again. A flare of mana later, and the grating sound of metal on metal filled the sub basement as the door fell into the hallway. Quickly, Dan removed the spikes pinning Abe to the futon, eliciting a hiss of pain from the injured man.

      “You are certainly a sight for sore eyes, Thrush.” Abe trailed off into a coughing fit. “I heard someone fiddling around at the door and feared the worst. Your ex-employer has been far from gentle.”

      “I noticed,” Dan replied dryly, flicking his head toward the pile of bloody spikes. “How did Henry get you, anyway? The last I heard you were still in Brazil mopping up.”

      “I got transferred back up here to deal with Thoth going rogue.” Abe smiled weakly. “That elf you caught back in Brazil found me. I’m not sure how Ibis got her, but she did a number on the troops sent to bring him in. No one really expected him to have a genuine wizard or that power armor. It didn’t go well.”

      “Merella?” Dan asked, his face screwing up into a frown.

      “That’s her,” Abe hissed, biting his lower lip in pain. “She just stepped out from the compound, and the next thing we knew, half of us were on fire. I only survived because of the System, and for a while there, I kinda wish I hadn’t. Everyone in my unit ended up with third degree burns covering most of our bodies. Unless you had access to this weird sci fi crap Ibis injected us with, no amount of modern medicine was going to save you from that.”

      “What about Bill and Rose?” Dan questioned hesitantly, not entirely sure if he wanted to hear the answer. “Did they…”

      “Nah.” Abe shook his head, filling Dan’s silence. “They got shipped to Florida with the rest of the Brazil veterans. I don’t know what they’re up to, but they weren’t here when things went upside down.”

      “Well,” Dan laughed drily. “If you’ve been in here that long, you’ve missed a bit. The U.S. Government and a handful of foreign governments suffered simultaneous coups. It sounds like most of the government is dead, and those who are still there allied themselves with the attackers.”

      “Are you fucking pulling my leg right now?” Abe shook his head at Dan. “If you are, it really isn’t the time for it. Even with the System deadening my nerves, I’m not exactly in the best mood right now.”

      “Bad news, son.” William spoke up from behind Dan, leaning up against the wall to take weight off of his bad leg. “Ibis convinced a bunch of people to throw in with him. Most of the army looked the other way, and now the President and Congress are either dead or the sort of people who would sell their country out in a heartbeat.”

      “General Finch?” Abe looked the older man up and down before chuckling. “Forgive me for not saluting, but you look like hell, sir.”

      “Likewise,” the older officer looked down at Abe, frowning as he tried to place him. “You’re a sergeant, right? One of Bowman’s boys?”

      “Formerly,” Abe grimaced. “Once we cleaned up the mess in Brazil, I met with the Colonel. I don’t know if it was the machines in his system or the access to the magic, but something changed him. He was meaner than I remember, almost paranoid. I don’t like speaking ill of a senior officer Sir, but if people are going rogue, I would point a finger at him first.”

      “Given that your former employer has dissolved into chaos,” Dan interrupted William before he could get worked up defending Colonel Bowman. “I am here with a bright and shiny job offer for you. We are trying to get the hell off of the planet until whatever is happening sorts itself out. I know where the Viceroy’s Pride is, and I have an affinity with space magic. I figure we strip this place bare and get into orbit. There’s a self-sustaining satellite there filled with Tellask thralls that we can probably persuade to work with us.”

      Dan paused, noting the contemplative look on Abe’s face before going in for the kill. “The way I see it, we’re in a prime position to set up a mercenary company or magic consulting firm. Whoever is left running the planet is going to have a lot of alien equipment and no way to use it. We could make a good living while building up the defense force that humanity actually needs. None of this bickering over national pride bullshit. As bad as the elves were, the Orakh will be worse. If we aren’t ready for them, we won’t be slaves. We’ll be food.”

      “My mom always did say that I was too sweet to be true,” Abe replied with a quick chuckle. “Let’s see if I can give some aliens a stomachache.”

      “Glad to have you.” Dan picked the soldier up, careful to not aggravate his wounds. “Let’s get you, Sam, and William aboard the ship. I doubt any of you will be much use in looting, given your condition.”

