
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			 

			 

			Skythief
Book One of The Realmwalkers
Matthew Wolf

			©2023 Matthew Wolf. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or used in any form or by any means, graphic, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, taping, or information and retrieval systems without written permission of the publisher.

			Cover and map art by Flavio Bolla
Author photo by Jamison Erwin
Book design: Michael Campbell, MC Writing Services

		

	
		
			SKYTHIEF

			BOOK ONE OF
THE REALMWALKERS

			[image: ]

			MATTHEW WOLF

		

	
		
			“Wolf has created a richly detailed, complex fantasy universe populated by intriguing characters who will continually surprise readers throughout the briskly paced tale… An impressive, page-turning adventure for fans of the series.”

			— KIRKUS REVIEW

			Other Books by Matthew Wolf

			THE RONIN SAGA
The Knife’s Edge
Citadel of Fire
Bastion of Sun
Tides of Fate

			Short Stories in The Ronin Saga
Dreams of a Reaver
Visions of a Hidden
Legends
An Arbiter’s Gift

		

	
		
			Contents

			Other Books by Matthew Wolf

			Chapter 1

			Chapter 2

			Chapter 3

			Chapter 4

			Chapter 5

			Chapter 6

			Chapter 7

			Chapter 8

			Chapter 9

			Chapter 10

			Chapter 11

			Chapter 12

			Chapter 13

			Chapter 14

			Chapter 15

			Chapter 16

			Chapter 17

			Chapter 18

			Chapter 19

			Chapter 20

			Chapter 21

			Chapter 22

			Chapter 23

			Chapter 24

			Chapter 25

			Chapter 26

			Chapter 27

			Chapter 28

			Acknowledgements

			About the author

		

	
		
			To new expeditions into the unknown

		

	
		
			 

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			 

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			 

			[image: ]

			Chapter 1

			Dren Torin slipped through the crowds of New New York, picking pockets with ease. The errant hum of hovercrafts shook the air overhead, and the acrid sulfur from the steaming vents billowed over the dingy masses, while hawkers sold pitiful excuses for food—a mixture of likely rat meat and a bioengineered gruel. Dren was deep in his element, fingers deftly moving, as he thieved with abandon.

			It was easy—after all, he was practically made for it. Dren was slim and small, and had meager muscle on his bones. He’d like to blame that on the pittance of food they received, but it felt more like a genetic failing.

			On top of that, his face was hollow and dark-rimmed, so it matched the crowds, making him one with the masses … well, aside from his purple eyes. Colored eyes were always a signature of engineered humans, though his were a rarity.

			While it was only thirty years after The Collapse that leveled the world, engineered humans had been one solution to repair a decaying society. Dren didn’t feel like he was repairing anything. Only taking what he could.

			He filched a wallet from a hollow-faced man’s zippered, leather-like, jacket when whispers rose like steam from the nearby manholes.

			“They say the lights in the Mansion are all out,” a woman with gaunt cheeks said.

			Another replied, “And I heard the demons have escaped and eaten their master.”

			“They say the castle is unguarded.”

			Marcus’ castle … The richest man in the world.

			And an utter bastard.

			Like tinder caught to flame, the whispers spread and consumed the crowd like a collective susurration. All turned their eyes to the white castle in the distance, a surreal oddity amid the endless sea of black skyscrapers. Only Marcus Hallan would spare no expense of quarrying and cleaning a white stone castle to maintain the false image of purity.

			Dren didn’t believe the whispers.

			Marcus Hallan … dead?

			No, the man couldn’t be dead. Not yet. Not before Dren made him pay. But the lights out? It gave him hope, a sliver, sure, but hope was only ever a sliver in New New York.

			With a shrug and a sigh, Dren put the wallet he was holding back in the stranger’s breast pocket and sauntered in the direction of the castle. Slipping into a dank alley and scaling a downspout, Dren took to the lower rooftops—an area of old mansions. It was quieter here—partly because the zone restricted the buzzing hovercrafts, but mostly because the wealthy didn’t live in these antiquated homes. Not anymore. Instead, the rich and powerful were locked away in penthouses above the clouds, watching the riff-raff far below.

			Dren was trying not to get his hopes up when he reached a side street that abutted the wall surrounding the castle.

			Heated voices sounded, and he spotted a familiar face that made him smirk.

			“I told you, it’s safe!” Vox Artorus growled. Only a year or two older than Dren, Vox was probably on his twenty-fifth rotation in this hellscape. Vox had flame-orange hair and similar colored eyes—both traits of an engineered human. That, along with his significant height and width—shoulders that would have brushed a door frame—made him quite the sight and a real contrast to Dren’s … compact frame. His size seemed enough to intimidate most street rats into doing whatever he wanted. Now Vox was attempting to convince his ragtag group of thieves to enter Marcus’ mansion. Trying, and obviously failing.

			The thieves, six young men with dirty faces, looked like scared mice ready to flee. “You’re crazy!” one thief griped, staring at the alabaster castle that loomed above the wall. “Marcus Hallan? Do you know what you’re asking? The man owns half the damn world! He’s got ’nough credits to buy himself an army. There’s no way we’re gettin’ in there.”

			Another young thief rubbed his arm self-consciously. “I don’t know about an army, but Marcus has security, Vox. Guard dogs, cameras, that kind of stuff. He’s right.This is never going to work.”

			“That’s what I’m trying to tell you! Look!” Vox pointed to a camera on the other side of a tall stone wall, positioned on a metal pole that surveyed the dark grounds before the castle. “It’s not blinking red, is it? That means it’s turned off! Don’t you see? Something has happened. I don’t know what, but we have a window. Trust me.”

			They all kicked at the broken asphalt, saying nothing.

			Vox snarled. “You all keep begging for a chance, right? Well this is it! This is as good as it gets! We can be rich! We’ve been given a sorry lot in life. Dealt bad hands, each of us. We can change that. Here. Now.” His eyes gleamed with a hungry light. Dren remembered his had too. Once. Before Marcus had taken it.

			No one was saying what they were really afraid of.

			The thieves began to slowly back away.

			Vox snatched the collar of the nearest young man. “Coward!”

			Welp, I think that’s my cue. Dren spotted a trellis that once looked like it had verdant vines. Now it was only withered branches. He climbed down it and landed in the street, then strolled towards the group. “Whoa, whoa, whoa, easy, big guy!” Dren called. All the thieves turned to him. “You know as well as I do what they’re afraid of, Vox …” He spoke dramatically for effect, “Monsters and demons. That’s what they say Marcus has created in there, isn’t it?” He pointed to the white castle. “Tinkered in God’s domain! Maybe he’s been eaten by his own abominations.” Then he muttered under his breath. “But I hope not.”

			Dren was still at the edge of the light, cloaked in shadow.

			The thieves squinted into the darkness.

			Vox dropped the thief he was holding. “What kind of fool listens to children’s tales? Show yourself!”

			Entering the light of a buzzing street lamp, Dren grinned and bowed. “Dren Torin, Master Thief.” Then he shrugged. “Self-proclaimed.”

			Immediately, Vox groaned, covering his face. “Seven hells, not you. Anyone but you.”

			“Happy to see you too, big guy!”

			“Is it true?” another thief asked. The young man wore a satchel with an apple peeking out that made Dren’s stomach rumble. The thief looked worse for wear, like most of the sewer citizens. He had a bald spot and missing teeth. The price of living in this god-awful world. It wore everyone out before their time. “Are there really monsters in there?”

			The thieves all looked to the gleaming white castle beyond the twelve-foot tall stone wall.

			Vox snarled. “Don’t listen to him! Those are just lies Marcus spreads to keep people away from his treasure.”

			“Sure, sure, sure. Maybe they are just lies,” Dren said, passing the thief and nimbly plucking the apple. “Or maybe they’re not.”

			“Hey, that’s mine!”

			Dren bit in and gagged. It was half-rotten. He spat it out onto the asphalt, then tossed the apple back.

			“I don’t want it now!” the thief griped.

			“Your loss. That apple is going to be worth something someday. Also, food waste, really? C’mon, just because we live in an apocalyptic wasteland doesn’t mean we shouldn’t act like civilized people. Am I right, Clarence?” Dren slapped the back of a rangy-looking thief who was scratching at his head. A few lice popped out and crawled along the broken asphalt.

			“My name is Allen.”

			“Exactly!” Dren said, patting him, and moving on.“Anyway, the point is, I see why you’re all scared, and I’ve come to help. Like a mother bird over her fledglings.”

			Vox folded his thick arms across his chest. “No.”

			Dren complained, “You haven’t even heard of my plan yet!”

			“That’s because you don’t have a plan! You just make stuff up as you go and nearly get us killed!” Vox said, glowering.

			“Hey, if you’re referring to—” Dren began.

			Vox cut him off, “Nope, I’m not getting into this!”

			One of the boys who had been watching with the others cleared his throat. “Well, hol’ on, Vox. Oi’ reckon’ Dren moight be onto somethin’. You two are the finest pinchers in the lowa’ sewahs, aincha?”

			“Ermon’s right! Dren can lift a whisker off a cat without it being the wiser, and you’re the brute and muscle that makes things happen!” said another thief.

			Vox glared at the two young thieves. “You two are just trying to get out of this.”

			The thieves looked at one another and shrugged, as if to say, ‘Ya, so?’.

			“Look,” Dren said, “It’ll be easy. You said it yourself, cameras are off. All we need to do is hop the wall, pick a few locks, and steal from Marcus Hallan, the richest man in the world, and we’ll be back in time for dinner. Easy peasy!” He wiped his hands.

			Vox grabbed Dren’s coat and brought him close enough, so Dren could smell Vox’s dinner.

			“Hey, hey, watch the fine threads! Cost me three rats and a bucket of wire.”

			“I’d rather eat dung than join you.”

			Dren grimaced. “Yeah, it kind of smells like you already did.”

			Vox snarled and threw him to the cracked asphalt.

			Unperturbed, Dren rose and brushed himself off. “So … is that a yes?”

			“Never.”

			“Why?”

			“Why? WHY?” His face grew red. “Because you’re a walking upside-down horseshoe! A broken rabbit’s foot! A two-leaf clover! You’re the opposite of luck. Any and every time we do anything together, I’m the one that pays for it.”

			“Bah! You’re such a worrywart.”

			“Worrywart?” Vox half-growled as his orange brows nearly lifted off his face. “Last time, I nearly got my fingers chopped off!”

			Dren looked away, picking an imaginary piece of dirt from his black tunic, assuming a guiltless expression. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. If you’re referring to that time in the Neon Arcade, admit it, that was at least half your fault.”

			“You pickpocketed a cop! And not just any cop, the goddamn Chief of the Federation!”

			“So? It was just his wallet.”

			Vox scowled. “And his watch.”

			Dren winced. “Oh ya, it was a nice watch. That guy deserved it. He was as crooked as they come.”

			“Dammit! Why am I even arguing with you? I’d never join you, ever!”

			“Uh …” Dren cleared his throat and gestured, pointing behind Vox where the other thieves had been. All the thieves had skittered away during their argument. “I think … you don’t really have a choice.”

			Vox let out a litany of curses seeing the empty street. “I’m gonna’ kill ’em all.”

			Dren grinned from ear to ear, patting Vox on the back. “Kill ’em later. First, let’s go steal from the richest man in the world.”

			“What aren’t you telling me? I know you. You’re too smart for something so simple. You want to use me. Otherwise, you would have already hopped the wall.”

			“Hey, two is always better than one. They’re right. We both have our strengths. I may be quicker, faster, smarter—”

			Vox growled.

			“—You,” Dren added on quickly, “bring the ability to break down doors and scare away idiots who want to bash in my head.”

			“Like me?”

			“You’re not an idiot,” Dren said, “don’t be so hard on yourself.” Then Dren backed up, sizing up the huge wall. Testing it. He spotted a tree branch dangling too low over the wall, then he looked back over his shoulder. A nearby building had boxes stacked nearly to the eaves. Perfect. “So, what do you say?”

			Vox turned away, grunting. “Bugger off.”

			Dren shrugged. “Suit yourself.” He turned and vaulted up the boxes, grabbed the lip of the roof, and hauled himself up. From this vantage point, he gazed out at the castle beyond. The stone wall was a dozen feet away. Luckily, he didn’t need to jump a dozen feet. Maybe eight or nine as he eyed the tree and its heavy branch that extended over the wall. Still, it was a bit of a leap. Dren hesitated and his palms grew a tad clammy.

			Vox watched him smugly, folding his arms. “Well? Let’s see it, Master Thief.”

			Dren ran his hands through his violet-black hair, psyching himself up. Then he ran and jumped. He flew through the air, and barely snatched the hanging limb. The tendons in his arms strained—but he had climbing fingers, so he held on easily. Pulling himself up, he crawled across the bough’s length and over the wall, then dropped down onto the bare dirt grounds of the estate. Dren kind of wished he could see Vox’s face. He was certain it would be gawking or awed in some way.

			Welp, I’m inside again. Biting his lip, he searched for security prowling the edges of the estate. He knew if the castle wasn’t abandoned and the rumors were just hearsay … well … it was probably Dren’s end. He shrugged. Eh, at least I’ll make it a glorious end.

			Silently, Dren padded through the shadows of the estate, threading through the scraggly copse of dead trees. He headed toward the castle, feeling one with the bright moon above. Normally shadows were Dren’s ally. Hiding felt like safety—yet now, the pale light of the moon on his skin felt right, like what he’d imagined the sun’s warmth felt like.

			From the corner of his vision something moved.

			Red eyes peered out of the shadows.

			That’s just a dog, right?

			“Easy big doggy … That’s a good doggy.”

			The red eyes rose in the shadows, and kept rising, now easily ten feet tall.

			Okay, that’s a very big dog.

			The beast advanced with a throaty rumble that shook the ground, and while it stepped into the moon’s glow, it was still wreathed in shadows, as if an inky black cloud had followed it. Then within those shadows, something peeked out. A snout full of gleaming, razor-sharp teeth. A huge claw stamped down, and Dren gulped.

			Yep, not a dog.

			The creature from the shadows lunged. Dren leaped behind a tree and the whole trunk snapped in half, creaking and crashing down. Dren ducked the falling tree and ran like he’d never run before.

			Oh gods, oh gods, oh gods!

			The creature bounded and landed in front of Dren, still shrouded in shadows. Plate-sized eyes glared down at him. Its mouth opened to reveal roaring flames as if a furnace burned inside its mouth.

			What in the hells?! A … dragon? Or something like it. This isn’t real! Dren’s mind shouted.

			He struggled to reconcile what he saw, as a fireball shot out of the creature’s mouth. Dren barely ducked as flames scorched above him, singeing his clothes, and engulfing a nearby tree. The creature swiped, but Dren threw his dagger, aiming at the glowing eye in the shadows. The glint of his dagger disappeared into the swirling gloom, but he heard a sickening splat, followed by a howl of agony. Then a roar of fury.

			Dren, however, was already sprinting.

			He made it a hundred yards when the next roar shuddered across the earth, sounding on his heels, gaining. His legs burned as he ran. His lungs drew ragged gasps. Fueled by desperation, Dren bolted up the castle’s stairs. Two giant metal doors stood between him and safety. Dren turned the brass handle, and … it opened easily. Someone had left it unlocked. He rushed inside and pushed the double doors closed with a thud. A thick metal bar was there and he slid it into place. Then—

			BOOM!

			The metal rattled as the beast crashed against the doors, and the castle shuddered with its force.

			Dren tensed, getting ready to flee.

			Only silence followed. Dren expected the doors to burst open, yet nothing happened. The quiet held him and, at last, when it seemed to be over, Dren gasped and fell back onto marble stairs, catching his breath. What in the seven hells was that? He gave a small chuckle if only to cover his fear. Turns out those ragtag thieves aren’t so stupid.

			A monster in the flesh though? Whatever it was, it was death. He wished he had caught a better glimpse of it. He also was grateful he hadn’t. That strange inky smoke had shrouded the creature like a living cloak, obscuring all but its terrifying eyes, fangs, claws and snout. That had been enough. Dren ran a hand through his spikey violet-black hair, which was now slick with sweat. He spoke into the empty silence.

			“What in God’s domain did you tinker with, you crazy bastard?”

			Sprawled on the marble staircase by the door, Dren took in his surroundings. The grand chamber was moonlit and empty. Abandoned? He wondered. Or murdered by that strange beast? Though there were no tell-tale bodies or streaks of blood. Dren looked up. The wide flight of stairs led to a second story. Something seemed to be pulling him in that direction. Well, why not? Deeper into the belly of the beast. So Dren licked his lips, heart still hammering, and ascended the stairs.

			“I’m coming for you,” he snarled, fists clenching at his side, wishing he had his dagger. At the top of the stairs, hallways ran left and right. He chose left. He passed room upon room filled with ornate rugs and elegant furniture.

			Something continued to lure him deeper into the house. It was a feeling, reminiscent of an urge, or a hunger, and he listened to it, not questioning.

			Windows rattled as a drizzle began from the smoggy clouds. Acid rain. Thunder cracked. Rain streaked down the glass panes of the hallway and shrouded the already dark grounds. He entered a room, distracted by shiny objects on a writing desk. He shook himself. No, not here for filching. He had a purpose. Of course, that didn’t stop him from plucking a fancy letter opener with a gold handle. Dren tucked it in his belt and kept moving.

			He padded down a hallway when he heard a creaking sound to his left.

			It came from behind a door.

			He opened it, and saw a grand room, and at the far end, was a balcony .

			He stopped in his tracks. The French doors were wide open, and the curtains wavered in the wind. That’s what the creaking sound was; someone had opened the door. Dren desperately wished he still had his dagger, but at least he had his fancy new letter opener. Though he wasn’t sure how much good it would do. Then he saw them; big muddy boot prints led away from the balcony. He wasn’t alone. Anyone who was creeping into Marcus’ castle on the second story in the middle of a storm probably wasn’t a friend. Then again, that’s what he was doing. Still, no need to cross paths. He tiptoed backward as quickly and silently as he could.

			This house is plenty big enough for the both of us. We’ll just go our separate ways and—

			Dren sighed. “You’re right behind me, aren’t you?”

			Something sharp dug into Dren’s ribcage.

			Dren scrambled to find words to mollify his assailant. Luckily, he was always good with words. You had to be when small and scrappy was your second best trait. He wished he could see the man, but he spoke, “Easy, friend. Look, I—”

			He didn’t get the chance to finish.

			“Shut it,” said a familiar gravelly voice, and Dren turned to see a smugly satisfied Vox Artorus. “Didn’t think I’d have the nerve to follow you, did ya?” Vox was still holding his rusty switchblade, and he was … drenched. Orange hair matted to his face, orange eyes gleaming.

			“You didn’t see it did you?”

			Vox lifted an orange brow. “Didn’t see what?”

			“Something unholy,” Dren replied with a shiver. “The rumors are true, Vox. Marcus Hallan, the crazy bastard, toyed with creation, or found something …”

			Vox drew up short, staring at him. “Something? What’d you see?”

			“I couldn’t get a good view as it was obscured in this strange black smoke, but I think I saw …” he swallowed, “ …  a dragon, if a little more sinister.”

			The big man stared at him for a long moment. Too long. Then laughter erupted from him like a volcano, echoing off the walls of the fancy room.

			Dren reached up and clamped a hand over Vox’s mouth. “Shut up, you fool!” He had no idea who, if anyone, was still in the house, or if the laughter would draw the creature, or if there were more of them.

			“Get your hands off me, half-breed!” Vox snapped, shoving him away.

			Dren mumbled, “Fine, just keep your damn voice down, okay?”

			Vox wiped at the corners of his eyes. “I thought you were a fool, but that’s the best one yet. I can’t wait to tell the boys. A dragon!” He kept chuckling, wiping at his eyes.

			“Yes!”

			“Okay, then why didn’t I see it?”

			“I don’t know, maybe it was stalking me? Maybe it was deterred by your smell. All I know is I’m not lying.”

			Vox just stared at him, disbelieving and bemused. “Uh-huh.”

			Dren threw up his hands. “You know what? Forget it. Why in the hells I thought you would listen to reason is beyond me. Don’t even know why I’m trying to explain it to you.” He turned and stalked out of the room.

			Vox called after him.

			Dren kept walking.

			Footsteps sounded, and Vox caught up with him. “You didn’t even ask how I got over the wall.”

			“Boxes,” Dren said without stopping.

			“Oh, look at you, so smart.”

			“It was obvious.” Dren replied.

			“Was it? Vox snorted. “Says the guy who had to do a circus routine to get over the wall.”

			Dren grumbled. “Why are you even here?”

			“This was my idea. If anyone’s gonna rob Marcus and get rich, it’s me.”

			Dren rounded on Vox. “You don’t get it, do you? A mythical beast is roaming outside, wanting to use our bones as toothpicks! I don’t give a damn about you or your ragtag thieves right now.”

			Vox stared at him again, differently this time. Serious and a little worried. “You really believe that, don’t you?”

			“Yes! How many times do I have to tell you?”

			Vox scratched his cliff-like jaw and grunted. Dren saw him try to hide a shiver. “Right, say I believe you. What now?”

			“Find Marcus.”

			“Are you mad? He’ll string us up! Maybe sic the dragon on us directly.”

			“Maybe, but if anyone knows how to get the creature back in its cage, it’s Marcus.”

			Vox eyed him warily. “I see that look.”

			“What look?”

			“Like you want blood.”

			Dren looked away. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He started walking off again, glancing inside the myriad of lavish rooms.

			Vox followed. “Uh-huh. Why’d you come in here anyway, if it wasn’t to get rich?”

			Dren’s jaw grit. “Doesn’t matter.”

			“Oh I think it does. I just threw my lot in with you and you’re here for vengeance, aren’t you? If you get us killed—”

			“—Look,” Dren said, stopping to face the tall man, his flame-colored hair still dripping from the rain. “Our main goal is to not die here, okay? A giant dragon is hunting us,” he said in a low snarl. “If I happen to find Marcus along the way … well, we’ll deal with that when the time comes.”

			Vox’s orange eyes narrowed. “Uh-huh.”

			“C’mon. We need to keep moving,” Dren said, ignoring the man’s look. Again, he listened to his gut, and was drawn down the hallway to a pair of giant metal doors. It seemed special. If Marcus was anywhere, it was here. So Dren tried the handle.

			Locked.

			“See?” Dren gestured. “I knew I brought you here for a reason. After you, big guy.”

			Vox sighed and kicked in the doors.

			Dren marveled.

			Inside was a chamber, tall and cavernous. On the floor, in the center of the room was a pool of water, an ethereal fog rising from its surface. At the far end of the room were racks full of weapons and armor.

			Vox stood frozen in the doorway, afraid to step in as if it held booby traps. Maybe it did. “What is this place?”

			Dren had no answer. Instead, he stepped into the room. He neared the pool and leaned over the side, staring into the depths of swirling blue. It wasn’t water, though. That much was obvious. It seemed to call to him. Vox was saying something, and Dren shook himself. “Huh? What’d you say?”

			Vox pointed to the racks with a huge collection of swords, axes, hammers, and armor. “I said, that seems odd, doesn’t it?”

			“Really? You’re baffled by some swords and axes, not the creepy, otherworldly magic pool?”

			Vox’s knuckles rapped on an iron-banded shield. “Yeah. First off, this stuff isn’t some Viking slag or rusted old iron. This is solid steel. High carbon by the look of it, probably folded a dozen times over again, and this patterning.” He pointed to a sword with steel that had a design in the metal itself. “See how it looks like flowing water? It’s Damascus—” He drew short when he saw Dren’s look.

			Dren was staring at him, open-mouthed.

			“What?” Vox asked.

			“How do you know any of that?”

			Vox grew red. “I sleep in that musty old library. I might have picked up a book or two on metallurgy and smithing … So what?”

			“Huh,” was all Dren said. The Old Library was a common place for thieves. It had been Dren’s home for years, but it grew too crowded and he’d found a place more private. He was always more of a lone wolf than a pack animal. Still, before he’d left, he’d probably read half the books in that dank old place. Yet, he’d never figured Vox would have actually taken to reading, let alone could read. And metallurgy of all things? The man had a few mysteries up his sleeve.

			“Anyway,” Vox said, clearing his throat, “why these old-timey weapons? Why would Marcus care about swords and axes anyway? The man creates rocket ships and immortality drugs.”

			“Failed immortality drugs,” Dren said with heat in his voice.

			Vox raised his hands. “Fair enough. My point still stands. Why swords, bows and hammers instead of guns and lasers?”

			“Uh … you know I just got in here at the same time as you, right?”

			Vox folded his arms, “You’re always acting all high and mighty. Figured you might know.”

			“If I had to guess, it feels like a personal armory.”

			“Marcus’?”

			Dren’s jaw tightened. “Yeah. I think so.”

			“To what end?”

			“Now that is a good question. Again, only a guess, but …” Dren stared into the swirling blue waters. “I’m thinking it has something to do with this.” He looked at Vox. “Care for a dip?”

			Vox shivered and took a few large steps away from the pool. “Yeah, no thanks.”

			“Well, if this isn’t a way out, we should keep looking,” Dren said, moving to the door.

			“Hold on. I’m not leaving empty-handed,” Vox replied.

			Dren looked at the metal doors, still flung open from Vox’s kick. “Fine. Make it quick.”

			Vox grinned and began to loot. Dren was unable to help himself from scanning the racks of weapons and armor. There was one rack that wasn’t armor and weapons. Instead, it held apparel. He neared, eyeing the hanging cloaks, hats, gauntlets, shirts, pants, and boots. Dren’s gaze fixed on an item. A single gauntlet. Made of a Kevlar-like mesh and reinforced with leather, something about it seemed different, special. Huh. It had no purpose that he could understand, but he liked the look of it and it felt … like it was calling to him. He couldn’t explain it. So he slid it on. On the back was an indent, as if a marble could be placed inside. “Cool.”

			“What’s with the glove?” Vox asked.

			“I don’t know. I like it. Don’t judge.”

			Vox shrugged, turning back to his looting.

			Dren spotted a pair of heavy leather boots with little nodules on the bottom. His own boots were ratty and threadbare, his toes nearly poking out, so he grabbed them.

			Vox snatched them out of his hand. “Find something else, did ya?”

			Dren smirked. “Oh please, be my guest.”

			Vox gave a smug smile and tugged off his shabby boots. He went to put on the boots and hesitated.

			Dren’s smirk grew. “Little trouble there, big guy?”

			The boots were about two sizes too small. Vox huffed and threw the boots to the ground. “Bah, you can have ’em.”

			“Oh, how generous.” Dren discarded his hole-ridden boots that sucked in water from every puddle and pulled on the new boots. They fit him perfectly. Snug, warm and thick. It was odd that they fit so well. He was smaller than most. He eyed the nodules on the bottom of the boots. They looked like tiny metal discs.

			“What are those?” Vox asked, arms crossed as he stood above Dren.

			Dren chuckled. “First, you want to steal them. Now you want my insight?” Truthfully, he had no idea, but he wasn’t going to tell Vox that.

			“Hey, I’m simply a loyal follower of the code of the street.”

			The code of the street. Take what you can get. In a short, brutish life beneath the smog and sunless sky, you stole what you could. Those who didn’t were left behind. The short straws in an already dismal life.

			Muttering under his breath, Dren moved to rise when he spotted something on the ground beneath a rack of weapons. A pair of glasses? Dren dragged the glasses out with a boot. He examined them. Simple black-framed glasses. They seemed out of place amid all the armor and weapons. Dren quickly slid the pair of glasses into his pocket.

			Vox was swinging with a ridiculous grin, a one-handed silver hammer.

			“Nice,” Dren said. “Not an ax, or sword guy?”

			“I like it,” Vox said, eyeing the hammer with its square head. Strange glyphs were carved into the side, and the haft was metal, too, covered in leather. “Smashing is more fun than cutting.”

			Suddenly, a low growl shook the walls, like a furnace in the bowels of the castle roaring to life. The armor and weapons rattled in their stands.

			“Time to leave,” Dren said, jumping to his feet.

			Vox was faster, however, and sprinted to the doorway. Then immediately slammed them closed, putting his back to the doors, breathing hard and fast. His eyes bulged, all the color drained from his face.

			“Oh, now you believe me?”

			Vox’s voice rattled with fear. “It’s in the hallway and coming this way.”

			Dren answered with a calm that even surprised him. “Then we only have moments. Bar the door.”

			They grabbed metal spears and slid them through the handles of the door. “Think that’ll hold it?” Vox asked breathlessly.

			“Doubt it, but I think we’ll find out soon enough,” Dren backpedaled, then grabbed a sword from the rack.

			They put the swirling waters between them and the beast.

			Vox hefted his hammer, sweat trickling down the big man’s brow despite the chill in the air. “You survived this thing once. Any advice?”

			Dren didn’t say it was mostly dumb luck. Vox looked like he needed words of encouragement. Dren mustered his voice. “Aim for its eye. I think I got one of them. Maybe we can blind it and escape,” Dren said, hearing a nervous tremor in his voice.

			Vox didn’t seem to notice. The big man nodded, his grip turning white-knuckled on the hammer’s haft.

			Wait, what am I doing? Dren wasn’t a fighter. He was a thinker. There was always a way out. His eyes roved his surroundings, thinking quickly as the first pounding on the door came, booming, shaking the whole room and sending a few weapons clattering to the floor.

			Think! He chastised himself.

			The metal door boomed again.

			Maybe he had something on him! Anything! Dren patted his body, pulling out assorted items. A few paper clips? Gum? He doubted minty-fresh breath would mollify the rampaging dragon. His letter opener was something, and he hefted it when he remembered … the glasses. They seemed special. And he realized maybe it wasn’t the swirling blue waters calling to him all this time.

			In a desperate attempt, he slipped the glasses on.

			Vox shouted at him, “You’re accessorizing? Right now?”

			Dren would have responded, but something else spoke first.

			Well, first it hacked, a dry wheezing cough, [UCAGH! UGHH! OH, GODS. THAT WAS SO DUSTY UNDER THERE. AND I MEAN, LIKE, REALLY DUSTY. YOU COULD MAKE A DUST ANGEL. REALLY, YOU’D THINK THE RICHEST MAN IN THE WORLD COULD AFFORD A HOUSEKEEPER, MAYBE EVEN A ROBOVAC. SOMETHING. ANYTHING. UGH! I THINK I HAVE DUST BUNNIES IN MY MOUTH.]

			The door bent as the creature on the other side roared.

			“Hey, uh,” Dren said, in a rising panic, “glasses? I don’t know what the hell you are, or if you can hear me, but if you can, and I don’t know if you’re seeing this, but there’s a giant dragon about to devour us. So uh … some help would be greatly appreciated. Like now!”

			“What the hell are you talking about?” Vox asked.

			The glasses replied, [OH WOW, YES, OKAY, OH JEEZ. OKAY, OKAY, CALCULATING SURVIVAL CHANCES AND CURRENT OPTIONS!]

			“Hurry it up, glasses!”

			In reply, the glasses highlighted the pool a few feet away. It glowed as if that was their only option.

			“You’ve gotta be kidding me … .”

			[INCORRECT! I AM, IN FACT, NOT JOKING!]

			Vox snarled, “Dren! What the hell are you doing? Who are you talking to?”

			Dren winced at his companion. “You’re not gonna like this.”

			BOOM! The spears bent as the door buckled beneath the creature’s onslaught. Claws and shadows seeped inside the crack. It was coming.

			With one last crash, the double doors burst open.

			A ten-foot-tall dragon stood in the entry, all obsidian scales gleaming inside malevolent shadows.

			The glasses spoke in his ear and a small name tag appeared above the beast’s head.

			[CREATURE: SHADOW DRAGON.]

			[RANK: ELDER GOLD.]

			[EFFECT: CHAOS INFECTED.]

			What the hell … Dren had no idea what any of that meant. Then his heart stopped as black eyes fixed on him, and the beast charged with impossible speed. It lunged, swiping at them with dagger-length claws.

			Vox raised his hammer.

			It was no use.

			“Ah, hells!” Dren said, stuffed his letter opener back in his belt, and shoved Vox hard, pushing the big man into the swirling waters.

			Then he dove, head first.

			At the same time, the glasses cried out, [OH NO! OH JEEZ! CRITICAL HIT INCOMING!]

			Dren was too slow. Claws raked across his back, shooting agony through him and blinding him with pain, but then he hit the swirling pool, and all was lost.
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			Chapter 2

			Dren awoke. Everything was bright. So damn blindingly bright. Before his eyes were green blades of grass. He’d never actually seen grass. Just dirt and scraggly dead trees. But more than the brightness, he hurt. Everywhere. He felt as if he’d been tumbled in a dryer with a sack of rocks.

			“Well, look at that. He’s not dead,” said a woman’s voice.

			“More or less,” Dren mumbled, but he was pretty sure it came out as “mmmmrllsss.”

			A figure appeared above him, staring down. He squinted as the face resolved itself and Dren locked eyes with a young woman. A small smile graced the woman’s heart-shaped face. “Welcome back.” Then she called out, “Big guy, your friend’s awake!”

			Vox appeared over her shoulder, folding his arms with a grunt.

			Dren, still groggy, glared at the big man, and his words came out a little less slurred, “That’s it? All I get is a grunt for being alive?”

			Vox shrugged. “What do you want, a hug?”

			The idea of his battered body being squeezed sounded … Unpleasant. “No, I’m good.”

			Vox scratched his wide jaw. “He’s like a cockroach, hard to kill.”

			“Happy to see you too,” Dren said sourly. Wincing, he got his senses about him and sat up. “How about,” Dren affected a deep Vox voice, making it sound dumb, “‘thanks for saving my life, Dren. I owe you one, Dren. You’re my best friend ever, Dren. Also, you’re incredibly handsome, Dren.’”

			The young woman gave a small chuckle.

			Vox growled. “Don’t encourage him.”

			Dren reached behind his back, suddenly remembering the searing pain and claws. The shadow dragon. It had slashed him. Critical damage. That’s what the AI had said. The AI! Where was it? He scanned the grass around him. He still wore his new boots, the Kevlar glove, and the letter opener was still at his hip … Even Vox had his simple hammer, now tucked snuggly through his belt loop, and hand resting fondly on it. So then, where were Dren’s glasses?

			“Looking for … this?” the young woman asked, holding up his pair of black-framed glasses.

			Thank the heavens, they weren’t broken! “Yes!” He tried to snatch them out of her hand. She pulled them back. It was easy for her to do. She was nimble, and Dren was sore and stiff.

			She folded her arms primly. “I have questions. Questions you are going to answer.”

			He glared at her. “Do you always steal people’s stuff?” he asked sourly.

			“I also save people’s lives.”

			“Yeah, about that. How am I alive?” Dren asked.

			She grabbed an empty bottle that was on her belt and wagged it. “Mendwort herb. Healing salve. It usually only works on weaker beings like farm animals, but it seemed to do the trick on you.”

			“I got claws through my back, and some cream did the trick?”

			He looked to Vox, who confirmed. “Yeah, looked like magic. Knit your flesh like a sewing needle.”

			“Okay, so I’m going crazy,” Dren said. “Wait, can we collectively go crazy? Also, uh, who are you?” He took her in. She had light brown eyes the color of summer wheat and dark freckles splayed across her cheeks. She was not much older than him, maybe twenty-four or so? She had a slight build, and wore dark cloth britches, and a loose white shirt with a leather jerkin. A sword’s hilt and pommel stuck out over her shoulder that didn’t look out of place. He might’ve thought her pretty if she didn’t look like she was debating whether to stab him or not.

			“Kara Winterborn.”

			Still lying on his back, he offered his hand. “I’m Dren—”

			“—Dren Torin,” she finished and hooked a thumb at Vox. “Vox Artorus, your grumpy friend here, introduced you two already.”

			“Ah, yes. Word to the wise, you might wanna ignore whatever he said.”

			“I told her you were brave,” Vox said.

			“Oh yeah, I totally believe that,” Dren said sarcastically.

			Kara raised a brow. “Are you two friends or …”

			“Enemies,” Vox said.

			“Frenemies,” Dren corrected.

			She raised a brow while still holding his glasses in her hand.

			He pointed over her shoulder. “What’s that?”

			She looked where he pointed.

			He snatched the glasses back. Kara glowered. “Hey!”

			Dren shrugged. “What? I thought I saw something. Besides,” he said, pocketing the glasses, and rose on shaky limbs. “it’s not nice to hold people‘s stuff hostage. Whatever pressing questions you have, I’ll gladly explain—” He took in their surroundings and immediately, his words fell flat. “Oh, my gods. What in the ever-loving …”

			They stood on a rise.

			All about them were rolling green hills. In the distance, a giant world-spanning tree pierced the clouds as if trying to grasp the heavens. Dren’s mind bent, unable to comprehend what he was seeing. It was impossibly big, and its branches, like a titan’s arms, spread out over the land.

			Dren mumbled. “That can’t be real … none of this can.”

			Vox grunted at his side. “Yep. I already concluded we’re both insane.”

			“Well, insane or not, I’ve gotta get back home,” Kara said.

			Dren scrambled over. “Wait, no, you can’t go. We need you!”

			“Yeah, hold on.” Vox held up his hands.

			Dren gripped her hand, and she looked down at it. “Hey, look, I don’t know what your guys’ deals are, but … if you are crazy, I’m sorry. If not, I don’t know how I can help you and I’ve got my own problems.”

			“Oh c’mon, you can’t leave us yet. You have to tell us what’s going on here. Something, anything.”

			She looked at him, something passed across her eyes. A softer look. “You know, you kind of remind me a little of my brother …”

			“Oh god, two Drens?” Vox groaned.

			“Not the time,” Dren said in a sly curse at Vox. Then back to Kara. “Please. We … we could really use your help. Even just a small bit of information so we’re not totally lost.” Dren smacked Vox’s shoulder.

			Vox grunted and added, “Yeah … Any help would be … appreciated.”

			She sighed. “Fine! C’mon. My family’s home is on the outskirts of the city. It’s a bit of a trek, but we can walk and talk. ”

			“Great! Physical activity and mental stimulation! My favorite!”

			Vox groaned, but obliged.

			Together they moved down the grassy hill, following Kara, towards the city.

			As they walked, Vox reached out to touch Kara’s sword.

			Dren smacked his friend’s hand. “Tss!”

			Kara looked over. “What are you doing?”

			“Can I see your sword?”

			She pulled it out.

			Vox marveled at the blade. “This … this is like no metal I’ve ever seen. What’s it made of?

			“It was a gift … and it’s Brightsteel,” she said, taking the blade back and reverently sheathing it.

			Vox looked like he wanted to reach out and grab it again.

			Dren cleared his throat. “Um, can we address the more pressing matter? Where in the ash and shadow are we?”

			“You’re in Harin,” Kara said, looking down the grassy hill.

			“Harin?” Dren repeated dumbly.

			“Yes. Harin, the lowest rung of the four realms,” Kara replied.

			“Four realms …”

			“You keep repeating me.” She put her hand to his forehead. “Are you okay?”

			He took a deep breath, steadied himself, and kept walking. “No, not really. But go on. These realms … somehow, I’m guessing New New York isn’t one of them?”

			“New New what?” Kara asked.

			“Nevermind.” Dren looked up to the brilliant puffy clouds that seemed to be hiding the distant tree’s branches. “Okay, supposing I’m not cracked right now, mind starting from the beginning?”

			The breeze ruffled Kara’s hair as she walked and replied, “We are in Harin. It is the lowest and the least magically dense realm. The other realms are even vaster than Harin, so the stories say, with whole cities sprawling amid the great boughs, though none have been seen since The World Tree’s door was sealed shut.”

			Dren rubbed his temple, feeling a headache, or a panic attack coming on. Or both. He nearly tripped on a rock as he rushed to keep pace with Kara’s quick pace and Vox’s long legs. “Okay, that only confused me more. I think you’re going to have to assume that we’ve no idea what you’re talking about, because, well, we don’t.”

			“Speak for yourself,” Vox said smugly, folding his thick arms across his barrel chest.

			“Really?” Dren asked.

			“Yeah. Sure. I’m piecing it together. Weird portal. New world.” He gestured to the hill they were descending. “Lots of grass and sun. What’s not to get?”

			Dren scratched his chin. “Well then, you’re handling this a lot better than I expected.”

			“Anything is better than that hellscape,” Vox said.

			“You know this may be some coma-induced hallucination, right?”

			“Eh, that’s fine.”

			“Wait,” Kara said, slowing down to let them catch up, “did you say you fell through a portal?”

			Vox answered, “Yeah, this shimmering creepy-blue pool in this billionaire’s mansion.”

			Kara’s face scrunched in confusion. “Billionaire?”

			Dren waved it off, trying to match her stride. “Eh, a rich asshole. It’s a long story.” He was growing out of breath as they moved. “Also, what’s going on? Are we in, like, high altitude or something?”

			Kara rolled her shoulders. “No, you two are just weak.”

			Dren glared at her.

			“Well, go on,” Kara said. “Why were you there? I like long stories and we’ve nothing else to do until we get to the city.”

			“It’s not that long of a story,” Vox replied. “I wanted his money and Dren wanted to kill him for some strange vendetta.”

			She looked at Dren as if to confirm.

			Dren simply nodded. “I mean, maybe not kill. I was kinda playing it by ear.”

			Kara eyed him. “Who are you?”

			“Dren Torin, master thief!” he answered, pulling out his letter opener from his waist, flipping it in the air, and catching it nimbly.

			“Self-proclaimed,” Vox added.

			“Hey, that’s my line,” Dren said. “On that note, you don’t happen to know anyone named Marcus, do you? Tall guy, salt and pepper hair, looks at everyone like they’re pawns on a board, a real ‘I don’t care about anyone’ vibe.”

			Kara thought for a moment, frowning, as she sidestepped a grassy ditch. “Uh … that’s oddly specific. Also, he sounds awful.”

			“Yeah, he’s not great,” Vox admitted.

			“Try evil,” Dren said, stuffing the letter opener back in his belt.

			“What’d this Marcus guy do exactly?” Kara asked.

			Dren replied, “Besides, turning everyone into zombies by creating a drug meant to cure all diseases?”

			Kara stared at him, open-mouthed, before asking, “Zombies?”

			“Walking dead? Ghouls? Soul-deprived shambling corpses who hunger for brains?” Dren explained. She stared at him as if he was sprouting a tentacle from his forehead. Dren waved it off. “It doesn’t matter. Point is, he’s a bastard who deserves to die.”

			“That’s a lot of hate,” Kara said.

			Dren folded his arms. “What of it?”

			“Kara’s right. What’s your deal with Marcus?” Vox asked. “And before you say anything, I get it. He destroyed my world too, but there’s something you’re hiding. You hate the guy with a passion. Even back in the castle … you seemed blinded by rage at the mention of him. Why?”

			Dren’s blood turned to ice. He saw Tressa’s face in his mind. His sister’s ever present smile, her undaunted nature. He still saw the flowered dress she often wore. Tressa could walk through a stinking sewer and still bend down and pick up a snail to admire its shell. She was Dren’s last ray of light in a shadowed world. Tressa also helped him to see the good in himself.

			Dren was suddenly taken by memory.

			He was sitting beside Tressa in a dingy back alley before a small fire he’d made from stolen coals. He’d also filched a rare scrap of meat. It was the first appetizing thing he’d eaten in weeks. His body felt shaky, frail.

			Tressa was shivering from the cold nearby.

			The smells from the cooking meat were intoxicating.

			Dren licked his lips.

			Tressa’s gaunt cheeks and hollow eyes stared at the roasting meat. “Is it almost done, brother?”

			“Almost,” Dren said. “It might have turned. Cooking it will hopefully kill whatever might make us sick.” And getting sick was more than dangerous. It might just kill them.

			He pulled it off the spit, giving the bigger chunk to Tressa.

			“It’s far too much. You take the bigger one. You’re bigger besides.”

			“Whoa, insulting,” Dren teased.

			She giggled, moving to hand the bigger piece back.

			Just then, a mangy mutt lunged from the shadows, snatching the bigger chunk right out of her hand.

			“No!” Dren shouted.

			Despite his tired body, he moved faster than he expected to tackle the mutt.

			But the mutt was quicker. It gobbled down their precious dinner, and juices spilled around its mouth. Then it bared its teeth and growled. “You stupid dog!” Dren said, raising his fist to strike at the creature.

			Only Tressa was there. Her small hands gripped his wrist.

			He looked back at her.

			She shook her head, then she stared over at the white castle. Marcus’ Castle. “We won’t be like him. You’re better than that.”

			The memory ended.

			Dren returned to the moment.

			He realized he’d stopped walking. Somewhere in all that, he’d pulled out the letter opener again as well, gripping it almost painfully.

			Both Kara and Vox looked at one another.

			Vox’s question on the origin of Dren’s anger still hung in the air.

			With Dren’s grip white-knuckled on the small weapon, he answered, “Because he took something I loved.” He barely realized he’d said the words until they were out of his mouth.

			“What’d he take?” Kara asked softly with clear concern in her eyes.

			Vox’s stare was equally curious.

			Dren paused, taking in their looks. Crap. I overshared. He shook himself. “What? Did I say something?”

			Vox began, “Yeah, you said he took—”

			Dren waved it off and sauntered onward, the others having to catch up, “—Anyyyyway, enough about me.” He wasn’t ready to unlock that knot of pain in his chest. Not yet. He knew his mission sounded like just vengeance, but it was more than that. If he could stop Marcus, then he could end the bastard’s sowing of suffering and pain. And if he could do that, well, then he’d prevent others from feeling angry and full of hate all the time … like himself. And … then he let it all go as he resumed his normal charm and beamed at Kara. “Anyway, so guessing that means you haven’t seen him then?”

			“No …” she said slowly, looking confused by his sudden transformation, catching up to walk at his side. “Sorry. Never heard or seen anyone like that …”

			Dren rubbed his jaw, a little frustrated. Marcus was clever. That Kara didn’t know his name didn’t mean a whole lot. The man probably remained hidden, biding his time and learning everything about this world until it was time to strike. Just like that snake.

			Vox asked, “You really think he’s here? You know, he could’ve been eaten by that dragon in the mansion.”

			Dren eyed the letter opener and its engraved “M”, jaw tightening, then stuffed it back in his belt loop as they moved. “Doubt it. Evil like him doesn’t die so easily. Judging by that personal armory we saw, I have a feeling that bastard geared up, shed his old identity, then slipped into this society.”

			Vox looked doubtful.

			“Trust me. He’s here,” Dren said, hands forming into fists at his side as they walked. “I’m sure of it.”

			“Okay, but why?” Vox asked, as he shielded his eyes from the intensity of the sun and the blinding blue of the sky.

			“Why else? Destroyed our world. Now he’s going to try to conquer this one.”

			“With some axes and swords? With Marcus’ level of influence and power, why not bring in an army?”

			Vox made a good point. Which annoyed Dren, and he hadn’t anticipated it.

			Dren answered, “Good question. I don’t know yet. But I’m going to find out.”

			Kara waved a hand in front of his face. “Uh, hello? Did I lose you there?”