      Once again, no one dared to stop them. The Viceroy’s Pride lay exactly as Dan remembered it. Deep within the base and covered in diagnostic machinery, its main bay still open from when it disgorged troops during the first contact. With a conventional vessel, the hundreds of feet of earth and steel would prevent any attempt at theft or escape. With a void ship, steel was just as easy to teleport past as the emptiness of the void itself. Dan would just have to make sure to aim the vessel high enough to avoid clipping the atmosphere when they rematerialized.

      Then, Jennifer began looting and pillaging the compound with an energy that would put a Mongol warband to shame. About ten to twelve of the Thoth scientists had enough self-awareness to realize that it was only a matter of time before someone less friendly than Dan tried to raid the compound and joined up with them. With the help of the scientists, they were able to grab copies of almost all of the research facility’s data, as well as most of its sensitive equipment.

      Some of the heavier machinery had to be left behind, but when they finally finished loading the Viceroy’s cargo bay, they had a hundred and five injections worth of the System, thirty of the power suits in various states of disrepair, a significant amount of runescripting material, enough assorted lab equipment to equip an R&D facility or five, three generators, enough diesel to run said generators for a very long time, and a truly massive amount of silver, gold, and tungsten. In short, enough for Dan to set himself up as a minor warlord somewhere undeveloped, which was more or less his plan.

      Casting his gaze about the facility, Dan silently cursed himself for promising LT his life. After what he had seen from Abe and Sam, the guard didn’t deserve to live. He might have been following orders, but at some point, those orders become so repugnant that you have to disobey them. Grudgingly, Dan acknowledged that LT claimed to have circumvented his orders, but for now, he only had the man’s word for it. Besides, the man had already tried to kill him rather than let him discover the truth on his own. Even with his promise, Dan probably still would have killed the man if he had allowed his soldiers to take advantage of Sam.

      Dan waved a brief goodbye to his planet and home before stepping into the Viceroy’s Pride’s loading bay and running mana into the mechanism that closed the hatch. He marched to the drive chamber, ruminating the turns his life had taken in the past couple of years. From a directionless research assistant working a dead end job, he was about to launch humanity’s first interstellar starship, based solely off of a skimmed manual saved in his System’s databanks.

      In the drive chamber, he quickly interfaced with the control crystal, activating the ship’s mana forges. Almost as an extension of himself, he could feel the mana capacitors of the void ship swelling. Incomplete pictures and data began to filter to him through the ship’s scrying stone, like a muted version of a beacon. He began trying to piece together the jump he wished to make, only to be swamped by the math underpinning the teleportation.

      The System stepped in, quickly bridging the gaps in Dan’s understanding. He reached for the ship’s mana, holding the jump equations in his mind. The world shuddered around him for a second before flashing white. Then Earth disappeared.

      Briefly, he was disoriented as new information began to flow into him from the scrying stone. The ship was only a hundred or so miles away from the satellite they previously landed on, practically on top of it. The moon hung in the sky, dull to the mana scans from the Viceroy. Beneath them, most of Earth was just as drab except for a bonfire of magic in the Amazon and some pinpricks of light situated all about Florida.

      Then, the night sky lit up in a cascade of mana. Spires of stone and metal faded into being as an asteroid, covered in black metal towers that glowed white hot in the Viceroy’s mana scan, appeared in space just outside of the moon’s orbit. Visible light sources covering the asteroid caused the metal superstructure girding it to glitter in the otherwise empty night sky. Slowly, it began tumbling toward Earth.
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      Garnash sat on his throne, a pair of shamans attending him, as he stared at the image of the blue and green planet in the viewing crystal. Numerous servitors shuddered as he shifted his bulk, afraid that they would draw his attention. When Garnash became angry, he was known for adding his servitors and thralls to his seat of power, a rough piece of craftsmanship cobbled together from black iron and bone. He grinned, an ugly snaggle of tusks and serrated teeth. It was good that they feared him. It showed intelligence on their part.

      He leaned forward, blinking his beady golden eyes before pointing at a mote of light above the doomed world. A void ship hung in orbit, sorely out of place for the largely pre-magical society that he had been promised.