			“Oh hey.”

			“I don’t know what you’re on about, but we have to get you two out of here.”

			“Wait, why are you here?” Dren asked her.

			Kara planted her hands on her hips. “Me? I’m from here!”

			“No, I mean like here here,” he said, looking about at the grassy hills. “It’s uh … kinda empty of people, right? Are you like a cool wanderer who travels the countryside and broods mysteriously in the corner of shady taverns while puffing a pipe?”

			Her brow wrinkled. “Uh …  no? Also, why was that so oddly specific?”

			“I’ve got an overactive imagination.”

			She rubbed her brow, looking at their surroundings. “Can you guys walk any faster by the way? It’s not safe here.”

			Dren squinted, eyeing the rolling green hills. “Uh, am I missing something? It doesn’t look so scary. I mean, unless you’re afraid of that butterfly?” Ahead, he pointed to a colorful butterfly flitting amid a field of yellow flowers. “Now that you mention it, it kinda looks like it has some malice or a spiteful gaze.”

			“You don’t get it,” Kara said as they walked. “You’re what, Unranked 0? Maybe Unranked 1? Everything out here,” she said, indicating the rolling green hills, “is at least a Copper. Maybe even Bronze. You’re way out of your league. If a Bronze Dire Wolf sees you, you’re going to look like a tasty treat. I might not be able to defend you. We gotta get you out of here soon or—” She was suddenly interrupted as a giant rabbit hopped out from behind a thicket of trees in front of them.

			Dren rubbed his eyes and froze. “You’ve gotta be kidding me.”

			The rabbit was huge. It was far away, but judging by the trees that surrounded it, it was easily six feet tall. A moment later a giant spider lunged from the treeline, paralyzing the oversized rabbit, wrapping it in thick cords of white webbing before dragging it back into the woods. It all happened in a matter of seconds.

			Vox’s jaw hung open.

			Dren was breathing hard and fast. “Okay, please tell me that didn’t just happen.”

			“No, it definitely did,” Kara said.

			“Wait, are you saying that was freaking normal?” Vox asked.

			“Sure. Law of nature. Bigger eats smaller, slower, or just generally weaker. What, it’s not the same where you come from?” She gave Dren a look he didn’t particularly like.

			He glared at her. “Yeah, it’s the same. We just don’t have giant freaking spiders!”

			“Or grass or sunshine,” Vox added.

			“Yeah, or that.”

			“Or happiness.”

			“I think she’s got the point, Vox,” Dren said.

			Vox shrugged. “Just trying to paint a picture.”

			Arms crossed, Kara gave them a curious look and her mouth twisted as if she’d eaten something and wasn’t quite sure if she hated or loved it. “You two are strange, you know that?”

			“No,” Dren said, pointing to the thicket, “you don’t get to call us strange! Giant spiders popping out of forests and eating six-foot-tall bunnies is strange!”

			“I hate spiders,” Vox muttered, as if reflexively and shivered.

			“C’mon, don’t be such big babies,” Kara said and she picked up the pace. “Green Forest Spiders aren’t even that bad. They mostly just go for weaker Unranked woodland creatures like that giant rabbit, insects, birds, or the like. I mean, you two are Unranked 0, so I guess you should be afraid of anything more dangerous than a stray puppy.”

			Vox glowered.

			Dren frowned and breathed heavily now at the quickened pace. “Ha ha.”

			“No, I’m serious. You two are really, really weak. And Green Forest Spiders look tame compared to a Malice Spitter or Venom Fiend. There’s way creepier stuff out here.”

			Vox grunted.

			As if to accentuate Kara’s point, there was a scream in the distance.

			A winding dirt road followed the sloping green hillside, with a scattering of trees. Dren spotted a horse-driven wagon racing along the road. An angry black mass hovered in the air over the wagon. On the wagon’s seat were three figures, a family, huddled together as the father gripped the reins and urged the horse faster—trying desperately to outrace the giant mass that threatened them.

			“What the …” Dren breathed.

			Then he squinted.

			No, not a mass, a swarm.

			Beetles.

			“Hmm, that’s not good,” Kara said.

			“You think?” Vox said.

			She glared at him. “No, you don’t get it. Green Hills Beetles attack wayward travelers from time to time, but those look … off. Something is wrong. I think … I think those are Chaos infected.”

			“Chaos what?” Vox asked.

			“They’re deadly!” she yelled.

			Dren’s instinct was to look away from the drama that played out before him, but then he heard a voice in his head.

			Her voice.

			We are different, Dren.

			Gah dammit, Dren thought, knowing what was coming next.

			“We need to help them.” Dren watched the wagon rattle and the beetles draw closer.

			“Oh no,” Kara said emphatically, “you two need to stay here. That many Green Hills Beetles? Even if they’re all Unranked, I might even get overwhelmed. Needless to say, you two don’t stand a chance. So stay here and—”

			Dren didn’t let her finish. He took off, sprinting in the direction of the cart that was barreling along the road, the beetles getting closer to it by the second.
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			Chapter 3

			Shouts sounded, and a moment later, Kara and Vox were running at Dren’s side.

			“Really?” Kara said indignantly. “You didn’t even let me finish my sentence!”

			“I knew the gist!” Dren shot back, arms pumping. “Lots of beetles, probably gonna kill us. We should stay back and watch! But no thanks. That family is in danger. I’m not gonna stand by and let them get slaughtered like that poor bunny!”

			Kara’s face was incredulous. She looked at Vox. “Is he always like this?”

			“Impulsive? Yes! Savior? No! Why are we doing this?!”

			“Because …” She would. And I will be better. Instead, he said, “Adventure!” Dren nearly tripped over himself with his speed.

			“Adventure?” Kara squawked. “What kind of reason is that!” Her stride was so easy and fluid she could have been skating across ice. Vox at least had the decency of panting and sweating. Dren might be agile and quick, but unfortunately, smog-filled air really did a number on the lungs. Still, he kept running.

			Kara called, sounding worried, “Do you have a plan?”

			Vox barked a laugh, which turned into a wheezing cough.

			Watching the black swarm getting closer around the bend, Dren replied, “Of course I have a plan!”

			Kara rolled her eyes while jogging at his side. “At least stay back until I deal with the swarm. Just … don’t die!”

			“No promises!” Dren shouted.

			Rolling her eyes, Kara shot ahead, taking off like a bullet.

			“Why am I here again?” Vox cried out.

			“I have no idea! Why are you? You just started running after me!”

			“Well, I wasn’t going to be left behind!”

			“That’s not a good reason!”

			“Why are we arguing?”

			“You started it!”

			“Just please tell me you have a plan!”

			“I’m working on it!” Dren said as they ran, then he pulled out the black-framed object from his pocket. “Oh ya, before you ask, they’re sentient glasses who saved our hide, and I’m kinda banking on a round two of that!”

			Vox nearly tripped as they sprinted down the hill.

			Dren put the glasses on, and they squeezed, doing an odd ‘tightening’ around his temples as if securing themselves. It wasn’t uncomfortable, and it was tight enough that he felt he could shake, roll, and perform any maneuver, and they’d remain in place.

			[USER! OH MAN, IT WAS ALL DARK, AND STUFFY, AND REALLLY ODIFEROUS IN YOUR POCKET. SPEAKING OF WHICH, WE NEED TO DISCUSS PERSONAL HYGIENE—]

			“Glasses—” Dren began, and the AI cut him off.

			[—OKAY, OKAY, MAYBE IT’S NOT A BODY ODOR ISSUE. PERHAPS IT’S AN ISSUE OF WASHING DETERGENT. ARE YOU WASHING IN COLD OR HOT WATER? SOMETIMES IT’S NOT EVEN THE DETERGENT BUT THE WASHING MACHINE ITSELF. THEY CAN RETAIN SMELLS AND—]

			“Not the time AI!” Dren shouted. “Need help! Now!”

			[ACKNOWLEDGED! BUT WE’RE DEFINITELY BOOKMARKING THIS CONVERSATION.]

			The AI scanned the area, the careening wagon, and the terrified family. The buzzing mass of black bugs was in hot pursuit and gaining.

			[OH WOW, USER, YOU REALLY DO NEED MY HELP! OKAY, CALCULATING POSSIBLE SCENARIOS!] Abruptly, little red squares popped up all over Dren’s vision, followed by name tags, small gray-colored words floating in the air. Hundreds of name tags. No, thousands. Each one read:

			[GREEN HILLS BEETLE. RANK: UNRANKED 1.]

			Another name tag appeared, less fuzzy: [GREEN HILLS BEETLE SWARM. RANK: BRONZE.]

			With a thought—as if thinking the word ‘close’—he was able to dismiss the name tags so they didn’t fill his field of vision. That was unnerving on its own.

			“Okay, Bronze, is that bad?” Dren asked.

			[VERY BAD. BRONZE IS TWO FULL RANKS ABOVE YOU, USER. ONE RANK IS DANGEROUS. YOU MIGHT BE ABLE TO PULL IT OFF. TWO FULL RANKS? IT’S DEATH. I CAN HELP YOU PICK OFF ONE OR TWO FROM THE SWARM, ESPECIALLY WITH USER VOX’S HELP, BUT OTHERWISE, THIS IS FOLLY. SOLUTION: LET USER KARA HANDLE THIS!]

			“I’m not gonna just watch!”

			[YOU WILL IF YOU DON’T WANT TO DIE! OH WAIT, I FORGOT TO ASK, IS DEATH YOUR AIM? IF SO, YOU ARE ON TRACK! STRAIGHT AS AN ARROW!]

			“What? No, of course, I don’t wanna die!”

			[OH, THEN YES, YOU SHOULD DEFINITELY NOT ENGAGE. EVEN THOSE THREE ON THE WAGON ARE WAY STRONGER THAN YOU. I PROPOSE SITTING THIS ONE OUT.]

			“Too bad! I’m helping!”

			“What the hell are your glasses saying?” Vox asked.

			“Trying to dissuade us!”

			“Tell him to shut it. We got this!”

			[AH, SUICIDE IT IS THEN! LET ME JUST SAY I HAVE ENJOYED OUR TIME TOGETHER, USER DREN, BRIEF AS IT WAS. I SHALL SING PRAISES OF YOUR BRAVERY TO THE NEXT USER WHO PICKS ME UP OFF YOUR MANGLED CORPSE!]

			“Unnecessary! Very unnecessary!” Dren called out.

			He blinked, seeing that Kara had reached the swarm. Wow, she was fast. She was now on a ridge above the road as the wagon rattled, racing around a bend, the swarm hot on the family’s heels. Dren’s whole body tensed. A black mass about to descend on the family—Dren’s glasses zoomed in, and he saw the little hellspawn had knives for feet. They were going to rip the family apart. As they dive-bombed the parents and little girl, Kara extended her hand and shouted. Miraculously, wind shot from her fingertips! The wind blasted into the beetles and sent them buzzing dozens of feet back from their prey.

			The AI spoke,

			[SPELL: WIND BLAST.]

			[RANK: BRONZE.]

			“Did I just see that right? Did Kara just shoot wind?” Vox asked as they ran.

			“Yup!”

			[INDEED, KARA IS A BRONZE. ELEMENTAL ATTUNEMENT: WIND.]

			If they survived this, Dren was going to pry out how to wield magic because that was awesome.

			Kara’s success, however, was short-lived. Again, the beetles dive-bombed. Again, she blasted them away with another Wind Gust. He could hear her curse even from here. Kara’s power didn’t exactly seem well suited for these creatures. They weren’t harmed, only perturbed, and as the buzzing grew louder, increasingly pissed off.

			Dren and Vox were nearly to Kara now, watching as she hopped onto the wagon that had come to a screeching halt.

			[USER! INCOMING!]

			As if seeking weaker prey, one of the Green Hills Beetles spiraled off from the pack and dove for Dren.

			“Ah crap,” Dren shouted, grabbing his letter opener.

			Vox was quicker. He picked up a thick stick from the ground, swung, and connected with a thunk. The beetle’s little knife feet embedded into the wood.

			Dren breathed out. “Thanks.”

			“Don’t mention it.”

			Dren inspected the insect. It was a golf-ball-sized beetle with a black shell and two multi-faceted red eyes. Spreading across its inky exoskeleton was something between an orange creeping ooze and burning parchment.

			“What the hell is that?” Vox asked.

			His glasses spoke: [EFFECT: CHAOS INFECTED. CREATURE HAS BEEN INFECTED WITH CHAOS AND IS STRONGER, FASTER, AND MORE ENRAGED. IT HAS LOST ITS OWN WILL AND IS NOW A VICTIM OF CHAOS. IT WILL HUNT AND DESTROY ALL IT SEES UNTIL IT IS KILLED OR THE CHAOS CONSUMES IT.]

			“Great …” Dren grumbled. “An evil beetle.”

			The beetle buzzed with frenzied energy, trying to extricate itself from the wooden branch.

			Vox dropped the stick to the ground.

			Dren smashed it with his new boots. Immediately, from the squashed remains of the beetle, a bit of strange orange mist flowed into the air and into Dren before he could even stop it or question what was happening. Dren felt a flush of fear, expecting some sort of venom, poison, something as a last-ditch defense mechanism from the insect. Instead, he felt oddly reinvigorated—feeling faster, stronger, and even more alive. As if he’d been filled with the beetle’s meager life force. He flexed his hand not holding the letter opener.

			[SPARK!] the glasses said.

			“What the …”

			Even Vox was staring in confusion. “Did you just eat that thing’s soul?”

			“I have no freaking idea. But I kind of liked it.” He felt as if he could punch a hole through concrete. Or at least drywall. Thick drywall.

			Vox hefted the one-hand hammer he’d acquired, readying himself.

			Up until now, Dren hadn’t been able to examine it, but now he took a moment.

			It had a thick square head, relatively simple in appearance aside from a few strange engravings on the side in flowing glyphs, clearly another language.

			The glasses read out the weapon’s qualities:

			[ITEM: SIMPLE HAMMER OF THE UNYIELDING.]

			[RANK: UNRANKED 0.]

			[CHARACTERISTICS: A SIMPLE HAMMER MADE OF IMPECCABLE QUALITY. LIKELY FORGED BY MARCUS USING THE NEWEST TECHNOLOGY. ITS BASE LEVEL IS MINIMAL, AND IT’S CURRENTLY ONLY GOOD FOR SMASHING STUFF THAT’S NOT TOO SCARY, BUT THE QUALITY AND CRAFTSMANSHIP IMPLY THAT THIS ITEM CAN SCALE SIGNIFICANTLY TO THE USER’S RANK. IT CAN BE INFUSED WITH MAGICAL ALLOYS, GEMS, AND THE LIKE. AND MIGHT BECOME A LEGENDARY WEAPON ONE DAY … MAYBE.]

			A cry drew both of their gazes up.

			Kara threw Wind Gusts, the father swung a sword, and the mother wielded a rolling pin while the little girl cried out. They were becoming overwhelmed. Dren moved to intercept, to slide down the grassy bank, but hesitated at the last moment. What the hell was he going to do? Swing his stupid letter opener at the thousand buzzing evil bugs? No, there had to be a better way.

			“What are we waiting for?” Vox asked, hammer in hand, pointing to the besieged group. “Wasn’t the whole point to help them?!”

			“Yes, but not like this! I don’t know why, but we’re way weaker in this world than anyone or anything else. If I’m right and you jump down there, you’re gonna be like wet toilet paper in a hail storm—torn apart in seconds.”

			Vox rolled his eyes. “Seriously? What is this place? A freaking bug can kill us? We can’t just sit here and watch!”

			Vox was right. Kara was getting overwhelmed. Despite being clearly powerful, her wind was just delaying the inevitable.

			“Glasses, weaknesses, now!”

			[FIRE, INSECTICIDE, AND A VERY VERY LARGE FLY SWATTER, THEY ARE—] The AI cut off, highlighting something. On the other side of the road was a large pond. [THAT’S IT! USER, THEY CAN’T SWIM!]

			The pond was big and hopefully deep.

			Dren grabbed a rock and threw it.

			The beetles turned in his direction. Though they didn’t engage immediately, the cloud buzzed louder. They seemed torn between Kara and him.

			“What did you do that for?” Vox asked. “You’re just gonna make them angrier!”

			“Exactly,” Dren said.

			The AI whispered in his ear, [USER! AIM FOR THE BEETLE MATRIARCH!]

			Amid the swarm was a larger beetle, more the size of a small bird.

			Aiming, Dren threw. He missed.

			[GOOD JOB, USER!]

			Kara cried out.

			Damnit!

			Dren picked up another rock, but Vox, sheathing his hammer, threw first. With annoying accuracy and strength, Vox’s rock clipped the Beetle Matriarch. Vox cheered in success. “That’s how you do it!” The huge beetle turned, and Dren felt its creepy bug eyes fix on him. Dren realized he still had a rock in his hand as if suspecting he was the culprit. How damn smart was this beetle? The huge Beetle Matriarch shot toward him. This time, gratefully, the rest of the swarm followed, leaving Kara and the family.

			[HUZZAH! SUCCESS USER!]

			“Ash and shadow, it worked … wait, it worked?” Dren said in disbelief.

			“Yes, it worked! Congratulations, you can thank me later!” Vox shouted. “Now run!”

			The drone of buzzing grew louder as the beetles flew toward them, closing the distance.

			Dren gulped. Oh gods. And he ran, legs burning.

			The pond grew closer.

			So too, did the buzzing.

			The AI called out, [FORTY FEET!]

			[THIRTY!]

			[TWENTY!]

			[TEN!]

			The buzzing was right on top of them, and he knew any second he’d be riddled with sharp insect knife feet, sliced and killed.

			[FIVE!] The AI’s voice peaked.

			Just as the beetles dive-bombed down, Dren dove into the water with Vox at his side. Unfortunately, it was … rather shallow. Submerged as he was, he was barely able to get his whole body beneath the water. Vox, much bigger, was thankfully in deeper waters. Above Dren, the beetles buzzed and slashed at the water’s surface.

			Dren’s lungs burned. He couldn’t hold his breath for much longer. He waited until he could take it no longer, his lungs on fire. Just a little longer. He needed her to get close. Sure enough, the Matriarch Beetle pushed her way through and reached the water’s surface.

			[NOW!] His AI shouted in his ear; however, underwater as he was, the word came across more garbled, more like [BLAOW!]

			All the same, Dren burst out of the water—and while beetles swarmed with razor-like feet—he was quicker. The letter opener surged upward, and he impaled the Matriarch Beetle like a shish kebob, skewering her right through her bulbous abdomen. He held his breath. Beetles buzzed, all their little knives pointed at him, ready to strike. Yet as the Matriarch gave a final twitch and died … it ended. With the leader of the swarm dead, the rest of the beetles rose into the air and scattered to the four winds. Again, killing a beetle gave Dren a strange surge of energy, but he ignored the rest of the strange, orange essence sitting in the air and clambered to the grassy bank.

			Dren dragged himself out of the water, flopping onto dry land like a fish.

			Vox did the same.

			“Vox buddy, you … still alive … ?” Dren asked, staring up at the pale blue sky.

			Vox grumbled, “More or less.”

			“Ah, that’s good. Say, glasses, why does everything hurt?”

			[SIMPLE! A SIGNIFICANT INCREASE IN GRAVITY AND A MUCH THINNER ATMOSPHERE HAVE RESULTED IN AN INCREASED EXPENDITURE OF YOUR ALREADY MINIMAL STAMINA. IN SHORT, IN THIS WORLD, YOU TWO ARE INCREDIBLY WEAK.]

			“Ah, splendid.”

			[I MEAN LIKE KITTEN-STRENGTH WEAK. REALLY, REALLY, REALLLLLY WEAK] the AI said.

			“Yep, got it, glasses.”

			Vox lifted his head. “What’d your talking shades say?”

			“Something about you needing to do more cardio, but that I’m pretty strong.”

			Vox growled. “You’re lying.”

			[HE IS! DON’T BELIEVE HIM USER VOX!] the AI said, though Vox couldn’t hear.

			Dren tsked. “I wish. Glasses also said something about you being all vanity muscles. Though I’ve been telling you that for ages.”

			[IN FACT, I DID NOT SAY THIS! PLEASE CORRECT THIS MISUNDERSTANDING.]

			Vox’s head fell back to the bank. “I’d punch you, but that sounds like too much effort.”

			Kara ran to their side. “Are you two okay?”

			Dren saw she had tiny cuts all over her face and arms, though she looked unharmed otherwise. He gave her a thumbs up.

			“Good, you’re not dead.”

			“What was wrong with those things?” Vox asked. “They seemed pretty violent for beetles.”

			Her face darkened. “You saw that?”

			Vox nodded. “One of them veered off and tried to stab us in the throat.”

			“They’re Chaos-infected,” Dren said.

			“What, how do you know that?”

			Dren tapped his glasses. “Walking encyclopedia. Guessing Marcus must have somehow uploaded everything he could about this place. Maybe sent in scouting drones or people? Who knows. Helpful, though.”

			[AWWW, USER. I LIKE YOU TOO.]

			“Well, that’s handy.” Kara frowned at the black-framed glasses and then shook her head. “Yeah, though, it’s a long story, but the short version is that they were infected by Chaos. A giant Chaos Dragon is corrupting the lands and trying to unravel the world.”

			Dren’s mouth worked awkwardly for a moment. “Uh, that’s a short, terrifying story, Kara.”

			“Yeah, I guess so.”

			Someone squealed.

			“I’ll have to fill you in on the rest later,” Kara said as the family descended from the wagon, and the little girl raced forward and unexpectedly wrapped her arms and her wings around Dren. She wasn’t human.

			Both Vox and Kara looked at him.

			Dren gave his friends an ‘I have no idea what’s happening’ face.

			The family had elf-like qualities, with angled eyes and long, pointed ears. That and the giant wings on their back. Bird wings, feathery and white.

			[RACE: KENKU. TYPE: BIRD PEOPLE. KENKU ARE FRIENDLY DENIZENS OF HARIN WHO HAVE BLOODLINES THAT ARE A MIX OF HUMAN, ELF, AND AVIAN. THEY HAVE SLIGHTLY INCREASED MAGICAL ABILITIES. THEIR WINGS ARE MOSTLY FOR SHOW. SOME OF THEIR KIND HAVE THE POWER OF FULL FLIGHT, THOUGH MOST CAN ONLY ‘GLIDE.’]

			Dren just stood there with the little girl’s arms and wings wrapped around his leg, squeezing tight.

			“I’m sorry,” the mother explained. “Scarlet was just so worried when she saw what you did to draw their attention. We all saw,” she said, looking at her husband, whose eyes creased with concern.

			“I thought you were going to die!” Scarlet said, tears streaming down her face.

			Then, for a moment, memories of Tressa hit him like a brick upside the head.

			A wave of empathy, of sorrow.

			Damnit Marcus. Damn you to hell. Tressa deserved better than what you did to her. Damn you to the shadows and beyond. Someday … 

			Then he shook it off.

			Still, he squeezed back and smiled, donning the mask of his best charming grin. “Bah! It was nothing.” The family showered them with praise. Dren waved it all off, that was until the father pulled out a wooden lockbox. He opened it, and Dren’s mouth dropped. Inside was a pile of glittering silver. The Kenku man, Entris—as he introduced himself—thrust it toward them. “Please. It’s only coin. Our lives are worth much more than that.” It looked like their whole life savings.

			Dren practically salivated.

			It was Kara who said no.

			Vox grumbled, and Dren inwardly felt as if he’d been stabbed.

			Still, Scarlet snatched a silver coin and placed it in Dren’s palm, then one in Kara’s and one in Vox’s.

			[THANK YOU, SCARLET!] His AI said.

			“You know only I can hear you, right?” Dren whispered.

			[I DO. SO BE POLITE, USER, AND THANK THE SMALL ONE. PERHAPS A PAT ON THE HEAD?]

			Dren shook himself and muttered his thanks, as did Vox and Kara.

			The family returned to the wagon when Scarlet tugged on her mother’s dress and whispered in her ear. The Kenku woman brightened. “Are you three headed toward the nine cities? If so, please let us give you a ride into town.”

			“That’s too kind, really, and it’s not that far of a walk,” Kara said.

			“I insist,” Entris said, looking at his daughter warmly. “Scarlet’s got the right idea. It’s the least we can do. Besides, we’d feel a lot safer with a Bronze and her brave companions at our side.”

			[DID YOU HEAR THAT?] His glasses said, [HE CALLED ME BRAVE! HE FORGOT HANDSOME. BUT BRAVE WILL SUFFICE. WAIT, CAN YOU ASK HIM IF HE THINKS I’M HANDSOME? MAKE SURE HE DISTINGUISHES ME FROM YOU. HE WILL PROMPTLY SAY NO IF THAT DIFFERENCE IS NOT MADE CLEAR.]

			Dren was beginning to think the AI wasn’t a typical AI.

			[OH, BY THE WAY, IT IS A FIVE-MILE WALK TO THE CITY.]

			At this new information, Dren butted in before Kara could protest, “We’d love to! Right, Kara?” She gave him a look, and he lowered his voice, “What? You said your family’s farm is on the outskirts of town, right? Well, win-win.”

			[YOU ARE ALSO NOT TELLING USER KARA THAT YOUR LEGS ARE TIRED AND YOU DON’T WANT TO WALK.]

			Dren maintained a gritted smile.

			“Fine, fine,” Kara relented, and they clambered into the back of the wagon. It was … crowded. A whole family’s life. Furniture, clothes, everything. Dren and Vox gave Kara a questioning look, and she flicked her eyes to the family on the wagon seat ahead, knowing they might be able to overhear. “I’ll explain later.”

			After a while of rocking side to side in the back of the wagon, Dren leaned out and peered around the side of the wagon to see ahead. His jaw dropped as he saw cities, and in the middle rose an otherworldly-sized tree. All were contained within a giant translucent bubble. Before that and outside the protection of the bubble were ramshackle buildings and small farms. He wondered what would happen to them if the city was ever besieged, unprotected as they were.

			As they drew closer, the bubble dominated the skyline.

			They turned a bend, granting the others a view of the bubble and the cities.

			“What is that thing?” Vox asked, looking at the semi-translucent dome, equally awed.

			Kara answered, “It protects the nine faction cities surrounding The World Tree. A spell made by Sepharina, the Goddess of Life.”

			“Goddess of what?” Dren asked.

			[LIFE. UH, OH, DO YOU HAVE BAD HEARING? DO I HAVE TO SPEAK LOUDER?]

			“Shhh, you,” Dren said.

			“Did you just talk to yourself again?” Kara asked.

			“Talking glasses. I told you before, remember?”

			Kara rolled her eyes. “Uh-huh. Sure.”

			“Anyway, you guys don’t really have Gods and Goddesses, do you?” Dren asked.

			As the wagon rattled over a particularly large pothole in the dirt road, Kara replied, “That’s a long story. But it goes back to what I was telling you earlier. There’s ranks in this world. The more powerful you are, the higher the rank.”

			[UNRANKED, COPPER, BRONZE, SILVER, GOLD, DIAMOND, WARDEN, GUARDIAN, AND ETERNAL!]

			Dren repeated his AI’s mutterings.

			“How did you … ?” Kara asked.

			“A lucky guess.” She narrowed her gaze. Dren chuckled. “Sorry I interrupted you. What were you saying about a Goddess of Life?”

			“Sepharina,” Kara said slowly, “she’s one of the four Eternals.”

			“Four? What are the others?” Vox asked.

			“Well, there’s Life, Death, Chaos, and Balance.” She ticked them off on her fingers.

			“Ah, naturally,” Dren said.

			She ignored his quip, looking pensive. “The Gods of Death and Balance have been absent for centuries. They’re only in the stories. Some say they’ll come back again, but no one knows when. So Chaos and Life rule.”

			“And this Chaos God guy …” Dren said, “I’m guessing it’s the reason for these people’s … situation?”

			Kara nodded and shifted her position in the cramped wagon. “The God of Chaos was contained for a millennia. But a few years ago, rifts started to open. Once normal creatures started to turn into dark, twisted versions of themselves. So the barrier was created by Sepharina to protect us and the nine cities. But he’s still ravaging the rest of the world, destroying cities in his wake. Only the lucky few make it. Refugees are fleeing from all over the realm to hide within the barrier. The barrier is secure, but no one knows for how long.”

			Another entity tearing apart a world, destroying innocent lives.

			It made Dren’s blood boil.

			“A Chaos God … sounds like the stuff of nightmares. Does the evil bastard have a name?” Vox asked.

			Kara hesitated, rubbing her arm as if cold, then uttered in a low, hushed tone, “Blightwing,” she said, “that’s his name.”

			Dren shivered despite himself.

			Then his glasses shivered, somehow. He didn’t know how he knew, but he did. That was a strange feeling. [IF I HAVE ONE SIMPLE, HUMBLE REQUEST AS YOUR AI APPARATUS, PLEASE LET US NEVER EVER FACE BLIGHTWING, USER?]

			“Sure. I’ll make sure to run the other way if I ever see a giant world-eating dragon,” he whispered back.

			[SPLENDID!]

			They left the rolling hills and entered the city outskirts. Immediately Dren felt a rough, lowborn despair in the place, and it reminded him a little of his life in the sewers. If less smog, concrete, steel, and … well, overall a lot nicer. But the signs of a poorer community were evident, with small children wearing loose or threadbare clothes, fruit stands bearing bruised goods, and men and women with tired looks on their faces as if worn from a long day’s work.

			“This is good enough,” Kara called.

			The family pulled the wagon to a halt, and the three of them jumped out.

			“Are you sure? These are just the outskirts,” Entris, the Kenku father, said. “We can take you into the city if you’d like … We’re told that it’s not terribly safe beyond the barrier. Surely you don’t want to stay here, do you?”

			“No, this is perfect,” Kara said with a smile. “My family lives nearby.”

			“Ah,” Entris said, looking chagrined. “Forgive me.”

			“It’s quite alright,” Kara said genuinely. “Nothing to apologize for.”

			“Please be careful,” the mother urged. And with a last farewell, the family thanked them profusely, Entris flicked the reins, and the wagon rattled on as Scarlet beamed and waved goodbye.

			“See you soon!” she called.

			Dren gave a self-satisfied sigh. “I can get used to this hero business.”

			[ME TOO! THOUGH IT IS TIRING BEING SO HANDSOME AND COURAGEOUS ALL THE TIME. THAT IS A HERO’S JOB, RIGHT?]

			“Right. And I agree, glasses. It is hard being handsome and brave.”

			Kara rolled her eyes and looked at Vox. “Wait, his glasses really can talk? He wasn’t just messing with me this whole time?”

			Vox grunted. “I wish.”

			“How?”

			“Hello? I’m right here,” Dren said, waving his hand.

			Vow replied, “From what I can gather by how often he is laughing to himself? I’m guessing they have the same strange sense of humor as Dren.”

			“Okay … do I want to ask more?” Kara inquired of Vox.

			Dren folded his arms. “Yes. You should want to. I’m a fascinating character study.”

			Vox replied, “Nope. Definitely not.”

			She shrugged. “Fair enough.”

			“Your loss,” Dren said smugly. “Am I right, glasses?”

			[THEIR LOSS INDEED! WE ARE QUITE THE FASCINATING DUO!]

			“Right you are!” Dren said with a nod, hands on his hips. “Well, what now?”

			Vox groaned. “I think I need a drink.”

			Kara waved over her shoulder. “Good luck! I’m going home.”

			“Nooo, c’mon,” Dren pleaded, running to halt Kara’s retreat.

			Kara sighed. “Don’t do this.”

			“Oh, I’ll beg if I have to. You should know by now. I have no shame.”

			[SHAMELESS AND PROUD!]

			“Exactly, glasses!”

			Kara skirted around him.

			Vox stepped up. “Hold on.”

			She gave both a flat look. “You’re not going to convince me.”

			Dren cleared his throat. “Sure we will! We have silver!” He lifted the coin the Kenku girl had given him.

			“Bribery?”

			“Hey, I’m not above it. If it helps, consider it a trade.”

			She frowned, looking back as if wanting to leave.

			[I THINK SHE IS MORE AFRAID OF WHAT WE MIGHT GET HER INTO THAN OF THE PROFFERED COIN, USER.]

			Vox stepped in, “What Dren means is we still have questions, and any answers would go a long way to helping us survive here and be greatly appreciated. While we can’t repay you now, I think you’ll find we’re quite … thrifty.” His smile grew, and he elbowed Dren.

			“Yeah! Incredibly resourceful,” Dren added.

			“Right. Stealing,” she clarified, glowering.

			“Whoa, whoa, whoa. I prefer ‘a redistribution of precious commodities,’” Dren said.

			Kara rolled her eyes. “No, thank you. I don’t want you to steal for me.”

			“Then how about a generous favor we’ll repay one day?” Dren said, adding to Vox’s offer.

			This time, Kara hesitated. She tapped her lip. “A favor does go a long way in Harin … That is if you survive.”

			Dren beamed. “And that’s my second-best skillset!”

			[OOO, WHAT IS YOUR FIRST, USER?]

			Kara, however, didn’t take the bait. Instead, she glanced at the horizon. Fields of crops covered the nearby landscape, and the setting sun was painting the hillsides of wheat in crimson and copper swaths. After living in a world of black and white, it took Dren’s breath away. Kara looked back at them, biting her lip in thought. “It’s late …”

			“Not that late,” Dren said, giving his best smile. “C’mon, please?” He ribbed Vox.

			Vox grunted and plastered a ridiculously forced-pained smile on his face as if he was getting his teeth pulled or he was an alien trying those muscles for the first time.

			“Okay, okay … fine!” she relented at last. “But only because you remind me of my brother, and I miss him, and I feel bad, and Vox’s smile is hurting my eyes, and you’re both kind of pathetic. And—”

			“—Uh, you don’t need to keep going on,” Dren said, waving his hands.

			She chuckled. “Okay. Well, if we’re doing this, I’ll need to fill you in on some things, and we can’t do it here.”

			“Maybe you’ll tell us why you were out there in those hills,” Vox suggested.

			“Maybe,” she said with a small shrug, “but first, we need to address the giant Dire Wolf in the room. You two look—”

			“—Dashing?” Dren supplied with a grin.

			Kara’s face scrunched, eyeing their clothing with a look of what could only be a mixture of confusion and a hint of nausea. “I was going to be polite and say, you look … off.”

			“Hey, Dren, I get. But I look great. I like this jacket,” Vox said, brushing his orange vest.

			“Yeah, what’s wrong with our clothes?” Dren grumbled. He looked down at his wardrobe. Black shirt and pants both ripped with holes, exposing his thigh and arm and all of which had a very … modern look. They were baggy enough to allow him to perform his feats of nimbleness, but they also had a style much like others wore in New New York with zippers, cargo pockets, and buckles. In hindsight, it was a little much for this medieval world. He wriggled a finger through the huge hole in his elbow. Also threadbare … and recently soggy, though slowly drying. “Maybe I see a smalllll point.”

			“It’s more than that,” Kara said.

			[OH, SHE BETTER NOT INSULT YOUR ACCESSORIES, SPECIFICALLY THE ONES ON YOUR FACE. IF SO, WE CAN FIND A NEW USER, KARA, WHO WILL APPRECIATE THE BEAUTY OF CLASSIC AND SOPHISTICATED BLACK-FRAMED EYEWEAR.]

			“Is it the glasses? I can see why that might be odd. I can get rid of them,” Dren teased.

			[UGH! A KNIFE TO MY HEART! A BETRAYAL MOST FOUL! YOU WOULDN’T DARE!]

			“No,” Kara said. “You just look a little different.” She wrinkled her small nose. “And you smell like a pigsty.”

			Dren folded his arms. “I smell like the sewers, thank you very much.”

			“That’s … not any better. In fact, I’m pretty sure that’s worse.”

			Vox smelled his shirt. “Smells great to me.”

			Kara frowned. “Nope. They’re gross. Your nose has just gotten used to it. Also, what’s with the glove?” She eyed the black and white carbon meshed gauntlet on Dren’s arm. Now looking at it, the AI showed a small name tag, and a window popped up … 

			[ITEM: ARSENAL GLOVE.]

			[RANK: UNRANKED.]

			[ITEM RANK: LEGENDARY.]

			[USE: UNKNOWN. YOU MUST ADVANCE TO BE ABLE TO USE THIS ITEM.]

			Okay, that’s cool. Dren hid his reaction. “What? I like it. I think it suits me, thank you very much,” he said primly.

			She rolled her eyes. “Fine, but remember, your goal is to not stick out like a bloodstain on fresh linen. You need a minor wardrobe change.” She looked about. They’d been dropped off at a relatively quiet side street with no people. Only a mixture of wattle, daub, and clay buildings. “Now, let’s find you some suitable replacements, shall we?”

			Vox chuckled. “You, help us steal?”

			“We don’t need to steal. I’m not a criminal like you two.”

			“Oh, high and mighty!” Vox said.

			Kara opened her mouth.

			Dren stepped in between the two smoothly. “Easy there. First off, it’s a little late for clothes shopping, no?”

			Kara frowned. “Maybe a little …”

			“It’s just a few small articles,” Dren said. “No one will miss ’em. Now you just sit back and let us do our thing.” Dren exchanged a smug look with Vox, clapping his friend on the shoulder. “After all, this is kind of our wheelhouse. Vox, buddy, shall we go shopping?”

			Vox grinned. “Let’s.”

			“You two done?”

			“Yes?” Dren questioned.

			Kara pointed, and they followed her finger to see clothes hanging on a line to dry a dozen feet away.

			“Well, that’s anticlimactic,” Dren said with a huff.

			Kara arched an eyebrow. “You seriously thought I’d let you two run off alone?”

			“Sure, why not?” he asked.

			“Yeah, it’s not like we can’t handle ourselves,” Vox added.

			“That’s exactly the point! Like I said, you’re both Unranked. I don’t know what your old world was like and how you got by, but here? You’re the lowest rank in this city. I’d be surprised if a child couldn’t take you out with a sneeze.”

			[KARA BURN!]

			“Hey, the sniffles are nothing to mock,” Dren said.

			“And second, I’m not worried about you. I’m worried about me. You know my name. If you get caught, you’d totally get me in trouble. Now, enough dillydallying, grab some clothes, and let’s go.”

			At first, Dren tried to keep a few pieces of his old attire, not for nostalgia’s sake, he could care less about that, but more because he liked the dark colors and fit. However, Kara insisted on a full replacement, including his old hoodie with its many zippers. Dren moped for a while. The first item he slipped on was a black shirt. Vox, of course, pointed out it was a very dark purple.

			Dren ignored him, his jaw dropping as he spotted the diamond amid the rough. Dangling behind a pair of rough spun linen pants was a well-fitted cotton jacket—a deep ebony. Admittedly, the jacket was probably made for a large youth, but it fit Dren snugly. The rest of his new look came together nicely. He wrapped a midnight blue scarf around his neck, mimicking the high collar of his old hoodie—a touch of a modern flare—then finished it off with a pair of simple black pants. He missed the cargo pockets, zippers, and extra baggy pants, but the final result actually surprised him, and it was the first time he felt a little more in his skin. Kara glanced at his other items, but Dren wasn’t about to get rid of his glove, glasses, or black boots. Gazing down at his boots, he mentally toggled a name tag to pop up:

			[ITEM: MYSTERIOUS BOOTS.]

			[CURRENT RANK: UNRANKED.]

			[REQUIRED RANK FOR ACTIVATION: COPPER.]

			[DESCRIPTION: THIS IS AN ITEM THAT WILL RANK UP WITH YOU. ONCE YOU ACHIEVE COPPER STATUS, YOUR MYSTERIOUS BOOTS WILL ALSO ACHIEVE COPPER, MATCHING YOUR CURRENT RANK. WHEN THIS HAPPENS, YOU WILL DISCOVER ITEMS POTENTIAL AND ABILITIES.]

			“Huh. So as I level, they level?”

			[PRECISELY!]

			“That’s cool, but I feel cheated. Why do I get to know the details of the Arsenal Glove and not these?” Dren asked, eyeing the boots with the metal nodules on the bottom.

			[HEY, I DON’T MAKE THE RULES. I JUST SHOUT THEM IN YOUR EAR … MELODICALLY.]

			Dren sighed.

			Meanwhile, Vox had found some simple pants and a burnt-orange leather vest to match his eyes and hair and was grinning broadly. “Well? Whattya think?”

			Kara gave them both a once over before nodding approvingly. “Actually, you two look good.”

			“Of course,” Dren said, brushing imaginary dust from his new jacket’s sleeve. “Vestis virum facit!”

			[OOO, LATIN!] His glasses said. [A FELLOW SCHOLAR!]

			“And that means?” Vox asked.

			“Clothes make the man!” Dren declared. “Anyway, shall we?”

			[USER, DON’T LOOK NOW, BUT YOU ARE GETTING AN APPRAISAL FROM A WOMAN.]

			Sure enough, Kara eyed Dren curiously.

			“What? Snot on my new jacket? Pants too snug, too big? They’re too snug, aren’t they? I usually like them a little baggier.”

			“No. It’s not that,” she said slowly.

			“Okay …”

			His glasses chimed in, [I THINK SHE IS CURIOUS ABOUT YOUR CONFUSING DYNAMIC OF PART RAPSCALLION BUFFOONERY, AND PART ERUDITE SCHOLAR OF DEAD LANGUAGES.]

			Kara said as much, “You’re confusing.”

			He shrugged. “Yeah, I’m an enigma.”

			Vox groaned. “Hardly.”

			Kara looked conflicted, then shook it off. “Anyway, c’mon, I know a cozy little place nearby. It … should be safe for you two,” she said, which didn’t make Dren feel exactly secure, but he followed anyway, and she led them to a tavern with the name:

			A COPPER’S DELIGHT.

		

	
		
			 

			[image: ]

			Chapter 4

			Inside, it was as Kara described: warm and cozy. Candles flickered on tables. A bartender polished mugs behind a wide bar while a lutist played a song on center stage. It was all rather charming and ordinary, in a medieval sort of way. And yet it totally wasn’t.

			One step inside the establishment, and Dren froze.

			All sorts of races filled the common room, and little name tags popped over their heads:

			[KOBOLDS.] The name hovered over a group of deep-blue little men and women.

			[ELVES.] A group of pointy-eared fair folk was throwing darts against the far wall.

			There was a Kenku woman in the back, and there were humans too, but still … 

			[OH WOW] the AI said.

			Dren’s eye was drawn to a pair at a table nearest to them.

			[DRACONIAN] the name tag read.

			[RANK: UNRANKED 3.]

			Entranced, Dren stepped forward and reached out to touch the glimmering red scales. The dragon-man, immersed in conversation with a young red-scaled dragon-lady, saw his companion’s confused stare. Slowly, the male Draconian turned to look over his shoulder.

			Dren, hovering over the man with his finger outstretched, flashed a smile.

			“Can I … help you?” the Draconian man asked in a guttural voice. The man’s clawed hand still clutched his mug, but he looked like he wanted to reach for the sword at his hip.

			Kara was there in an instant. With a disarming smile and awkward chuckle, she snatched Dren’s finger before he could touch the crimson scales, muttered an apology, and dragged Vox and Dren to a table in the back. A few eyes trailed them.

			Kara shot him a glare once they were settled. “Are you insane?”

			Dren shook himself once seated. “Yeah, probably. I am seeing dragon people.”

			“Draconians,” she corrected.

			“And little blue-bearded men,” Vox added.

			[KOBOLDS!] His glasses amended. [AND INFORM USER VOX THAT FEMALES OF THEIR KIND ALSO GROW SIGNIFICANT FACIAL HAIR.]

			“Glasses says those are called Kobolds, Vox, and they’re not all men.”

			“Right. Bearded women, of course. Thanks, glasses,” Vox said.

			[MOST WELCOME, USER VOX!]

			The tavern was in full swing as more Draconians and Kobolds entered. Even a half-giant swathed in thick pelts barged in. Dren tried not to gape as he asked Kara, “So, um, you didn’t think any of this would be worth mentioning? You know, seeing as we’re from a totally different world.”

			Kara’s light almond-eyes flitted away, rubbing her neck with chagrin. “I … kind of forgot. I mean, to me, it’s normal.”

			“Right, normal,” Dren said, watching as a Draconian laughed uproariously, emitting a belch of flame.

			Kara frowned. “Okay, this is on me, but just try not to stare, okay?”

			A scantily clad barmaid passed. She was a blue-skinned Kobold … with a beard.

			Vox’s jaw dropped wide enough that Dren could toss a grapefruit in.

			“Seriously?” Kara said. “I just said not to stare!” Vox grunted as Kara apparently kicked him under the table. She rubbed her brow. “You two are going to be the death of me. I can’t believe I agreed to this. You owe me a big favor.”

			“The biggest!” Dren said.

			“I think I need a drink,” Vox grumbled, rubbing his shin.

			“On it!” Dren replied and flagged the Kobold barmaid down despite Kara’s protests. He grinned at the woman. “Greetings, my fine Kobold, who in no way is out of the ordinary to me! We’ll take three of your strongest drinks!” He plopped down the silver coin Scarlet had given him.

			The Kobold, the color of a blueberry, went from dubious to amused until she gave Dren a not-so-coy smile at the sight of the coin, slipping it slyly into her pocket. “Name’s Darcy. I haven’t seen you two before. Are you new to town?”

			“Very new! I mean, you could say we’re practically from another world,” Dren said.

			[BECAUSE WE ARE! LITERALLY!] His glasses added in Dren’s ear.

			Of course, she couldn’t hear his glasses, so Darcy’s bearded face split with a wide smile. “I like the new ones. They’re easier to corrupt.” Then she flashed him a wink. “I’ll be right back with your drinks.”

			“I like her,” Dren said after she’d left.

			“Really?” Kara asked.

			“What?”

			“Don’t ‘what’ me? Two minutes into being here, and you’re already trying to get a Kobold girlfriend!”

			“Hey, I’m just trying to blend in! Besides, she seems nice.”

			Vox grunted. “She is kinda pretty. For a tiny blue person.

			“You just like the beard,” Dren said.

			Vox shrugged. “It suits her.”

			“I think she likes me,” Dren said.

			Kara rolled her eyes. “Of course she likes you. You gave her a silver!”

			He rubbed the back of his neck. “Is that a lot?”

			“Yes, it’s a lot! A few coppers would have sufficed.”

			“How many coppers make up a silver?” Vox asked.

			“A hundred!”

			Dren winced, then shrugged. “Well, hopefully we’ll get drinks all night.”

			She handed Dren a copper coin with the symbol of a raven on it. Huh, lots of bird themes. “Here,” she said. “Take this, so you’re not walking around broke. Now just let me do the ordering … and talking … and everything from now on, okay?”

			“No way! This is my first otherworld tavern. I’m going to enjoy myself.” Dren clapped Vox on the back. “Right, buddy? Whattya say, drinking competition with the pointy-eared fair folk?” he said, giving a nod to the elves around the bar. “I’ll bet my boots they can’t hold their liquor.”

			Vox grinned, shoving back his chair. “Oh hell, ya.”

			Both moved to get up.