      “What’s this?” He frowned, his tusks jutting out from his massive jaw. “We were told that the elves had withdrawn from this world.” He stared accusingly at the shaman in charge of the expedition’s spies and scouting. Of course it was a shaman. A proper warrior would never stoop to such a task.

      “Can the agent that fed us this tip be trusted?” Garnash’s deep voice rumbled out, echoing through his hall. “Or should he be fed to Grosk for betraying the Horde? I’m sure Grosk would want the name of the Orakh negligent enough to allow our expedition to be misled.”

      “Horde Lord!” One of the shamans dropped to both knees, pressing his forehead to the uneven surface of the citadel’s floor before responding. “The elf that gave us this information hates the noble house from this region. He foolishly believes that we will halt our conquests before we reach him. Allegedly, the elven invasion of this planet failed, and the locals managed to steal a void ship. Even if they have it, they are only humans, the elves’ thrall race. Without elven support, they should be easy prey.”

      “Good,” Garnash grunted, slouching back into the throne. “I will enjoy the look of surprise on that elf’s face when I add his spine to my collection. The very purpose of the Orakh is to expand. For all their vaunted intellect, the forces in Tellask that believe we can be compromised with are dumb beyond belief. Maybe the elves will stop us, maybe they won’t, but we will not stop on our own.  Even the basest thrall can see that.”

      “Of course, my lord.” The shaman held his position, unmoving.

      “Bring the Citadel toward the planet,” Garnash waved his hand at the shaman, dismissing him. “Make sure the brood mothers are prepared for our descent. I will fertilize their egg pouches before we land. The war chiefs and shamans should be prepared to attend to their brood mothers as soon as I finish.”

      Both of the shamans scurried from the room. Garnash didn’t trust either of them. Grosk had created them from the elves, forcing prisoners to fertilize a brood mother before killing the treacherous beings. Their offspring were useful, borderline essential given the low rate of mana sensitivity among mainstream Orakh, but they still reminded Garnash too much of their foes. They fought with magic and cunning rather than a good, old-fashioned war club or axe. Worse, their internal hierarchy was ruled by a complex series of politics and alliances rather than simply deferring to the most powerful shaman. It was unnatural. As far as he could tell, they were barely Orakh.

      He stood from his throne and began stomping to the exit of his great hall, preoccupied and slightly worried by the existence of the void ship. A servitor ran up to him, an elven skull filled with mulled wine held in its shaking grip. Garnash backhanded it, reveling in the feel of its weak limbs snapping from the force of the blow. He didn’t trust servitors, either. They were descended from humans in the same way that shamans came from elves. Unlike the shamans, the servitors were barely useful. Too weak to fight properly and more or less incapable of magic, they were only kept around to service the equipment that proper Orakh warriors were too proud to touch.

      Garnash stalked through the halls of his Citadel, all of the Orakh fleeing from his heavy footsteps in fear. He smiled to himself. This is what it was to be a Horde Lord. Their terrified pheromones hung heavy in the air, spurring him on as he stepped into the chamber of the first brood mother and dropped his breeches.

      She gurgled mindlessly down at him, her elephantine bulk wobbling precariously above him. Brood mothers were little more than digestive, circulatory, and reproductive systems. There was no need to complicate things with any sort of cognition or emotions. They existed for one purpose: to produce more Orakh warriors for the Horde’s advance.

      Grunting, he methodically stroked her egg sac until it opened, revealing thousands of glistening, fist-sized eggs. When she landed on the world beneath them, she would be needed to produce strong warriors. To do that, she would need strong seed, and truly, who on this expedition was stronger than the Horde Lord? It was both his duty to the Horde and his right as the expedition’s Lord to ensure that the first wave of warriors were his progeny.

      “Calm yourself, Apo.” He spoke to the almost-mindless sphere of flesh as she trilled at him. “Soon we will land, and you can perform your duty. Until then, rest. You will need your strength to nourish our young.”

      She calmed as he patted her glistening side. Fertilization always agitated the brood mothers, but soon she would return to her usual activities: dozing and consuming the platters of flesh needed to sustain her massive size brought to her by the servitors.