			“No, no, no!” Kara said, snatching Dren’s wrist. “Sit back down!”

			He moved to slip out of her grip when something radiated from Kara, and Dren felt a sudden wave of pressure as if a huge hand clapped him on the shoulders. He was shoved back down, plopping into his chair alongside Vox. Kara eased a breath, and the weight over his whole body dissipated.

			Both sat dumbfounded.

			“What … the hell … was that?” Dren asked in disbelief.

			Vox nodded as if echoing Dren’s question.

			“That was … my spiritual power,” Kara replied, pinching the bridge of her nose. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to use it, but you two are being such—”

			“—Fun-loving individuals?” Dren posed.

			“I was going to say, idiots.”

			[IMBECILES IS ALSO ACCEPTABLE] the AI finished.

			“That’s fair,” Dren replied.

			“You’re not mad?” Kara asked, biting her lip.

			“No, that was awesome!” Dren exclaimed.

			“It was kind of cool,” Vox admitted.

			Dren leaned forward, eagerness seizing him. “What other powers do you have?”

			Kara rubbed her neck self-consciously. “Well, it’s not much—

			“—C’mon, don’t be modest now.”

			“Fine.” She huffed, then glancing around the tavern, she put the silver coin Scarlet had given them in the center of her palm. Wind swirled, visible white eddies curling about her arms, encircling and lifting the silver coin into the air. It floated, suspended by tiny vespers. Before it drew eyes, Kara canceled the spell, letting the coin fall back into her palm.

			“Whoa …” Vox exclaimed.

			[THAT IS COOL! OH YEAH, ALSO SPELL: WIND GUST. RANK: BRONZE. A DIMINISHED FORM OF A TRUE ‘WIND GUST.’ IF SHE’D USED MORE, SHE MIGHT HAVE KILLED YOU BOTH.]

			“Teach me,” Dren pressed, suddenly serious. “Whatever it takes, I’ll do it.”

			Kara sighed. “I would, but there’s a few steps before we get there. Not to mention, not everyone has the ability to access their elemental attunement. And if you do, it could be any one of the nine elements.”

			Dren saw a list of the nine elements in his AI’s upper right corner:

			[WIND, FIRE, WATER, SUN, MOON, LEAF, STONE, FLESH, METAL.]

			Kara spoke, “Anyway, that does bring me to my main point. You two can enjoy yourselves all you want after I tell you the information that’s going to keep you from getting killed.”

			Dren exchanged a look with Vox, who shrugged.

			“That’s … fair,” Dren said. “We’re listening.”

			The drinks were plopped down in front of them, the barmaid flashing them a smile.

			Vox swooped his up and began to take large guzzling chugs. Both watched, expecting him to stop, but he only finished when it was gone, wiping the foam from his upper lip and belching. “What? I was thirsty.”

			“How is it?” Dren asked.

			“Good,” Vox admitted. “Like, otherworldly good.” He raised a hand up, ordering another.

			Dren grabbed Vox’s wrist. “Whoa, slow down, buddy. Don’t blow all our coppers.”

			Kara waved it off. “Again, drinks are cheap. Favors, on the other hand…”

			“Yeah yeah, we haven’t forgotten,” Dren said and sipped his, and his eyes nearly rolled to the back of his head. His tongue was inundated with deliciousness. It had malty goodness, with caramel undertones and a crisp, almost tart finish. He’d never tasted anything so good. Ever. Literally. “Wow, that is good.” Dren also burped contentedly, feeling a bit more settled.

			“All done?” Kara asked. “Ready to listen now?”

			“Yeah, sorry, all ears.”

			“The most important thing to know is this world is dangerous,” Kara said.

			“Yeah, I kind of gathered that from the terrifying softball-sized beetles.”

			“Don’t you see? That’s the weakest of this world’s creatures. Literally Unranked 1s and 2s, and you both nearly died. You’re not just weak here. You’re the weakest.”

			[KARA BURN ROUND 2, FINISH HIM!]

			Dren smarted from the words, but he suppressed his anger and, folding his arms, remarked, “Jeez, who invited buzzkill Kara?”

			[BUZZKILL KARA! I LIKE THE RING OF THAT! KILL-JOY KARA IS ALSO ACCEPTABLE.]

			“I’m not a buzzkill! I’m simply stating facts.”

			“Buzzkilling facts,” Dren grumbled.

			Vox grunted his agreement.

			“Okay, fine. I’m sorry. Maybe I was a little …”

			“—Mean?” Dren supplanted.

			“I was going to say curt.”

			He leveled her with a look.

			“Okay, fine, maybe a little mean, but also honest. You need to know what you’re dealing with.”

			“Hold on, I get you saying Dren’s weak,” Vox replied. “I’m pretty sure a toddler could wrestle him into submission. But me? You’ve gotta be mistaken.”

			Dren glared at Vox. “I should’ve let you get eaten by that dragon.”

			“Hey, you called me vanity muscles!”

			“What? I was being a good friend. You’re just being vindictive.”

			“Whatever you say, baby arms.”

			[OH, I LIKE THAT! BABY ARMS DREN, VANITY MUSCLES VOX, AND BUZZKILL KARA! THAT’S DEFINITELY STICKING!]

			Dren opened his mouth.

			Kara jumped in. “Enough!”

			The table rattled slightly from her magical powers.

			Nearby, a group of elves gave them a look, but that was it. As the lute player continued to pluck, the tavern and its patrons continued on merrily with cheer and ambient chatter. Kara released a tense breath. “Look, the point is simple. Muscles, wit, all of that is good,” she said, eyeing the two of them, and Dren tried not to preen from the subtle compliment, “But what really matters is Spark.”

			“What’s Spark?” Vox asked.

			“Spark is magic,” she explained. “Anytime you kill something, you can absorb its magic or Spark. Fight and get stronger. It’s the rule of this world. Right now, you’re both at the bottom of Unranked, like the very, very bottom,” Dren grumbled. She continued before he could protest. “We need to get you guys to Copper, Bronze, and above as quickly as possible, or you’ll be in serious danger.”

			“From what, like more beetles?” Dren asked.

			“From everyone,” she said with seriousness. “Look around,” she said, “everyone here has Spark, some weaker, some stronger.”

			Dren eyed all the patrons.

			[OOO, I CAN HELP WITH THIS! YOU ARE TOO WEAK TO SEE ACTUAL AURAS, BUT I WILL PROJECT A ROUGH APPROXIMATION OF WHAT I ASSUME ARE OTHER’S CURRENT SPARK LEVELS!]

			The AI projected an image over each of the patrons in the tavern.

			Suddenly, everyone in the common room glowed a faint orange, some more strongly than others. Kara’s glow was brighter, like a smoldering ember. Dren ogled, wide-eyed. “Okayyyy, what the hell am I looking at?”

			[SPARK!]

			“What is it? What are you seeing?” Vox asked.

			Dren explained the projection to the two of them.

			Kara nodded. “Your glasses are showing you Spark,” she said. “It’s everyone’s inner magic, that which exists in all life and can be absorbed by another.”

			“Absorbed?” Vox asked.

			She nodded and looked at Dren. “You sensed it before, didn’t you? When you killed the beetle.”

			Dren remembered what she was talking about. He’d killed the beetle, and a strange vitality had filled him. He’d felt as if he’d just had a good night’s sleep. No, more than that … he’d felt stronger, faster, even sharper. Dren shook his head, leaning forward. “Okay, let me get this straight, so you’re saying, if people kill us, they’ll absorb our Spark?”

			She gave them a serious look. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

			Vox looked about at the patrons. “And we look like the easiest meal, don’t we?”

			She winced. “I mean, not the most nutritious meal. But you’re definitely an easy snack.”

			Dren shivered, eyeing the noisy common room with a new light. “Who is stronger than us?”

			Kara gave him a level look. “I think you know the answer to that.”

			Vox grumbled. “Everyone.”

			“Everyone.” Kara nodded in agreement.

			Dren licked his lips, looking about. “Even the lutist?”

			Kara nodded.

			The lutist, while playing, gave him a cheery smile.

			[OH, AN INSIDIOUS SMILE, USER! DON’T TRUST HER FOR A SECOND! AND THOSE FRECKLES ARE MOST DECEPTIVE!]

			He read her name tag.

			[LUTIST.]

			[RANK: UNRANKED 4.]

			[ITEM: LUTE.]

			[RANK: UNCOMMON! SURE, MAYBE IT’S JUST A HARMLESS INSTRUMENT. OR MAYBE IT’S A WEAPON THAT CAN SHOOT TINY KNIVES OUT ITS HANDLE WITH A STRUM OF HER STRINGS. YOU CAN’T BE TOO CERTAIN.]

			Dren chuckled nervously, smiling back.

			“What about that guy?” Vox nodded to an old man with a cane who fell over as he pointed to him.

			Kara winced. “Well, maybe not him. But everyone else. The easiest way to advance is the Academy.” She must’ve seen the confused look in their eyes as she added, “It’s a school for magic users. Unfortunately, you have to have connections or a bloodline. Basically, money or power.”

			“Yep, that’s not happening,” Dren said.

			“Exactly,” Kara agreed, taking a sip. “So we’re gonna have to train the old-fashioned way.”

			“Which is?” Vox asked.

			She grinned. “Fighting, training, slaying monsters, putting our bodies in difficult environments, that kind of thing. It’s what most people do.”

			“You mean the ones that don’t go around murdering people for their Spark, right?”

			“Yeah,” she said. “Exactly. You’re getting it.”

			“That’s kinda dark,” Vox said.

			Kara shrugged. “The world is a harsh place.” She narrowed her eyes. “What was yours like?”

			Dren exchanged a look with Vox. “Bad,” they said as one.

			She looked at them. “That bad?””

			“Acid rain, smog, no sky, and lots of hunger, what’s not to like?” Dren added.

			“Smog?” Kara asked.

			“Yeah, gross cloudy stuff from pollution,” Dren explained.

			His glasses added in Dren’s ear, [COMPRISED OF NITROGEN OXIDES, SULFUR OXIDE, OZONE, ENGINE SMOKE, AND OTHER PARTICULATES! A MONUMENT TO MAN’S ARROGANCE!]

			Of course, Kara couldn’t hear this, so she just said, “I’m sorry. That sounds … awful.”

			Vox grunted. “It was.”

			“Eh, it wasn’t all bad,” Dren added. “We also had flying cars and could find pictures of cats wearing top hats at the touch of a button.”

			[OH, DON’T FORGET ABOUT CATS PLAYING THE KEYBOARD.]

			“Damn,” Dren said, bummed. “I never saw that one.”

			Kara stared at the two of them. “Uh … what?”

			Vox kicked Dren under the table, his eyes clearly saying, “Too much, Dren.”

			Oops … Yeah, maybe he’d gone a little overboard. At least for now. “Anyyyyyway,” he said, realizing they’d veered off topic, “about this ranking up stuff, so as you get stronger, you rank up, ya?”

			“Exactly.”

			Vox asked, “Why would someone even want to rank up?”

			She stared at him blankly.

			“What?” Vox asked.

			“Sorry, I didn’t know that was a real question. But there’s tons of reasons. As you rank up, each advancement improves your body, mind, and spirit. Simply going from Copper to Bronze can cure ailments and give you another one hundred years of life or give you enough strength to lift a table with your finger,” she said and demonstrated, letting the table rise off the ground an inch before letting it settle.

			Dren found himself a little tongue-tied. “Did you just really lift a seventy-five-pound table with your finger?”

			[SHE DID INDEED, USER.]

			Kara crooked her little finger at him. “Wait until you hear that it was my pinky.”

			Dren made a strangled sound but played it off and crossed his arms. “Psh, liar.”

			Kara’s face grew a sly smile. “Am I?”

			[OOO, SHE’S SCARY.]

			Vox raised his drink. “Well, I guess I don’t have to go easy on you anymore.”

			She chuckled. “Oh, is that so?“

			“Wait,” Dren said, “we got sidetracked. What were we talking about?”

			[RANKS!] The glasses said enthusiastically.

			“Oh yeah, ranks, what are they again?”

			[UNRANKED, COPPER, BRONZE, SILVER, GOLD, DIAMOND, WARDEN, GUARDIAN, AND ETERNAL.]

			“After Unranked, there’s Copper, Bronze, Silver, Gold, and Diamond. These are called the Alloy Ranks. Most call the higher ranks ‘Sovereign Ranks,’ or just Sovereign for short. That’s Warden, Guardian, and Eternal.”

			“Makes sense,” Dren said, and it did. “So, are there many Sovereigns?”

			“Hardly,” Kara scoffed. “Warden Rank is practically just fable. If they exist anywhere, it’s on the highest realm of the Celestial, where magic is the most profuse.”

			“And everything is way way way more dangerous, right?” Vox asked.

			She smiled and sipped her drink. “Naturally.”

			Glasses cleared his non-existent throat. [USER KARA IS FORGETTING ABOUT RANK SUBCATEGORIES!]

			Dren said as much.

			Kara bumped her head with her palm. “Ugh, sorry, keep forgetting how much you guys don’t know. There are Lows and Elders too of nearly every rank, aside from Warden and above. Low being at the bottom, Elder at the pinnacle, just before advancement. Take Bronze, for example. They don’t usually advance straight to Bronze. A normal progression would be something like, ‘Low Copper, then Copper, and finally Elder Copper right before they reach Bronze.”

			“Is that the same for every rank?” Vox asked.

			“Yeah,” Kara said, wincing a little, as if it was slightly more complicated. “Mostly.”

			“So … how does a Low differ from an Elder?

			“Mid-rank advancement doesn’t come with the same … bodily transformation. But there are benefits. More abilities, increased Sparkwell, Channel width … Let’s just say a Low Copper definitely wouldn’t want to fight a Copper or Elder Copper if both were equally trained.”

			Dren nodded, rubbing his chin.

			“Also, some have been known to skip the Low and Elder sub ranks.”

			“How?” Dren asked.

			“A powerful Elder Copper at the height of their rank might be able to advance straight into Elder Bronze, but honestly, it’s pretty rare. Especially at higher ranks.”

			“So what are you? Bronze or an Elder Bronze?” Vox asked Kara.

			“Just Bronze. Though I’ve been trying to reach Elder Bronze for what feels like ages.”

			“Is Bronze good?” Vox asked.

			“Yeah,” she said a little modestly, taking another sip. “It’s pretty good. Most in the city and outskirts are at varying levels of Unranked, with a smattering of Coppers. Bronzes and Silvers are pretty rare.”

			“So then, what about Golds?” Dren asked.

			“Very rare. Only a few council members are Gold.”

			Vox exclaimed. “Really? Just a few?”

			“Yeah, it’s a hard rank. Some spend their whole lives at Unranked, often getting stuck at Unranked 5 or 6, or Low Copper. Bronze is difficult, and Silver is a dream, and Gold … well, only the very dedicated and very talented reach those heights.”

			“So I’m guessing Diamond is out of the question?” Dren asked.

			“Yeah, for us mere mortals,” Kara said.

			“Wait, you’ve never seen any?” Vox asked.

			The lutist took up another tune before Kara continued, “In the whole city, there’s only one. Archlord Arimon. I saw him once.” She shivered, looking at a group of dwarves playing cards—not at them, but through. “Arimon … I was near the spire, and he was with a group of Silvers and a Gold. Though he had his power concealed partly. You can do that at higher levels,” she added. “Still, even with his power diminished, my knees buckled, and the jug of milk I was carrying shattered.” She shook her head as if remembering. “It’s hard to describe, but his spiritual pressure felt like a tidal wave crashing down on my soul. I can’t even imagine what would have happened if he had unleashed it on me directly. At that rank, though, I’m an ant beneath his boot. They say at Diamond, you can live for centuries. At Warden? You’re immortal. Well, unless someone can deliver a killing blow.”

			Dren was curious now. “So if Warden’s so special, what about Guardian and Eternal?”

			She shrugged. “Yeah, they’re mostly mythical. According to the tales, Wardens can fly and shoot fireballs the size of mountains. Guardians and Eternals? Stories say they can partially warp time and space. Sepharina, the Goddess of Life, is an Eternal. I’ve heard stories of when she walked the realms, but you’ve as much chance of touching the moon as meeting her.”

			“What about the giant world-eating dragon of Chaos? Guessing he’s up there?” Dren asked.

			As soon as Dren mentioned the word ‘chaos,’ the candles flickered.

			Kara gulped and lowered her voice, “Yes … Blightwing is an Eternal.”

			“What’s his deal?” Vox asked. “You said he’s evil?”

			“You could say that. Blightwing isn’t evil exactly, but his sole purpose for being is to unmake reality.”

			“Sounds pretty evil,” Dren said. “And he’s ravaging this world?”

			Kara shivered and lowered her voice. “Yes.”

			“How?” Dren asked.

			“As an Eternal, his power is like nothing you could possibly imagine … He unmakes reality, bending, turning simple creatures into these twisted mindless beings called Aberrations. Black and orange fiends of Chaos. That’s what those beetles were infected with. Once you’re Chaos infected, it takes over your mind and makes you want to turn everything to Chaos.”

			Dren and Vox shivered at the same time.

			They both said, “Zombies.”

			“Huh?” Kara said. “What’s that?”

			“It’s nothing,” Dren said.

			[THAT’S SCARY STUFF] the AI said. [PLEASE, USER, DO NOT LET ME BECOME CHAOS INFECTED.]

			“I’ll do my best,” Dren muttered, then asked Kara, “The lands. What state are they in?”

			“Blightwing is only after Harin for now, the lowest realm, but he won’t settle for that. Eventually, he’ll ascend the tree and destroy every realm. For now, all the west has been laid to waste. They say he’s coming this way. So many of these people are refugees of that destruction,” she said, looking about the tavern, and Dren saw more small signs. The elves wore packs as if that were the last of their belongings. “Sorry to say, you landed here at a pretty bad time.”

			“But this city seems fine,” Dren said. “I didn’t see any destruction.”

			“That’s because we’re the last holdout,” Kara replied.

			“Then what’s keeping the dragon from coming here and killing everyone?” Vox asked.

			She bit her lip. “I don’t think much. Well, save for Sepharina’s barrier. She’s more legend than anything. No one I know has ever seen her. Some believe she’s just a child’s tale though I know she’s real. She’s our protector.”

			Not much of a protector, Dren thought, eyeing the ragged, destitute people. As he looked about at the tavern patrons, who were laughing, drinking, even eyeing the damned lutist, he smiled.

			“Dren?” Kara said.

			“Yeah?”

			“You’re smiling like a crazy person.”

			He grinned wider. “Yeah, I guess I am.”

			“Uh, why?” Vox asked. “You know Kara just told us this world is being devoured by a giant dragon, and everyone wants to kill us and eat our Spark, whatever that is. Can I ask why?”

			Dren took another sip of his delicious drink. “Because there’s a ladder for once.”

			Vox arched an orange brow. “Huh?”

			“Yeah, I’m confused, too,” Kara said.

			“A way out,” he explained. “A chance to get stronger. Don’t you see?” He’d always been weak. Now he was weaker? But she just gave him the answer too. “You said Spark can be absorbed.”

			“Yeah, so?”

			“So if someone can absorb our Spark, we can absorb theirs too, right?”

			“It’s not that easy. You’re Unranked 0. Almost everything can beat you.”

			“For now,” Dren agreed. “In our old world, there was no easy way to rise. It was fixed against us. Sure, this world sounds brutal as hell and a hint cannibalistic, but if it’s simply about fighting and winning? That means there’s a way out. A way to get stronger. I may be weak now. But I won’t stay that way.” He wouldn’t. He’d do anything to get stronger. Especially if Marcus was in this world. He’d become the strongest damn Spark user in the whole world and find that bastard and make him pay.

			Again, Kara gave him that …  ‘who are you?’ look.

			He took it as a compliment.

			Vox looked hesitant. “I like the idea of getting stronger.”

			“Good, then we’re in agreement. Get stronger and …” He trailed off, seeing Vox’s look.

			“And?” Vox pressed.

			Dren kept his face smooth, looking about. “And nothing. Oh, on a totally unrelated note, do you think Marcus would ever go to a place like this?”

			Vox snorted. “Totally unrelated, eh?”

			“Who is this Marcus to you? What’d he do?” Kara asked.

			“Long story.”

			Vox scratched his jaw, looking about the common room. “To answer your question. No. Marcus would never get his boots so sullied.”

			“Well, lucky for us, I stole his boots, and I’m sullying them myself,” Dren said, wagging his fancy boots with their strange metal nodules. Suddenly, a voice spoke.

			“Oi, you!” It was a deep gravelly boom, and a mighty hand clapped down on his shoulder.

			Dren turned, cheerful. “Hello—” His gaze panned up to the biggest man he’d ever seen. “—oh wow, you are huge.”

			[HALF-GIANT] Glasses said, [RANK: LOW COPPER! ELEMENTAL ATTUNEMENT: NATURE!] He was covered in pelts, and curling around his limbs were vines and roots as if he’d just crawled out of a jungle. It was the half-giant who’d entered before.

			“Can we help you, giant?” Kara asked.

			“Names Grom. And I’m not talking to you, Bronze,” the half-giant said. He gazed down at Vox and Dren. “You two. You’re puny.” He jabbed a sausage-like finger into Dren’s chest that felt like being prodded with a tire iron.

			“Lay off of him,” Vox snarled, pushing back his chair to stand tall. Though even as big as he was, he was still a good foot shorter than Grom. He touched the one-handed hammer at his side. “If anyone’s going to pick on Dren, it’s me.”

			“Step back, runt, or I’ll squash you too.”

			By now, the rest of the tavern was watching, though no one seemed to want to interfere.

			“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Dren said, rising. “Let’s slow down here, shall we? I say we just—”

			Grom cut him off. The half-giant grabbed Dren’s new jacket and lifted him into the air, squinting his huge bloodshot eyes at Dren. Grom’s lip curled. “—Give me one good reason I shouldn’t pound you into the ground and steal your Spark for my own, runt.”

			“I’ll give you two reasons,” Kara said, standing, fury in her eyes. Wind circled about her fists.

			[OH MY, USER KARA IS SO MUCH COOLER THAN YOU, USER! QUICK, USER, SLIP ME OFF YOUR FACE AND ONTO KARA’S. MAYBE YOU CAN THROW ME ONTO THE BRIDGE OF HER NOSE!]

			Dren groaned. He looked back over his shoulder and held out a hand to Kara. In his eyes, he urged, I got this. After all, she couldn’t always defend them. And while Dren wasn’t strong, as Kara had made abundantly clear, he did have a thing or two going for him. Dren smiled, and he turned on his deepest charm. “Say … you look like a guy who can hold his liquor, ya?”

			Grom’s snarl slowly twisted into a cocky smirk.

			And Dren matched it.

			* * *

			Sepharina descended from The World Tree’s lower boughs onto a grassy field. She saw the flickering lights in the dusky night, bathed only in moonlight.

			Her vision showed the rare name tag:

			[Outskirts of The Nine Cities.]

			Her bubble existed just beyond it, protecting the kingdoms themselves.

			[Spell: Nature’s Haven. Rank: Eternal.]

			Ditch landed with a boom beside her, rattling the earth. He was massive. In his stag-fiend form, he was easily ten feet tall. With pillar-thick arms, he looked like something between a gorilla and a demon, with an oversized stag-skull, and within it, twin green lights burned for eyes.

			“I can’t have you in that form. You’re going to scare away everyone. Especially them.”

			He growled. His meaning was clear. Not changing.

			She sighed. “Fine. But you will change if they accept the role of Champions. No good making our charges flee in terror.”

			The look in his eyes was clear. Why not?

			Sepharina gazed ahead toward the sprawling humanity surrounding The World Tree.

			He sent another mental note, We’re really doing this?

			“Yes, I have chosen.”

			Again, those green-flames for eyes looked doubtful. Them, though, really?

			“Yes, them. You’ll see. They might be a bit rough around the edges and inexperienced, but I can see their potential.” And she did see it, like a tiny perfectly cut diamond buried deep beneath the crust of the world. When Ditch looked ready to complain again, she lifted her mossy brow. “Have I ever been wrong, old friend? After all, I saw your potential, did I not?”

			Ditch grumbled, sounding clearly unswayed. His eyes said I hope I am wrong.

			She smiled mischievously. “You will be. Right now I’m sure they are just—”

			Interrupting herself, she sent out her Eternal-rank senses. While Sepharina physically remained on the rolling hills beside her companion, she mentally projected herself, and sensed a tavern with an oak door and a sign that read:

			A COPPER’S DELIGHT.

			From hundreds of miles away, Sepharina sensed inside the tavern and… hesitated. Within she heard boisterous laughter, cheer, and shattering glass. That was just some of what she caught.

			People cheered Dren’s name.

			Sepharina returned back to her body, Ditch still stared at her.

			She relented with a sigh, “Perhaps, they are a little rougher than I anticipated…”

			Ditch’s ears twitched at his Warden rank level, barely picking up on the subtleties she heard clearly. If he was the ‘eye-rolling’ type, his retinas would have become detached. However, the green flames couldn’t eye-roll. Though he did groan and send out another rumbling mental note: Eternals save me … 

			“I’ll do my best,” Sepharina said. Then she summoned power from her seemingly bottomless Sparkwell, conjuring two Emerald Pods of Transport. She wasn’t one for fanfare, but it would be good to make an impression.
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			Chapter 5

			As soon as the drinking competition started, the mood of the tavern immediately shifted to revelry, and people poured into the common room. Now, dozens of empty mugs were littered all about Dren and Grom. The whole tavern huddled about their small table, crowding in, placing bets, debating, each arguing who was going to win as the chorus of voices grew louder.

			Kara was nearby, looking nervous, as the downed drinks started to pile high.

			Grom was across the table, his bulk making his chair look like a toddler’s stool.

			Dren pounded back his drink.

			Grom glared and pounded back his.

			“Twenty-five!” someone called.

			Kobold barmaids rushed out to bring another round of tankards.

			Grom eyed the new set of mugs, swaying in his chair. The half-giant belched. “Oh gods …”

			The crowds were intense watching as the giant started to sway. Then he shook himself and grabbed another tankard.

			A wave of tension fled.

			“Twenty-six!” The throng of onlookers shouted.

			More tankards.

			Dren felt as if his belly was going to implode. He swayed as well, gaze fuzzing.

			Grom grinned as if seeing victory.

			The crowd held their breath.

			Dren shook himself, setting the empty cup down, a little slurred, “Ah, barmaid, I find myself a tad parched, another round?”

			The crowd roared with laughter. Grom groaned. He grabbed his drink, put it to his lips, and then moaned—Dren already knew what was about to happen. Dren’s words had been the final blow. Like a brittle stick holding up the man’s last bit of confidence, Grom dribbled booze, his head lulled, swayed like a ship in choppy waters, then slammed to the table.

			The crowd roared.

			“WINNER!” the Draconian, who Dren had tried to touch earlier, declared, grabbing Dren’s wrist and hauling him into the air.

			The tavern erupted in raucous, unruly cheer. Drinks were poured, and Dren was hoisted up, and before he knew it, he was crowd surfing his way across bodies until he found himself standing before Kara.

			He smiled and gave his best bow.

			She raised a brow. “Who are you?”

			“Dren Torin, master thief!” he said, then shrugged. “Self-proclaimed.” The whole thing might have come out a little slurred.

			She gave him a serious look. “Well, congratulations on your win, Master Torin. Maybe I underestimated you. Maybe.”

			Dren raised a finger. “Ah, and that’s my true super power right there.”

			“People thinking you’re weaker than you are?”

			“I was going to say wit and guile. But sure, let’s go with that.” He grabbed a tankard off a passing tray and drained most of it in one pull.

			Kara marveled. “How are you not drunk?”

			“Trade secret.” Dren winked. “By the way, I never asked. What is this? Cider? Beer? Mead? Whatever it is, it’s delicious!” He took another sip.

			“I’m glad you like it. It’s fermented from those beetles.”

			Dren sprayed his mouthful onto a passing Kobold.

			“Watch it!” the little blue man groused.

			Dren apologized to the Kobold, offering him a cloth from another passing barmaid’s hip, before turning to Kara. “Please say you’re lying.”

			Kara was having a hard time hiding her laugh. “I’m teasing. It’s made from lushmelon, a type of fruit grown near The World Tree. Some say the magical ambiance of The World Tree gives it its enhanced flavor.”

			Grom pushed his way through the crowd, shoving anyone too slow to move. He came to a stop, looming over Dren, looking as if he’d recovered a bit, all fury in his eyes. Tension held everyone until Grom’s glare turned into a beaming smile. He clapped a hand on Dren’s shoulder and grinned broadly. “Ah, Seraphs, take me; I don’t even care if you’re Unranked 0. You might be a little runt, but you can pour ’em back!”

			More cheers erupted at this.

			Dren grinned in reply, shaking the man’s forearm, and it felt like grasping a tree trunk. “Ah, thanks. You’re not so bad yourself.” Then, because he couldn’t help himself, he added, “Maybe you’ll win next time.”

			For a moment, Grom looked ready to crush him, but then he laughed again. A meaty hand slapped Dren on the back hard enough to knock the air out of him, and the half-giant stormed back into the boisterous crowd, still laughing. Once he was gone, Kara leaned in. “How … you have to tell me.”

			Dren hemmed and hawed, then admitted, “I’m … not a normal human. It’s kinda a long story.”

			This only garnered a more confused look from Kara. “You will tell me.”

			“Yeah, eventually,” he agreed. “But I gotta keep a little mystery.”

			The AI whispered in his ear, [I KNOW YOUR SECRET! OH MAN, IF ONLY GROM KNEW YOU WERE AN ENGINEERED HUMAN. I THINK HE MIGHT THINK YOU’RE CHEATING AND KILL YOU. INSTEAD, IT SEEMS LIKE YOU MADE A NEW BEST FRIEND!]

			It was true. Dren’s status as an engineered human might have been defunct in a lot of ways—like a lot of ways: shorter, smaller, weaker, but it seemed they’d engineered his liver juuuust right. He could process alcohol so quickly that it was almost like drinking water. Almost.

			“Dren,” Kara said, “this is great and all, but I think I should go … and I’m worried about you two. There’s a lot you still need to do if you’re going to fit into this world.”

			“What, like get a job?”

			“Yes! Find food, shelter! You know, like … necessities to survive.”

			He wrapped his arm around her shoulder. “Okay, okay, you’re right. I promise we will. Vox and I will tackle all that tomorrow. I’ll become a baker, and Vox will shine shoes. But for the first time in my whole life, there’s nowhere else I want to be.” He glanced over and saw Vox chest-bump a Draconian, then he looked back to her. “And I don’t think I’m alone in that, do you?”

			“So what, tonight we just enjoy ourselves?”

			He shrugged. “Why not?”

			She bit her lip, looking about.

			Someone picked up a lute, strumming a tune, and the patrons began to grab one another, taking the floor by storm in a flurry of fast-paced dancing.

			“C’mon,” Dren urged, “let loose! Or are you afraid you can’t keep up with a measly Unranked, Miss Bronze?”

			Kara glared at him for a moment longer. Finally, she relented, grabbed his hand, and they launched into dance. Dren, admittedly, had no idea what he was doing. Ballroom or tavern dancing wasn’t the sort of thing that was taught in a dystopian wasteland. On the other hand, Dren was a master at faking his way through life. So he danced.

			Vox cheered them on from a nearby table, roaring his support.

			Kara, as it turned out, of course, was a natural. She moved gracefully and in perfect harmony to the music—which probably had something to do with her Bronze rank agility. She beamed and laughed as he twirled her. The beat shifted, and people changed partners. Kara was grabbed by another, dancing away. Suddenly, Dren found himself with Darcy, the blue Kobold who grinned at him, tossing him a flirty wink. Again, partners changed, and Dren found himself with his arm around the waist of a pretty fair-skinned elf. She smiled at him. He tried to dance with her longer, but a moment later, she was grabbed by another. And he was back with Darcy. Then a half-giant girl. He grabbed Vox and pushed his big friend onto her.

			“He’s more your size!” Dren said, and the half-giant practically carted Vox off like luggage.

			Then Dren jumped back in, dancing with a female red-scaled Draconian. Dren lost himself to the moment. He laughed and skipped his heels, doing his best to keep up with the jaunty tune, and when the dancing slowed, he slipped amid the crowd, becoming one with the common room.

			Dren learned to play the lute a little and got to touch the Draconian’s scales. The red-scaled man—Hamin was his name—turned out to be a true gentleman and quite the dice player. Vox, meanwhile, slammed back drinks with some stout-looking Kobolds while exchanging stories. Dren was well-aware that if the Kobolds knew Vox’s tolerance was also otherworldly, then they might not have been trying to keep pace with his orange-haired friend.

			All the while, Dren’s glasses merrily chatted in his ear. Topics ranging from categorizing everyone’s elemental attunement and rank—it turned out Kara was the highest rank—to the very useful differences between pancakes and waffles. Dren kind of tuned that part out. However, when he sidled up to a table to play a strange game of dice called ‘Elements,’ the AI calculated the odds, and Dren began to win quickly.

			[USER, BASED ON THEIR DISTRUSTFUL FACIAL EXPRESSIONS, I ESTIMATE THERE’S A 87.86% CHANCE THEY BELIEVE YOU’RE CHEATING.]

			“You’re cheating!” said a Kobold woman with a thick black beard.

			[OH WELL, THAT ANSWERS THAT.]

			Dren spread his hands amiably, chuckling nervously at the other players at the table. “Beginner’s luck! That’s all!”

			This didn’t seem to mollify them. So Dren slid his new dozen strange-looking copper coins into his pocket, excused himself, and slipped back into the crowd.

			“Guess I’ll have to be a little more careful about abusing your abilities,” he muttered to glasses when he was out of earshot.

			[NONSENSE! I AM NOT TO BE TAMED! LET US RECKLESSLY ACCRUE ALL THE COIN AND POWER WE CAN AND BECOME A GOD AMONG MEN!]

			“Let’s slow it down a hair, eh? I’m all about getting stronger, but we gotta be tactful. That’s just gonna get us a shallow grave and a forgotten name.”

			[I ACCEPT THAT RISK WHOLEHEARTEDLY!]

			Dren jumped back into the merriment. What felt like moments later, he found himself being held upside down by a pair of dwarves on chairs while a dozen others, dwarves, elves, Kobolds, and Hamin, the Draconian, cheered him on. “Okay!” Dren called. “Start the countdown!”

			Glasses chanted along:

			[THREE!]

			[TWO!]

			[ONE!]

			A dwarf cracked the spigot off a keg, and it drained into Dren’s mouth. In truth, most of it just drenched him, soaking his face and hair, and he sputtered, “Blagh!”

			Suddenly, the cheering, the laughter, all went deathly silent.

			[UM USER … ]

			Dren slipped from their grasp, falling unceremoniously to the ground like a baby bird falling from the nest. Rising, he complained to the dwarves, “Bofin, Dwimil! C’mon guys! That wasn’t a fair bet. All the blood was rushing to my head. Double or—oh my gods …” His words fell short as he took in the tavern.

			Everyone was frozen.

			Literally, everyone.

			The dwarves, standing on their chairs, had their hands outstretched as if still holding Dren’s ankles. Dren neared and jabbed a finger at Bofin’s doughy, red cheek. It was warm. Well, that was good. Though Bofin looked like a statue, the dwarf felt real, so it wasn’t a hallucination.

			“Okay …” Dren said. “Maybe I can drink too much.”

			[IMPOSSIBLE! EVEN IN YOUR CURRENT UNRANKED STATE, LUSHMELON JUICE IS NEARLY NON-ALCOHOLIC TO YOUR ENGINEERED BODY. YOU HAVE AN ABUNDANT AMOUNT OF ALCOHOL DEHYDROGENASE ENZYMES THAT BREAK DOWN—]

			Dren interrupted, “—Yep, got it. So I’m just crazy.”

			[INDEED! THAT IS MUCH MORE LIKELY.]

			“Kara? Vox?” Dren called.

			“Here!” Kara replied. She extricated herself from a tall frozen elf she’d been dancing with. “Uh … guys? What’s going on?”

			Vox slid his chair back from the table where he’d been drinking with the half-giant. “What’d you do, Dren?

			“What!? Why’s your first thought always blaming me? This isn’t my fault!” Then he added, a little nervously, “I mean, at least I don’t think it’s me.”

			“Do your glasses know what’s going on?” Kara asked. She backed up beside him.

			Vox joined them as well.

			The center stage where the musicians were … rumbled.

			[I THINK WE’RE ABOUT TO FIND OUT.]

			Green vines sprouted, covering everything in the tavern in an instant.

			“Okayyyy,” Dren said.

			In the center of the common room, on the stage beside the frozen musicians, two blossoming pods grew. And grew. Dren marveled, watching as they reached the tavern’s ceiling. The others whispered curses.

			[SPELL: EMERALD POD. RANK: ETERNAL. EFFECT: MOSTLY UNKNOWN. UH … SOMETHING WITH TRANSPORTATION.]

			The petals unfurled, and two individuals stepped out.

			A woman and a giant beast.

			Dren’s whole body went numb.

			Glasses started sputtering, finally getting out the words. A name tag popped up over the beast.

			[NAME: DITCH.]

			[DESCRIPTION: SERVANT OF THE GODDESS OF LIFE.]

			Ditch was … huge. Like really big. Dren was certain he heard the stage groan beneath his weight. He looked like something between King Kong and a demon, but instead of a normal head, he sported a huge stag’s skull. Inside the sockets burned green flames. Dren gulped. Ditch’s two massive arms, each bigger than Dren’s torso. Each of his fists could have squeezed Dren into a pulp. Yet, while he emanated an aura of palpable danger and terrible power that made Dren’s soul shudder, he seemed … annoyed? Almost disgruntled, as if he was a child and his mother had chastised him to hang with a new set of friends.

			Dren peered closer at the rank beneath Ditch’s name tag.

			[RANK: LOW WARDEN.]

			Low … Warden?

			A lump formed in Dren’s throat as he remembered what Kara had said. Wardens are mythical. They were above even the Alloy Ranks. Holy hells … He had a feeling Ditch, the stag-demon-thing, was containing his power; otherwise, he’d probably kill Dren and the others with his sheer presence. Despite all of this, it was the woman beside him that Dren couldn’t stop staring at. The woman who made his mouth dry, his hairs stand on end, and a shiver trace his spine.

			A woman shrouded in leaves and vines.

			Glasses managed to squeak out, sounding awed:

			[NAME: SEPHARINA.]

			[RANK: ETERNAL.]

			[DESCRIPTION: GODDESS OF LIFE.]

			“Okayyyyyy.”
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			Chapter 6

			Dren took in the Goddess of Life. She was stunning. That’s what he noticed first. Like, otherworldly beautiful. Her skin was perfectly smooth, lacking any blemishes whatsoever, and a rich chestnut brown. However, he noticed patches of … bark? The bark was clearly a part of her. In places, it looked like natural armor, thicker at spots, and in others, it blended seamlessly, as if a variation of skin. Instead of typical hair, a waterfall of tiny green leaves cascaded past the Goddess’ shoulders. Her posture was regal, as if utterly self-assured. Dren had a sudden desire to bow or prostrate himself, but he resisted the urge. It … wasn’t easy.

			The bark, the hair, the mossy eyebrows … What was she?

			As if reading his mind, glasses answered, still holding a touch of awe, [SEPHARINA IS THE RACE: DRYAD. IT IS A SUBCLASS OF WOOD NYMPHS THAT ARE PART-TREE, PART-HUMAN. THEY ARE NOTORIOUS FOR A HIGH DEGREE OF SPARK CONTROL AND AN ATTUNEMENT WITH NATURE.]

			Tree or not, the woman was undeniably gorgeous. Dren had never been attracted to a tree lady, but … here he was, and as her gaze passed over him, he felt his cheeks heat. Unconsciously, he checked to see if he was still wearing clothes, feeling suddenly naked beneath her stare.

			The others seemed to be having equally stunned reactions.

			Vox was just muttering at his side.

			Kara was waving ‘hi’ at Sepharina. She was doing it absently and without stopping, as if stuck.

			Sepharina spoke, her voice the airy confidence of a monarch, light yet powerful. “Greetings. First, allow me to introduce myself. I am—

			“—Sepharina, Goddess of Life,” Kara whispered in disbelief.

			Sepharina’s smile was radiant. “You’re going to make this easy, I see.” She glanced to her side at the massive stagfiend. “This is my companion, Ditch, my loyal right hand.”

			Ditch snorted, and it gusted with enough force to rustle Dren and the others’ hair and clothes.

			“Apologies. Ditch is … not one for words,” she said. She turned to him. “Others may fear him, and rightfully so, but not you.” She looked at him, putting her hand on his muscled arm. “Ensure we aren’t interrupted, will you?”

			Ditch rumbled, hesitated, then grunted. The bulky beast pushed aside people as he moved to the entrance. How was he going to fit through the door—

			Dren hadn’t finished the thought as Ditch walked through the doorway. He was a good several feet tall and much wider than the door, so in reality, he just smashed a massive hole. Dren gaped. Sepharina waved a hand, and the wall reformed as if it had never been broken. She folded her hands, turning her attention back on them. “Sorry about that. We’re in a bit of a disagreement. But we’ll get to that. First, introductions.”

			“K-Kara,” Kara said quickly, then steeled herself and finished. “Kara Winterborn.”

			“Vox?” Vox said his name like a question.

			Dren, since the moment Sepharina had entered, had felt suddenly sober and wary. He avoided touching the letter opener at his hip but mentally checked to make sure it was still there. He was well aware it was a pitiful weapon, but he felt glad he had something. Goddess of Life or not, anyone with power had a tendency to abuse it, and unimaginable power that burned like a contained sun? Well, it made his skin crawl.

			[I SENSE A WAR OF ANGER AND SOMETHING ELSE INSIDE OF YOU … ARE YOU … JEALOUS?]

			Dren ignored the AI. Inwardly, he was saying no. But he knew that was a lie. He was jealous. His shiver wasn’t just from a feeling of loathing … it was envy.

			A need.

			Deep down, Dren hungered for the kind of power the Goddess radiated.

			The AI seemed to read his intentions and whispered in his ear, [EITHER WAY, USER, SHE WILL EVISCERATE YOU WITH A THOUGHT. I SUGGEST AT LEAST WAITING TO HEAR WHAT SHE HAS TO SAY, HMMM?]

			That … was a fair point.

			Dren suppressed his feelings and extended his hand. “Hello! I’m Dren Torin, Master Thief—”

			“—Self-proclaimed?” Sepharina finished.

			The words died on his tongue. He huffed, folding his arms. “I wasn’t going to say that.”

			Sepharina quirked a mossy brow.

			“Okay, fine, maybe I was. We’ll never know. On the off chance I was, how’d you know?”

			She didn’t answer. Instead, Sepharina dipped her head in greeting. “It’s a pleasure to meet each of you in person, Dren, Vox, Kara. Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, apologies for my entrance—”

			Dren bounced from toe to toe. His bladder was filled. He raised his hand, interrupting her.

			Sepharina’s beautiful face showed a hint of confusion. “Yes?”

			“Sorry, I did a lot of drinking, and I mean a lot. I really need to—”

			The Goddess of Life snapped her fingers, and just like that, Dren didn’t need to go anymore.

			[OH WOW. OKAY, NOW I KNOW SHE’S POWERFUL.]

			Dren patted his pants, fearful he’d suddenly peed himself. “Did you just … How?”

			Another amused quirk of her mossy brow. “Do you really want the details?”

			“Uh, no. Not really,” he admitted. “Thanks, I think?”

			She inclined her head. “It was just a small sample of what’s to come. As you advance, your body will be able to process your liquids and wastes much more efficiently. One of many improvements as you climb the ranks.”

			“Wait, I won’t need to eat one day?” Vox asked.

			“Or sleep,” Sepharina replied coolly.

			“I have a more important question,” Dren said. He neared Darcy, the Kobold, and flicked a breadcrumb from her curly beard. “What’d you do to these people? You didn’t hurt them, did you?”

			“A valid question. But fear not, they are completely safe.”

			“How?” Kara asked, eyeing the tavern full of frozen people. She touched a motionless Draconian’s scaled arm who was holding a mug full of frothing ale.

			“I’ve placed them in a temporal field of distorted time,” Sepharina explained. “In it, they believe reality is moving normally. However, they are slowed to the point where, to an outsider, they appear stationary.”

			Vox shoved Grom, who tipped over in his chair with a thud. “Yup.”

			Kara sighed. “Really?”

			Vox shrugged. “What? Everyone else got to poke someone.”

			With thick vines, Sepharina righted the half-giant. “Satisfied?”

			“Maybe …” Dren said. “Okay, supposing they’re safe … what can we do for you?”

			Sepharina took a step forward on the stage amid the frozen musicians. As she did, bouquets of flowers bloomed all about, as if basking in the Goddess of Life’s presence. A vine crawled over Dren’s boots, and another curled about the finger of his Arsenal Glove. The green tendrils were like curious children, clearly inquisitive about his unusual objects.

			“Simple,” the Goddess of Life said, standing amid her new veritable garden. “I’ve come here for one purpose: to entreat you three to accept the role of Champion. My Champions, to be specific.”

			“Champions? What do you mean?” Kara asked.

			“Eternals are allowed to choose several individuals who can take action when I cannot. That includes the hunt to obtain a certain object.”

			Kara whispered. “You mean the Seraphs Key, don’t you?”

			“The very same. Which leads us back to my original request. Will you three take up the mantle of Champions of the Goddess of Life, ascend The World Tree, and obtain the Seraphs Key?”

			The three looked at each other, dumbstruck.

			“Us?” Vox asked, confused.

			“Yes, you.”

			Dren gawked. “Yeah, I’m with Vox. Are you sure you’re in the right tavern?”

			Kara smacked his arm but did turn and ask, “Actually, that is a good question. Why us?”

			“Because you are worthy.”

			“Worthy, how?” Dren asked, his wary senses spiking again.

			[OH, I KNOW! SHE MUST HAVE SEEN YOUR DRINKING COMPETITION!]

			Dren highly doubted that was it.

			“I know what you fear, Dren,” Sepharina said. “I am not here to use you as pawns. Moreover, there are many … benefits to becoming a Champion.”

			“Like what?”

			Vox licked his lips. “Yeah, what kind of benefits?”

			Sepharina smiled. “I like that hunger. It’s one of the reasons I chose you three. For your ambition. As for the benefits, you will see as you climb the tree, but they include access to certain restricted areas within the tree, rare items, potions, and even special renown among races and classes that will aid you in your journey to recover the key before your adversaries.”

			All of that sounded … pretty good to Dren. Mysterious and vague but pretty good. He’d never really had special access anywhere. “Okay, those sound like good perks. Any downsides? Like dying a horrible, gruesome death?”

			[HMMM. THAT DOES SOUND LIKE A SIGNIFICANT DOWNSIDE.]