      He returned to his hall, barely phased by the exertion of going chamber to chamber ensuring the strength of the next generation. On the viewing crystal, the planet was much larger. Garnash could already make out the outlines of continents resting in a great blue ocean. He grunted in satisfaction. Although the Orakh lived most of their life on land, their skin needed occasional moistening, and their young grew up almost entirely in the water. The new planet would provide fertile soil for his young to grow up in.

      The citadel tumbled into the planet’s orbit, past a glittering array of satellites and the unmoving elven ship. He resisted the urge to target the vessel. As much as he hated the elves, today they weren’t his primary purpose. The citadel was here to make landfall. To turn the slumbering world beneath him into a breeding ground for the Horde’s next advance against the elven fortress worlds. For now, a single void ship could wait.

      He frowned slightly as a series of projectiles floated up on plumes of flame from the planet below. Apparently the planet had defenses of some sort. Yet another important fact glossed over by their informant. Garnash reached forward and crushed the control crystal, triggering the citadel’s dissolution. He didn’t know what sort of weapon the projectiles were, but there were only four of them.

      The citadel shattered into twelve different pieces, each with its own mana forge, teleportation drive and brood mother. Garnash guided his own shard toward one of the continents, well above the planet’s equator. Around his vessel, the others split up, each quickly selecting their own landing site and accelerating away.

      The projectiles from the planet separated as well, each seeking one of the scattering shards. Garnash blinked as a sudden flare of light illuminated the dark of his hall. One of the projectiles had exploded, annihilating a landing shard.

      He frowned. When the time came, he was going to enjoy torturing the informant that sent them here without proper information. Whatever spellcaster produced those projectiles wasn’t to be trifled with. The force of the blast easily outclassed an Arch Mage’s output. If this planet had an Archon, it would make the invasion that much more difficult.

      Then another projectile erupted in a sphere of white light. This time, it exploded too far from the landing shard, knocking it off course and damaging it severely, but ultimately not destroying it. Garnash gripped his throne in frustration. Even if the shard landed intact, that blast had rocked it too much. The brood mothers required stability, or the fertilized egg sacs would rupture. It was why citadels didn’t simply teleport to a planet’s surface; it would expose the fragile young to energies that would sterilize them in a millisecond.

      The shards tried to avoid the projectiles, but there was a limit on their maximum speed. Each pilot knew that their life mattered less to the Horde than their cargo. It was every Orakh’s hope to make it to the surface of the planet alive and prepared to raid for the biomass that the brood mothers would need, but ultimately their survival was meaningless if the egg sacs didn’t make it to the surface intact.

      A shard began firing at the projectile approaching it. Tinsel like strands of fire and light reaching out toward the projectile. Garnash rubbed his tusks. None of them hit the mote of light as it dashed toward the Orakh vessel. He grimaced as it exploded, taking the landing craft with it.

      Then his shard hit the atmosphere, and Garnash no longer had the time to concern himself with the projectiles. The rock and metal of his landing shield glowed red as he urged the drive shamans to steady the vessel and slow its descent. It tried to shimmy, but Garnash touched a stud on his throne, unfurling the gliding sails. The thick leather of the sails flapped in the rapidly thickening atmosphere before the shard’s drag pulled them taut.

      Garnash adjusted his grip on the steering stone, leveling out the shard’s flight. Landing was always a tricky operation. The shard was much too heavy to glide properly on its own, but with the aid of the shamans, its bulk could barely be lessened enough to prevent it from simply plummeting to the planet below. Still, it was a race against the forge’s dwindling mana supply to land before the spellcasters gave out.

      A trio of grey flying objects approached the vessel. Garnash tapped another stud, indicating that the gunnery thralls could open fire. For a second, nothing happened, then the attackers disappeared in a flash of light as a burst of fire mana wiped them from existence.

      The details of the world began to come into focus for Garnash. Empty fields of green leading to great forests dotted with cities made of metallic towers. Here and there, he briefly spotted large farm fields alongside paddocks filled with herd animals. His mouth stretched into a ghoulish grin. This world was fat, filled to the brim with protein that could be turned into new Orakh.

      Finally, he spotted his target. An island just off the coast of one of the planet’s largest cities. The island itself was covered in structures of its own, some of the largest towers stretching even higher than his shard. Garnash touched the final stud on his command interface, initiating the landing procedure.