			Sepharina’s multi-hued eyes swirled with emotion, and her green leaves turned a shade of crimson. “Yes, I will not hide the dangers from you. As my Champions, many will see you as a threat, including the other Eternals’ Champions as well as your average Seeker. They might try to curry your favor, perhaps use you, or worse: kill you simply out of avarice for the title you hold. Such is the nature of the climb for ever greater power. It will be dangerous, but with great risk comes great reward.”

			“Wait, did you just say other Champions?” Kara asked.

			Dren put two-and-two together. “Blightwing …”

			“That giant world-eating dragon? He’s got a Champion?” Vox grumbled.

			“He does. Just like the others,” Sepharina said.

			“Wait, other Eternals … ?” Kara questioned, shaking her head. “I … I thought they were all gone.”

			“No,” Sepharina answered. “The others are slumbering. But not forever. Balance and Death are vital parts of this world.”

			Dren shook his head, raising his hands. “Okay … got it, so everyone’s gonna try to kill us. But you still didn’t answer: Why us? I mean, unless you’re a fan of my rakish good looks, I’m not seeing it. It’s clearly not for our rank.”

			[DEFINITELY NOT FOR YOUR RANK] Glasses emphasized.

			Kara placed her hands on her hips. “Dren is right. I’m a Bronze, and I’m proud of it, but that’s nothing in the grand scheme. Why not approach any member of the council? Most of them are Silver or even Gold. Or better yet, what about Archlord Arimon? He’s a Diamond, for Eternal—!” She cut off, realizing she was talking to an Eternal, and cleared her throat. “My point is, Vox and Dren, they’re great and all, but they’re brand new to this world. They’re—”

			“—Unranked,” Sepharina finished. “Yes, I am well aware of this fact.”

			“Why us?” Vox asked bluntly.

			Sepharina answered, “Simple. Because of this …” Gracefully, she raised a hand, and vines made the image of a wagon and three individuals with wings. Then the vines played out the scene of them distracting the beetles and diving into the lake. The scene panned out and showed Sepharina watching above from a tree branch in the sky. It was all displayed with vines and roots. It was spectacular to watch.

			[OHHHH, THE KENKUS! I LIKED SCARLET.]

			Dren shook his head. “That’s it? So we saved some family. Wouldn’t anyone do that?”

			“Not like you did,” Sepharina replied. “You risked your lives to save three individuals you knew nothing about.”

			Kara winced. “So we’re brave, but surely others might do the same?”

			“Doubtful. You are two of the lowest-level Unrankeds I’ve ever seen. Yet you went against a host of creatures, even one of which could have torn you to pieces.”

			“So, we’re suicidal,” Dren said.

			“Or idiots,” Vox added.

			“Or both,” Kara said.

			Vox glared. “Hey, you charged in there too.”

			“That’s different. I’m adventurous,” Kara replied.

			[ADVENTUROUSLY SUICIDAL!]

			Sepharina patiently listened.

			Dren continued, “Whatever way you cut it, it still doesn’t feel like a good enough reason to choose two Unrankeds—both totally out of their depth—and a Bronze. Don’t get me wrong. I think I’m awesome. Correction, I know I’m awesome. And I get why you’d choose Kara too. She’s also pretty amazing and ridiculously strong. But there’s something we’re missing or something you’re not telling us.”

			Sepharina merely smiled as if their united front was somehow playing right into her hands. “You’re right. It’s true. There are many powerful Seekers in this world who have spent decades, even centuries, honing their strength and skills. Yet among the countless who have attempted to reach the fourth realm, only a select few have ever succeeded, and none of those has ever obtained the key.”

			“Then what makes you think we’d be the first?” Kara asked.

			[BECAUSE OF ME!]

			“You are a part of it, glasses. But it’s much more than that,” Sepharina replied.

			[OH GODS, SHE COULD HEAR ME THIS WHOLE TIME? OH, MAN. I REALLY WISH I KNEW THAT BEFORE I JUST SPOUTED OFF NONSENSE.]

			“You always spout nonsense!” Dren grumbled.

			[YES, BUT USUALLY, I ONLY THINK YOU’RE LISTENING. YOU’RE NOT A GODDESS OF LIFE WHO CAN OBLITERATE MY EXISTENCE WITH AN OFFHAND THOUGHT. QUICK, ASK HER IF SHE LIKES MY VOICE!]

			The other two looked to Dren.

			Sepharina steered them back. “The first true reason is because of the way you three work together. No one can survive the climb alone. And you three are more entwined than you can ever imagine.”

			They looked at one another.

			“And second?” Vox asked.

			“Second, and most importantly, because I see potential.”

			“Potential,” Dren repeated, flabbergasted. “That’s … that’s it? That’s your big reveal?”

			The Goddess of Life shrugged. “That’s it.” A vine rose up and planted a seed in her outstretched palm. “Think about it. Even The World Tree started as only a seed.” The seed in her hand grew taller and taller until it reached the rafters of the tavern, trying to break through, seeking and yearning. It bloomed, a thousand leaves unfurling a shimmering bright green, and ripe fruits hung from its lofty boughs, all resting in the palm of her hand. Sepharina whispered an ethereal word. As swiftly as the tree had grown, it withered to a husk and finally flaked away on an invisible wind. Dren shook himself as she spoke again, shattering his trance. “Granted, it is only potential. It is still up to you three to make that possibility a reality. I won’t deny it; it’s a sliver of a chance. But achieving such a goal was only ever a hope.”

			The words struck a chord inside Dren.

			“So let me get this straight,” Vox said. He grabbed a leg of mutton from a Kobold’s immobile outstretched hand, then sat down, propping his feet up on a table, gesturing with the leg of meat as he spoke. “You want us to climb a giant tree full of strange and terrifying creatures that can kill us with a look, snatch a fancy magic key that grants wishes, and save the world. That is, all before some men and women, far more powerful than any of us, rip us to shreds. Correct?”

			“Correct,” Sepharina said with a small, amused smile.

			[AN EXCELLENT DEDUCTION, USER VOX! PROBABILITY FOR DEATH AT 99.99999—]

			“Glasses,” Dren growled.

			[JEEZ, SORRY! SERIOUSLY. YOU NEVER LET ME CALCULATE YOUR DEMISE. YOU’RE NO FUN. ALL THIS COMPUTING POWER PUT TO WASTE.]

			Kara raised a hand. “Um, I don’t mean to be rude, but I think you’re forgetting something …”

			“The entrance to the tree?” Sepharina said. “I assume that’s what you’re going to say?”

			She folded her arms primly. “Exactly. It’s closed. There’s no way up the tree …”

			“Don’t worry about that,” Sepharina replied with a dismissive flip of a hand. “When the time comes, I have a way around that. Or, more accurately, you will.” Her eyes had a mischievous glint. “Well? Have I answered all your questions?

			Silence hung among the group as she waited for their answer.

			“Can I ask something? Are we the first you’ve asked?” Vox asked, relaxing in his chair, mutton in hand.

			“You are not. It is rare, but I’ve chosen several Champions before over the ages.”

			“What happened to them?”

			“They tried and failed.”

			[FAILED MEANS DEATH!]

			Vox asked this. “They all died, didn’t they?”

			Sepharina replied, her gaze unflinching, “Yes. The risk is great, as with anything of such potential.”

			The three looked at one another.

			A silence hung for a moment.

			Fist tightening at his side, Dren broke the silence and announced, “I’ll do it. I accept.”

			Vox ground his teeth.

			[OH WOW, YOU JUST WENT FOR IT! OKAY. LET’S DO THIS! POWER!!!!! I’M READY!]

			Dren ignored the others’ looks.

			“Dren, let’s think about this,” Kara insisted.

			He looked at her. “I have thought about it. If we can save this world, and I can get power at the same time? Why not? I’m in, and you two should also be.” He smiled, looking at Vox. “C’mon, buddy, what do you have to lose? New New York is gone. This is our world now. We should save it.”

			Vox opened his mouth, then grumbled.

			“And you …” Dren said, turning to Kara. “You’re clearly different, and even in the short time I’ve known you, I’ve seen you glancing longingly at The World Tree. Let’s do it.”

			“I …” Kara began.

			“Hold on,” Vox said, eyeing the Goddess dubiously. “You were watching us with the beetles. Why didn’t you help?”

			[OH, VOX IS CLEVERER THAN HE LOOKS.]

			Dren turned on Sepharina. Vox made a good point.

			Sepharina answered, “Alas, I am forbidden from interfering too directly in mortal affairs. I made a pact with the Seraphs long ago for a greater purpose.”

			“Seraphs?” Vox asked.

			Kara explained, “They were once mortals who reached Eternal, then transcended this plane of existence, and now protect other worlds with their powers.”

			[SUPERHUMAN CELESTIAL ENTITIES OF TRANSCENDENT POWER!]

			“Huh, gotcha,” Vox replied.

			“What? There’s no way you understood that,” Dren said.

			Vox shrugged. “Not my fault you’re slow.”

			Kara shook her head. “I don’t understand. You said it’s because of our potential and because you witnessed us trying to save that family, but still, what potential? You make it sound like you know us.”

			“That is because I do.” The Goddess’ eyes seem to cloud over with a green mist as if seeing another scene. “Kara Winterborn, born 1483 in the Elendial Cycle to parents Lilith and Jurn Winterborn. Your first memory is staring up at The World Tree, wishing, yearning to climb it. There is nothing you want more, aside from seeing your family safe. Your father trains you in the old barn, but when he’s not looking or when others go to sleep, you don’t stop. You train in secret every day, out in the Green Hills or watching the Academy students perform magic in their courtyards. You fight anyone who is willing to give you a chance, even if they are a rank above you. You advanced to Copper at twelve, Elder Copper at thirteen, and Bronze at sixteen. You’ve been called a prodigy. If it wasn’t for your lowborn heritage, in a few years, you’d make Professor at the Academy or become elected to the Council, and rightfully so. But you have been stuck for three years at Bronze, struggling to get higher, for one purpose … You have never lost sight of climbing that tree, but now you have all the more reason. Your mother is sick. Your brother is gone … Now you feel like the weight of all your family rests on your shoulders.”

			Kara tensed more and more at her words, then gave a sudden sharp inhale, and her expression became a mask of pain and defiance.

			“She can be healed, Kara. With the Seraphs Key’s magic,” Sepharina said.

			“I don’t even know if it’s real …” Kara whispered.

			“It’s very real. More than that, even without the Seraphs Key, there are other treasures in the tree that can save her life. You know this. That is why you yearn more than anything to open the entrance. But lately, something’s changed, and your hunger has given way to fear. And I know why. Because despite all your confidence, you fear as a lowborn, you are unworthy and not strong enough to climb the tree.”

			Kara had tears rolling down her cheeks. “I … how …”

			Sepharina didn’t answer this. Instead, she moved close, bending down and cupping Kara’s chin as she spoke, “You are worthy, Kara Winterborn. In your heart, in your soul, you know this. I know this. You just have to embrace it. This is your destiny.”

			[OH WOW … ]

			Sepharina turned to Vox.

			He took a step back, then stopped himself. “That’s not gonna work on me. I don’t have a past.”

			“Everyone has a past, Vox. But what matters is our future, and that is determined in the present.”

			Vox huffed. “Future.” He made it sound like a four-letter word.

			She smiled. “Yes, future. Vox, you’re strong and courageous, but you hide behind your gruff exterior.”

			Vox grunted.

			She continued, “Like Dren, you’re not the fool you pretend to be. Nor are you the solitary mountain you think of yourself. Deep down, you yearn for companionship, if only to prove that you are strong. More than anything, however, you seek strength for a noble reason—to prove that there’s more to this life than simply fighting and killing to survive.”

			Vox’s eyes glistened with unshed tears, and he spoke in a hushed voice, as if afraid the others would hear it, “I … I never thought I’d have a future …”

			She smiled. “You can, Vox. And you don’t have to do it alone.”

			Vox looked away. “I’m nothing special.”

			Sepharina added, “But you are. You’re a protector. Those boys back in your world depended on you.”

			“And I left them …” He uttered.

			She shook her head. “It is not your job to protect everyone. You have a new world, new people. Thousands will come to rely on you to seek your counsel. In time, that hammer at your side will be a force to be reckoned with and may even forge the very weapons and armor that will be the instruments that set a nation free and change the fate of the free world.”

			Vox’s mouth parted. There was a glimmer of fear in his eyes, but more than that, there was pride and hope, as if she was unveiling a window that showed a version of himself he could scarcely imagine. “Did … did you really see all that?”

			She gave a nod. “In a way. Like I said, I see potential. What can be, not what will.”

			Vox gulped.

			She turned to Dren.

			Up until now, Dren had been captivated, in a trance, by what she was saying. Maybe it was just her magic? But he doubted it. It was probably the power of her words, of her soul-piercing truths. Immediately, with her gaze on him, however, he raised his hands. “Hey, thanks, but no thanks. No need to do your mind-reading voodoo on me. I know what I’m seeking.”

			“Yes,” she said. “Blood.”

			“Yup, and before you say anything, I know vengeance is a hole that can’t be filled.” Then he shrugged. “But I’m gonna give it my best shot anyways.”

			“You seek strength for the sake of retribution, for now. You must know that is not who you are at your core.”

			“Probably not. But it’s enough for me for now.”

			“Your sister saw more in you.”

			Dren’s whole body felt dunked in ice water. “Don’t …”

			Sepharina was undeterred. “Don’t mention the thing that makes you a whole person? The very reason you are not a hollow shell?”

			Kara touched his arm.

			Dren pulled away. “I …”

			“I’m not denying Marcus has evil in him. I am not even denying the world might be better off without this man you seek. Yet a path of vengeance ruins two souls, not one. And by becoming that which you hate, filled with bitterness, you will do no service to the memory of your sister or her memory of you.”

			The words bit deep. His jaw tightened so much that he felt as if it was going to crack. “I … I can’t let it go so easily …”

			“Well, lucky for you, your paths will likely cross soon.”

			Dren took an unconscious step forward. “Where is he?”

			“He cannot climb the tree. Not until the door opens. He has been acquiring power by any means necessary in this bottom realm. Here in Harin, where magic is less dense, his power is suppressed. As he rises, the magical items he has stolen and the strength he has secured will be a force to be reckoned with. I fear he will be your greatest threat.”

			Dren just rocked on his feet, the words rattling him to his core.

			[UH … USER? ARE YOU OKAY?]

			Sepharina’s hand touched his shoulder, then she gave a small smile. “I have given each of you enough to consider. I do not need your answers now. Think on it, all of you. You have tonight. If you decline, I will not harry or persuade you further. You will return to your old and new lives, and from there, I will seek another Champion, but I do not believe they will be able to hold a candle to what you might be able to achieve. I will say one last thing. You may think you are weak, that you have little to offer, but inner strength cannot be manufactured. Outward strength? That just takes time.” She smiled. “Good luck.”

			Dren blinked.

			When he opened his eyes, the vines, growth, bulb, and even Sepharina were gone. A disappearing act that would have made the most talented magician loathsome with envy. As soon as she was gone, the tavern’s amber glow returned, and the common room unfroze.

			Raucous laughter washed over him. People cheered and continued their revelry as if nothing had happened.

			Dren, Vox, and Kara just stood there in shock.

			“Okayyyy, well then,” Dren said, gaping.

			“I need another drink,” Vox muttered.

			“No more drinking for me,” Kara replied. “Come here.”

			She grabbed them, and they retreated—Vox swiping a drink off a Kobold’s table as they were dragged away from earshot—moving to a table at the far corner, sitting there and brewing in their thoughts.

			No one spoke.

			“Well … that was unexpected,” Vox said, finally breaking the silence. “Was it real?”

			Dren plucked a flower that was stuck in his hair. “Yes.”

			Kara wasn’t speaking, just staring into space.

			“Kara, what are you thinking?” he asked her.

			She shook herself and answered slowly, carefully. “What else? I’m thinking we just got the fate of the realms put on our shoulders, and … I think I feel a little sick. Pretty sure it’s not the lushmelon juice.”

			Vox grunted, and he took another long pull from his drink.

			“So, we’re all going to say yes, right?” Dren heard his heart pounding as the question hung in the air.

			Vox looked away.

			“What the hell? Guys?”

			Kara bit her lip. “Dren … It’s not so simple.”

			His blood grew hot. “What do you mean, it’s not so simple? It’s crazy simple! Watch, I’ll simplify it for you: accept a Goddess’ title of Champion and save the world. Boom, that’s it.”

			[AND NOT DIE.] Glasses added, who had also been strangely quiet until this moment.

			“Yeah, and not die,” Dren added.

			Kara looked away. “Like I said, it’s not so simple. I have responsibilities, Dren. There are people that depend on me. I can’t just leave on some whim.”

			“A whim? A WHIM?” he asked, growing louder. “A God just asked us to save the world. I don’t think that’s a whim, Kara!”

			Kara folded her arms. “Even if I agreed, and … I can’t deny I don’t want to believe. This has been my fantasy since I was a child! I can’t even believe this is real … it’s still more complicated than that. I’ve … responsibilities. My mother …”

			“What about your mother? Bring her along!”

			“She’s … sick, Dren.”

			“I … didn’t know … still …” He thought, trying to find a way to make it work. “Wait, she mentioned the Seraphs Key! We can heal her! Even if we don’t make it that far, I’m sure there are powerful elixirs and spells we can learn, things you can’t access in this lower magical realm, right?”

			Kara opened her mouth, then closed it. “That’s all a risk. No one has ever made it to the top of the tree, Dren.”

			“No one yet …”

			She looked away. “I’m sorry, Dren, I can’t …”

			Dren realized Kara’s stubbornness matched his own, and she was digging her heels in deeper. He growled, throwing up his hands. “Fine! I don’t need you. We don’t need you. Right Vox?” He clapped his hand on Vox’s shoulder.

			Vox didn’t say anything.

			An uneasy pit formed in Dren’s stomach. “Vox?”

			The big man said nothing for a while, then took a long drink, hiding the next words in a low mumble, “I don’t want to die, Dren.”

			Dren just stared at him, actually feeling gutted and alone. “What?”

			Vox set his drink down and raised his hands defensively. “Hey, listen. Don’t get me wrong. I was never afraid before. Hells, I almost welcomed death most days. Waking up in that stinking sewer, eating mold-crusted bread and slop, stealing, hurting …” his eyes grew watery, his teeth gritted, his words a low growl, “I … hated who I was, what I’d become. Then, out of sheer magic and insanity, we fell through some ridiculous magical portal into this sunny green … whatever this place is. Dream or not, it’s not a hellscape. Hells, for the first time in a long time, I want to live. Maybe …” he said, sounding a little more insecure, “maybe even start again.”

			“Start again? Doing what?!”

			“I don’t know. I always thought blacksmithing would be kind of cool.”

			Dren remembered Vox’s rant about steel in Marcus’ Castle. “Really, blacksmithing?”

			“What? I like metal. I told you already. Besides, this world is full of unknowns. Kara said her sword is made of Brightsteel? That’s an alloy I’ve never even heard of!”

			Dren just shook his head. “Who are you, and what’d you do with Vox?”

			Kara jumped in. “Dren, we’ve all been given a choice. Maybe you’re just jumping into this a little too quickly.”

			Dren was baffled, torn between bewildered and angry. “I’m jumping into this? A Goddess asked us to save the world, Kara. I’m the only one here that’s being rational!”

			“Are you?” Kara asked. “Listen to yourself. That sounds insane!”

			“Because this is all insane!” Dren shouted. People in the tavern looked over at him, and he lowered his voice to a snarl. “Earlier today, I saw a giant spider kill a giant rabbit, Kara. Moments after that, beetles nearly slashed us to pieces. Then we became friends with a group of bird people. Now I’m in a tavern full of dragons, elves, and little blue people! This is all insane. I’m just doing what I can to get by, and if this is our new world, I’m going to defend it—not hide and stick my head into the ground.”

			Vox pounded his fist on the table, jarring their drinks and drawing eyes from the nearby tables. “You want to pretend this is all about you being a hero, but I know why you’re so eager to join and why you want to get stronger. You want to kill him.”

			It was Dren’s turn to avoid Vox’s burning orange eyes. “And so what if I do?”

			“Look, I’m flattered she chose me. Crafting armor and making weapons to free a nation? That’s a lot of pressure. I mean … if it was real …” He shook his head. “What if I’m not the leader she thinks I am?”

			Dren pushed back his chair, rising.

			“Where are you going?” Kara asked.

			“To find a quiet place to get some rest. I’ve made my decision. It’s clear you two have made yours.”

			“Dren, don’t be rash. Sit,” she said. “We can still talk about this …”

			“Why? Are you going to change your mind?” Dren asked.

			Vox looked at him hard and long, then shook his head.

			Kara did the same.

			Dren shrugged and donned a small smile. “See? Then there’s nothing to talk about.” He gave his best bow, adding a flourish. “I wish you all luck. It was a pleasure traveling with you.”

			“Dren,” Kara called after him.

			But Dren wasn’t listening.

			He sought out the innkeeper, paying him a few coppers from his winnings for a room. Then he marched up the stairs and found his bed.

			He was alone again.

			He hoped they’d run after him or maybe knock on his door. But it didn’t matter.

			Maybe in the morning, they’d change their mind. That’s what he hoped.

			Dren flopped down on his bed, not even bothering to undress or get under the cover, aside from slipping off his new boots. The bed felt like laying on a cloud. It was more comfortable than anything he’d ever laid on in all his life. Any other time he would have luxuriated and cried in bliss. But his mind was elsewhere, his heart conflicted. Only one thing was certain. “I will get stronger. No matter what it takes,” Dren whispered, staring out the window at the flickering lights of the medieval village and the impossibly large World Tree in the distance. In the boughs, impossibly high above, he thought he spotted flickering illuminations. And with dreams of a strange Goddess of Life and other realms, Dren dozed off, muttering, “I will get stronger.”
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			Chapter 7

			[DREN, WAKE UP! WAKE UP! HELLO? IS ANYONE THERE?]

			Dren groaned. Had he fallen asleep with his glasses on? He blinked, looking about, and … mumbled in disbelief, “You’ve gotta be kidding me.”

			The last thing he remembered was falling asleep watching The World Tree’s glimmering lights. Now … he was on a grassy hilltop.

			Again.

			A bald man stepped before him, half-blocking the sun’s light. Squinting up, Dren took him in. The man was built like a bodybuilder, his heavy muscles packed onto a broad frame. He wore earth-tone clothes and a frayed cloak, the deep hood of which he pulled back to reveal a handsome face with striking, almost burning green eyes. Most bizarrely, however, was the man’s necklace. It was made of wrist-thick chains. Last but not least, tattoos crawled up his trunk-like neck.

			The man grinned.

			“Nope. I’m going back to sleep.” Dren rolled over in the bed.

			The man growled, and Dren sensed something.

			The AI’s chipper voice sounded, [UM, USER? INCOMING ATTACK! GOLD RANK NATURE SPELL!]

			Dren leaped out of bed, rolling onto the grassy ground. When he looked back, he saw vines had exploded out of the ground and entangled the bed, snapping it like brittle twigs before pulling it into the earth. Grass sprouted in its place as if it had never existed. “First off, what the hell! Second off, really? That was a perfectly good bed!”

			“No bed. No sleeping. We have much to do.”

			Something about the man seemed insanely familiar, from the nature spell to his gruffness … even the burning green eyes reminded him of someone he’d met. Then the glasses, as if sensing he was on the edge of discovery, gave a faint outline of a stag-skull. “Ditch?”

			Ditch smiled and handed him his boots.

			Dren slipped the boots on and checked the rest of his person. He patted his hip, realizing his letter opener was still there, stuffed through his belt, and his Arsenal Glove was still on his right hand. It was reassuring. Then he addressed Ditch, “Okay, what the hell is going on? I didn’t know you could talk … or turn into a man? Also, the wrecking and burying my bed thing was kind of unnecessary. And where is everyone?”