      The vessel crashed into one of the towers with a shriek of metal on metal, spraying sparks into the air. Garnash stood from his throne and began walking toward the landing craft’s cargo bay. Soon the doors would open, unleashing the Horde on yet another unprepared world. The locals would fight. They always did. But in the end, their meat would feed his young, and their water would nourish them.

      It was inevitable.
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        We hope you enjoyed Invasion! Since reviews are the lifeblood of indie publishing, we’d love it if you could leave a positive review on Amazon! Follow this link to be redirected to the Viceroy’s Pride: Invasion Amazon product page to leave your review.

      

        

      
        Don’t miss out on future releases! Sign up for our newsletter to stay up to date. And as always, thank you for your support! You are the reason we’re able to bring these stories to life.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT CALE PLAMANN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A lifelong fan of Fantasy and Science Fiction, I usually spent my nerdy energy creating overly elaborate homebrew RPG campaigns. As it became harder and harder to juggle schedules for a half dozen players, I eventually made the logical choice and just cut them out of the picture entirely.

      

        

      
        Now I write novels. They whine a lot less about critical failures.

      

        

      
        If you enjoyed what you read, please make sure to visit my website or reach out to me on twitter (where I talk about writing amongst other things) or join my discord where I almost exclusively* talk about my existing books/what I’m currently writing.

      

        

      
        *There are also memes.  Lots of memes.

      

        

      
        Connect with Cale:

        CalePlamann-Author.com

        Discord.gg/xzgycqtFNe

        Twitter.com/WritesCoco

        Patreon.com/CoCo_P

      

      

      
        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Patreon icon] Patreon

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT MOUNTAINDALE PRESS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dakota and Danielle Krout, a husband and wife team, strive to create as well as publish excellent fantasy and science fiction novels. Self-publishing The Divine Dungeon: Dungeon Born in 2016 transformed their careers from Dakota’s military and programming background and Danielle’s Ph.D. in pharmacology to President and CEO, respectively, of a small press. Their goal is to share their success with other authors and provide captivating fiction to readers with the purpose of solidifying Mountaindale Press as the place ‘Where Fantasy Transforms Reality.’

      

        

      
        Connect with Mountaindale Press:

        MountaindalePress.com

        Facebook.com/MountaindalePress

        Twitter.com/_Mountaindale

        Instagram.com/MountaindalePress

      

      

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

      

    

  







            MOUNTAINDALE PRESS TITLES

          

          

      

    

    






GameLit and LitRPG

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Completionist Chronicles,

        The Divine Dungeon,

        Full Murderhobo, and

        Year of the Sword by Dakota Krout

      

        

      
        Arcana Unlocked by Gregory Blackburn

      

        

      
        A Touch of Power by Jay Boyce

      

        

      
        Red Mage and

        Farming Livia by Xander Boyce

      

        

      
        Space Seasons by Dawn Chapman

      

        

      
        Ether Collapse and

        Ether Flows by Ryan DeBruyn

      

        

      
        Bloodgames by Christian J. Gilliland

      

        

      
        Threads of Fate by Michael Head

      

        

      
        Lion’s Lineage by Rohan Hublikar and Dakota Krout

      

        

      
        Wolfman Warlock by James Hunter and Dakota Krout

      

        

      
        Axe Druid,

        Mephisto’s Magic Online, and

        High Table Hijinks by Christopher Johns

      

        

      
        Skeleton in Space by Andries Louws

      

        

      
        Chronicles of Ethan by John L. Monk

      

        

      
        Pixel Dust and

        Necrotic Apocalypse by David Petrie

      

        

      
        Viceroy’s Pride by Cale Plamann

      

        

      
        Henchman by Carl Stubblefield

      

        

      
        Artorian’s Archives by Dennis Vanderkerken and Dakota Krout

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        If you love LitRPG and GameLit, join these awesome communities on Facebook!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.

      

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
CALE PLAMAND

»






images/00002.jpeg
A

MOUNTAINDALE
— P HE S5 Sm—





images/00003.jpeg
A\

MOUNTAINDALE
RESS

— D