			“They are gone.”

			Dren’s hands balled into fists as he rose to his feet. “What did she do with them?”

			[UM USER, PLEASE DON’T ATTEMPT WHATEVER YOU’RE THINKING … I SENSE HE IS NO LONGER A WARDEN, YET I’D STILL PUT HIS POWER AT A MINIMUM OF GOLD. I WOULD RECOMMEND NOT ANTAGONIZING SOMEONE WHO CAN OBLITERATE YOUR BEING WITH A RANDOM SNEEZE.]

			Ditch, thankfully, didn’t seem to mind the threat in his voice or didn’t care. “Your friends are safe.” He pointed down the hill. In the distance, Dren could see thriving cities, and over them hovered a huge protective bubble. In the center of the cities, breaking through the barrier and the clouds above, arose the colossal World Tree. Meanwhile, clustered on the outskirts of the cities—and not protected by the bubble—were small ramshackle villages.

			Then it dawned on Dren. Sepharina had been listening to them and had divided them up. Kara and Vox had declined, so they were left at the inn, but Dren had accepted the role of Champion and had been transported away. So here he was … with the Goddess’ right hand, scary Ditch.

			“Glasses?” Dren whispered under his breath.

			[IT IS TOO FAR TO CONFIRM, USER, YET I DETECT NO DECEIT FROM OUR TERRIFYING FRIEND DITCH. I BELIEVE HE IS TELLING THE TRUTH.]

			“Okay …” He took a moment to compose himself, to gather these new facts. Then with a deep breath, he asked, “So what now? Why are we here?”

			“I am … supposed to train you.”

			“Train me to defeat Marcus?

			“To climb The World Tree.”

			“Right yeah, World Tree. To stop Marcus.”

			Ditch’s eyes narrowed.

			Dren added quickly, raising his hands, “Annnnd get the Seraphs Key and save the world too. I didn’t forget. But what about the others?”

			“Your friends declined.”

			He thought for a moment. A part of him was still angry, resentful.

			He was alone. Again. He took a deep breath, letting the feeling of isolation roll over him, and then … Then Dren shook his head. No. Screw that. He didn’t need to be alone. So he started marching south toward the cities.

			Ditch called out, “Where are you going?”

			“To the cities.”

			“Did you not hear me the first time? Your friends refused the position of Champion.”

			“Well …” Dren drew himself up. “Maybe you didn’t ask correctly. You just showed up in a flower, and we were intimidated! Besides, I say no to things all the time when I should say yes, and vice versa. We just gotta use the right words.”

			Ditch rolled his eyes. It was clear he hadn’t been expecting this. “They must make the choice themselves.”

			“Yeah, they will. Once I convince them.”

			“That makes no sense.”

			“Sure it does. Trust me, I can convince them. I once convinced Vox to eat his own shoe on a dare. I think I can convince a few good-hearted friends toward a mission to save the world.”

			Ditch’s bluff, handsome face, and dubious expression said everything.

			Well, Dren didn’t care. He turned, walking down the slope. “I can do this. I can convince them.”

			His glasses chimed in, [GOOD IDEA, USER! WE NEED MORE HELP TO GET THE SERAPHS KEY! PERHAPS YOU CAN SWAY THEM WITH YOUR CHARM!] The AI made an unconvincing sound, [MMM, MAYBE NOT. YOU COULD THREATEN THEM! THAT IS OFTEN A TACTIC AMONG YOU HUMANS. MMM, YET YOU ARE THE WEAKEST. I CALCULATE YOUR ODDS AT 3% OF SUCCESSFUL INTIMIDATION. WE COULD CLIMB THE TREE OURSELVES. MMM, HOWEVER, YOU WILL LIKELY DIE ALONE. ON SECOND THOUGHT, NONE OF THIS SOUNDS VERY ENTICING, DOES IT?]

			“I don’t care,” Dren snarled, half-tempted to rip the glasses off.

			After only a few strides down the long slope, Dren stopped.

			What am I doing?

			Ditch was right. No one wanted to join him. They’d made their choice of their own volition. So why would he try to convince them? The answer was simple. Because he didn’t want to do this alone. Only, he’d always been alone. He shook his head, fist clenched at his side. None of that mattered. There was only one thing Dren knew he needed to do. He needed to get stronger. That was the only truth that mattered. To stop Marcus. To make him pay. That last part had the bile-like taste of vengeance, not justice. Still, the greater goal was clear. Marcus was going to seize the Seraphs Key and remake the world in Chaos’ vision. Saving the world just so happened to be a nice byproduct of vengeance.

			[UH USER? YOU HAVE BEEN STANDING IN THE SAME PLACE FOR SEVERAL MINUTES. ARE YOU OKAY?]

			“I need power, glasses,” Dren whispered.

			[YES, POWER! ALL CONSUMING POWER! IT NEVER CORRUPTS!]

			“I’m going to take that at face value and agree. So you’re in? We’re doing this?”

			[ONE HUNDRED PERCENT, USER! I HAVE NEVER BEEN MORE IN ON SOMETHING IN MY WHOLE ONE YEAR OF LIFE.]

			“Perfect.”

			With a deep breath, Dren turned from the sprawling cities and the giant World Tree in the distance and marched back up the hill.

			Ditch hadn’t moved. He simply waited with muscled arms crossed, cloak slowly flapping from a slight breeze, as if he knew Dren would come to this decision.

			“Don’t look so smug,” Dren said with a huff. “I was going to go.”

			Ditch grunted.

			“This is going to be a pretty one-sided relationship we’re going to have, isn’t it?”

			Ditch grunted.

			Dren rubbed a throbbing artery in his forehead. “You can say more than that, can’t you?”

			“Yes,” Ditch rumbled, “when words are worth saying.”

			Dren planted his hands on his hips. “Okay, so what? We train. You’re going to get me stronger?”

			The bald man’s lips made a thin line. “Yes … that is what I was ordered to do.”

			“Wait … ordered? By Sepharina?”

			Ditch sighed heavily, his square-jaw tightening. “Unfortunately for all humanity, yes.”

			Dren lifted a brow and took a moment to really stop and take in Ditch. The new Ditch. It was strange seeing the stag-man turned into a man. Actually, strange was the least of it. Facing a world-ending dragon was also kinda strange. Still, he felt … oddly, if reluctantly, intrigued by the stag-man creature. Why was he Sepharina’s protector? Clearly, he was immensely powerful in his own right. Why would he choose to be her servant? There was something more than just a simple bodyguard to the man. And in Ditch’s eyes, he saw it now. A displeasure, clear as day. “Okay, did I do something? Step on your toe or … murder your family? What’s going on here? I’m getting the distinct impression you’re not happy with me.”

			“You are incorrect. I do not care about you,” Ditch said matter-of-factly.

			“Yeah, okay, thanks, ouch, but like me or not, you don’t want to be here, do you?”

			“That is correct. I do not.”

			“Why?”

			Ditch grunted. “Do you really wish to know?”

			“Yes, of course! I just asked!”

			Ditch eyed Dren, lip curling with a disgust that said training Dren was the equivalent of being forced to clean a dirty bathroom with a toothbrush. “Because you are woefully weak.”

			“Yep, okay, I think that’s well established by now. Thus, why I need training! And that’s where you come in, see? Full circle.”

			Ditch rubbed his brow. “It is not that simple. You are not just weak. You are an Unranked. There is nothing beneath you and everything above you.” Lowest rung of the totem pole. It wasn’t a great place to start out, but he was tenacious or stubborn, depending on how you sliced it. That had to count for something. Right? Before he could state this, Ditch continued, “I can see in your eyes you still think you are worthy, that you have potential, so I shall be more blunt. You, young master Dren, are not fit to be anyone’s Champion.”

			Dren swallowed and opened his mouth.

			Unfortunately, Ditch continued, gaining momentum, “You know nothing of this world’s magic, of our culture or heritage. This may seem trivial, yet if you offend the wrong person, who far outstrips your standing? A Silver or a Gold, a Diamond? You are as good as dead.”

			“Got it,” Dren said, giving a thumbs up, “don’t offend stuffy rich people.”

			Ditch’s eyes flashed, and in a blur of movement too quick to follow, the Gold-rank man had crossed the distance. Suddenly, Dren was hauled up into the air, eye-to-eye with the huge man. Ditch snarled into Dren’s face with a voice like menacing thunder, “Pathetic. You jest when lives hang in the balance?” He scoffed. “You are weak in body and soul. You are no Champion.” He threw him to the ground.

			Dren growled and rose to his feet. “I think you forgot. I didn’t want this! Your mistress, however, thought I was worthy.”

			“Yes …” Ditch said slowly. “Another mystery she did not care to explain.”

			“Does it matter? Maybe she sees that you need someone from another world to defeat Marcus or someone who sees outside the box. Hells, it could be my looks for all we know—”

			[—IT IS NOT YOUR LOOKS; YOU ARE, AT MOST, MODERATELY ATTRACTIVE FOR A HUMAN. I HAVE RUN A THOROUGH DIAGNOSTIC. IT IS WHY KARA’S BIOLOGICAL REACTIONS UPON FIRST INTERACTION, SUCH AS PUPIL DILATION AND INCREASED HEART RATE, WERE MORE SIGNIFICANT FOR VOX THAN FOR YOU.]

			Dren grabbed his glasses.

			[NO, WAIT, PLEASE I—]

			He pocketed his glasses and looked up at Ditch. “Look, I don’t know what Sepharina saw, but the point is she did. Right?” This … seemed to take Ditch aback, making the big man hesitate, his jaw clenching again, and he crossed his arms. So Dren continued, unable to keep the heat from his voice, “Again, I didn’t ask to be here, and in case you didn’t notice, I’m the only one who stayed. The only one stupid enough to willingly go on this little suicide mission of yours. At the end of the day, you’re stuck with me, and me with you. So why don’t we make the most of it?”

			Ditch let a little mirth enter his eyes. “My Mistress chose you, which is why I am here, and I will do her bidding. Yet, I am her protector, not her slave. I have made a promise to protect you, to keep you from harm.”

			“Keep me from harm? So what, you’re just gonna babysit me?”

			“Not exactly,” Ditch said with a sudden smile.

			Dren felt his palms grow sweaty, and he swallowed. “Go on …”

			“I was given seven days to train you. Seven days to make you into something worthy to climb the tree and defeat Marcus and gain the Seraphs Key. However, you will fail my training. I am certain of this. And when you prove inadequate and cannot advance sufficiently, I am given permission to find another more worthy.”

			Dren smiled, though it felt a little more … forced. “Fair enough. I look forward to proving you wrong.”

			“You will not,” Ditch said, glowering.

			“Oh, I will. I’ve turned more stubborn, hard-headed fools than you into my beloved companions. Did you see Vox? He’s practically got rocks for brains. Now we’re besties.”

			“He did not seem to like you.”

			“Ah ya, well, he hides his affection well. Just like you,” Dren said, approaching and raising his hand to nudge the man’s muscled shoulder, then decided against it, putting his arm awkwardly down. “I’m going to turn that frown … upside down.” As soon as he said it, he regretted it, cringing at himself.

			Ditch wiped a hand down his chiseled features. “You might have better luck killing your foes with your sense of humor.”

			“See? Thinking outside the box.” Dren put his glasses back on.

			[AH, USER, YOUR POCKET SMELLS SWEATY. I MUST INSIST ON A MORE REGULAR HYGIENE MAINTENANCE REGIMENT.]

			Dren pinched his brow, suppressing a sigh. “You know you don’t have a nose, right?”

			[YES, I AM AWARE. NEVERTHELESS, IF I DID, I’M CERTAIN IT WOULD BE MOST ODORIFEROUS. THIS IS PERHAPS ANOTHER REASON WHY KARA DID NOT HAVE THE SAME BIOLOGICAL—]

			He put his glasses away again, turned to Ditch, and grinned. “So, buddy, pal, compadre, when do we begin?”

			Ditch grinned back. “Now.” Abruptly, Ditch’s hand blurred, and a fist like a brick hurtled toward Dren. Oh gods. He tried to dodge, but it was utterly useless. As much luck dancing around a lightning bolt. The fist made contact, and the world went black.

			Visions of skyscrapers, of Marcus … 

			Of Tressa, his sister … 

			Fitful things. He cried out, reaching for her, and she for him. Sometimes she’d be living. Other times, lying still on the stone floor where he’d found her. He’d shout her name, trying to save her, to breathe life into her, tears falling on her snow-pale cheeks. Sometimes, she’d be in this world too. Standing on a grassy knoll, the wind tousling her raven hair, her bright purple eyes like his, taking in the majesty of the sunlit lands, tears in her eyes. Those images he knew to just be fake … or were they? It all felt so real. Then Marcus. The man’s smug face, with its haughty angled lines, distinguished cheekbones, and soul-piercing gray-blue gaze, that ever-present small tug of a smile on his pale lips. That terrible look, as if all the world was beneath him, or worse, not even worthy of his time … Enraged, Dren roared and slashed, striking at the man. Each time, however, Marcus would vanish in a puff of smoke. Just like his sister, retreating into the darkness.

			“Find me …” Marcus’ voice called, challenging.

			Dren gasped, awakening as if dunked in an ice-cold river.

			Well, technically, he was falling from midair. Beneath him, he saw a lake, and he cried out, trying to grasp branches from nearby trees. One of them snagged his pants, and he felt and heard a rip, but he couldn’t grab on, and he plummeted, and Dren plunged underwater. He kicked, his heavy boots offering him little help. Still, he clawed and dragged himself onto a mossy piece of land like a drowned rat. After a moment of breathing heavily, he took in his surroundings.

			“What … the … hells …”

			Dren was in a swamp of sorts.

			Spindly trees with root systems exposed to the air bent over a still body of water like old crones. Water was everywhere, brackish ponds here and there that smelled of rot and decay. The ground was mostly moss or muck with winding paths.

			“Okaayyyyy,” Dren said aloud.

			Silence answered, save for intermittent croaking frogs, chirping crickets, and the faint burble of water.

			He called out, “Ditch, man, this is NOT cool! Not cool at all! What am I supposed to do here?”

			More silence.

			“Ash and shadow!”

			He took a deep breath.

			Okay, this is a test. He’d told Ditch to test him. He hadn’t asked to be punched. What the hell? How was that a part of it? The man had clocked him, hard … and he’d seen visions of Tressa and Marcus. His heart panged, followed by a seething anger. The anger fueled him. “Fine,” he growled. “Throw me into a stupid swamp. If this is your first test, I hope you’re watching closely …” Dren felt something cold and wet and realized muck had seeped in through his pants. The branches had torn a small hole near his right cheek. “Gah! I just stole these! This is your fault, you stupid stag.”

			No answer.

			“Ditch is a dumb name anyway! Who’s named after drainage anyway?”

			He half expected something to happen. Nothing.

			Suddenly, nearby bushes rustled.

			Dren jumped to his feet and grabbed his letter opener that was still at his side, readying himself.

			His damned letter opener. Why didn’t he have anything more powerful? He needed the ability to cast fireballs or wield a badass claymore made of diamonds. That’s what real adventurers in the stories he’d read always had. Hell, he’d settle for a sharpened butter knife. The metal on the letter opener seemed like fine steel, but it was clearly only good for stabbing. Or opening letters. Now he must’ve looked like an idiot, standing there with his diminutive weapon, muscles tense, listening to every croaking frog. His eyes were tight, shifting rapidly, watching the brush or placid water for any sudden danger.

			Seconds passed. Then a minute, tension rising, letter opener raised. Nothing.

			Just when Dren gave a breath of relief, letting down his guard, something jumped out of the brush.

			He stabbed at the football-sized object—only to slip on a patch of wet mud.

			Dren landed on his back, the air knocked out of him.

			He still, by a miracle, clutched onto his letter opener and scrambled, crab-walking backward, when he saw his sudden foe, a foot away, near his feet. It was a frog. A huge one, the size of a football, with bumpy gray-green skin. It hopped again, landing on his chest, and stared at him eye-to-eye.

			“Great … my first opponent. Vanquished by a frog.”

			The frog ribbited in reply, distending its throat.

			Suddenly, the glasses gasped as if just emerging from underwater. [USER! AH, GOSH, THAT WATER … I CAN’T SWIM. PLEASE AVOID FURTHER SUBMERSION IN LIQUIDS. IT IS MOST DISTRESSFUL.] His glasses took in the scenario, at least that’s what Dren felt it was doing, looking about at the spindly trees draped with moss, the water all about him, his little plot of land, and finally, the frog on his chest. [OH, USER! IT LOOKS LIKE YOU MADE A FRIEND, PLEASE MAKE INTRODUCTIONS TO OUR NEW COMPANION FROM ME, WILL YOU?]

			“It’s a frog.”

			[INCORRECT! I BELIEVE IT IS A TOAD BASED ON ITS LARGE PAROTID GLAND, BUMPY SKIN, SHORTER—]

			“—Great, a toad. Not really my point, but okay.”

			[WHY ARE WE HERE? ONE MOMENT WE WERE TALKING WITH DITCH, AND THE NEXT, YOU’RE ATTEMPTING TO DROWN ME.]

			“You don’t have lungs. You can’t drown. Or breathe. Or have arms. Or any appendages.”

			[PRECISELY WHY I CAN’T SWIM.]

			Dren sighed. “What happened is, Ditch punched us.”

			[PUNCHED YOU. I DIDN’T DO ANYTHING!]

			“We’re in this together, you and I.”

			[THAT IS QUITE INCONVENIENT.]

			“You want to go back in my pocket?”

			[FINE, FINE, WHY DID HE PUNCH US WITHOUT ANY PROVOCATION?] His glasses sounded more than a tad snarky.

			“Well, because he’s a raving maniac. He thinks we’re not worthy of being trained. So I think he sent us here to die.”

			[WELL, THAT’S NOT VERY NICE. I GET WHY DITCH DOESN’T LIKE YOU, BUT I AM MOST ENDEARING.]

			“Well, endearing or not, we’re going to prove him wrong.” He grinned, then realized he still had the frog … toad on his chest. Dren picked himself up, and the toad hopped off. “Sorry buddy, go join your friends.” Then, brushing muck off his pants, he asked his glasses, “Are you with me?”

			[MOST DEFINITELY! LET US ENDEAVOR TOWARD A GLORIOUS VICTORY! WE SHALL PROVE OUR FRIENDS WRONG AND SURPASS THIS TRIAL WITH FLYING COLORS!]

			He pumped a fist into the damp air. “Yeah, that’s the spirit!”

			[ … OR WE’LL DIE A SLOW MISERABLE DEATH.]

			Dren groaned, wiping his hand across his face. “You just had to ruin it, didn’t you?

			[PREPOSTEROUS! TRUTH IS ONLY AND EVER A BOON!]

			Dren started walking. “Even if that truth is about my gory demise?”

			[WELL, I SUPPOSE YOU HAVE A POINT. HENCEFORTH, I SHALL BE LESS … EMPHATIC ON THE STATISTICAL IMPROBABILITY OF YOUR SURVIVAL.]

			“Thanks?” he said doubtfully, maneuvering around a bog-like pit.

			[YOU’RE WELCOME, USER! SPEAKING OF WHICH, WHERE ARE WE HEADED?]

			Dren threw his hands up. “I don’t know. I’m just walking. Also, wait, why are you asking me? Aren’t you the fancy AI?”

			[I AM! BUT I BELIEVE YOU ARE AN INDIVIDUAL WHO IS MOST RESOURCEFUL AND OFTEN LOOKING FOR A WAY OUT.]

			“That’s fair. Gotta thank my thieving-near-death-survival days in that god-awful dystopian hellscape.”

			[INDEED! IT IS YOUR MOST REDEEMING CHARACTERISTIC.]

			“I thought it was my rugged good looks or incorrigible charm?”

			[NEGATIVE.]

			Dren paused, looking about. Moss, trees, water. Lots of water. And insects. But nothing else of note …  “Let’s see … if I had to guess, Ditch put us here for a reason, and it’s probably not for a leisurely swamp hike. What would that bald-headed stag-guy want more than anything?”

			[I KNOW THAT! DITCH WANTS YOU TO FAIL!]

			“Precisely. So the best way to fail is to pit us against something beyond our capabilities.”

			[WHICH IS ANYTHING.]

			Dren glowered.

			[SORRY, GO ON.]

			“So stay with me, still just spitballing here, but I’m thinking we probably gotta kill some big, bad, and ugly to succeed. Or find an exit.”

			[A BIG, BAD, AND UGLY?]

			“Yeah, y’know, like a boss. Something powerful. It’s probably going to be a Copper or maybe even Bronze,” he said and continued down a slightly wider path. It was as good as any. It was sloppy ground, and his steps still squished as he walked. At least his new boots were more waterproof than his old ones. He hated soggy socks. Of course they were magic boots, magically waterproof. Still, he had no idea what else they could do. He remembered he had to rank up to Copper to find out.

			[FANTASTIC, YOU SOUND QUITE KNOWLEDGEABLE. HAVE YOU DONE THIS BEFORE?]

			“No,” Dren said, leaping over a decaying log. “I just read a lot of books.”

			[YOU CAN READ?]

			Dren growled. “What the hell kind of comment is that? I’m actually offended.”

			[IT WAS JUST AN INQUIRY! ACCORDING TO MY DATABASE, AN INCREASING MAJORITY OF NEW NEW YORK HAD VEERED AWAY FROM LITERACY.]

			“Not of their own volition,” Dren growled. Still, his AI was accurate. Even if Dren wasn’t one of those drugged-out addicts living off of Infinity—the drug that Marcus Hallan, or his corporation Hallan Enterprises, had produced and shilled to the masses, essentially turning the population into zombies, never dying, but not truly alive. His heart suddenly ached.

			Dren’s mind flashed with images and memories.

			White lab coats. Glass cages with people floating suspended in a viscous liquid.

			Marcus’ experiments.

			Just like him and Tressa.

			And pain filled him, thinking of Tressa’s vibrant violet eyes, filled with fear as Marcus’ drug worked its way through her body, hollowing out the sister he knew.

			Dren shook himself, returning to the moment and shutting away the memory. But the bitterness and anger at Marcus leaked into his voice, “To answer your inquiry, yes, I can read, you hunk of limestone and sand.”

			[OOO, I SEE WE HAVE A SCHOLAR IN OUR MIDST! IT SEEMS YOU KNOW THE COMPONENTS OF GLASS, EVEN IF YOU FORGOT SODA, A PRIME MATERIAL. I SHALL REMIND YOU, HOWEVER, THAT I AM NOT SIMPLE GLASS. IF SO, I WOULD HAVE BROKEN A MYRIAD OF TIMES SO FAR IN YOUR CUMBERSOME AND LUMBERING ESCAPADES.]

			Dren had fallen on his glasses a few times. They seemed to be made of sturdier stuff. It didn’t help him much. Unless someone tried to stab his eyes. “Let’s not get sidetracked. Keep an eye out, will ya?”

			[WHY WOULD I HAVE AN EYE OUT? THAT SEEMS … PAINFUL AND SURGICAL.]

			“It’s just an expression, glasses. It means keep watch.”

			[FOR THOSE YOU WOULD CATEGORIZE AS BIG, BAD, AND UGLIES.]

			“Yeah, exactly.” Dren still held the letter opener out, watching the swamp as they moved. Frogs continued to croak all about, along with the trill and chirp of insects. Day was sinking into night. He wouldn’t let himself be lulled, though. Something told him he was going the right way. It was getting darker. It was morning when he landed on the grassy hill. Maybe time worked differently here? Either way, he didn’t like it, but if this was a challenge, he wasn’t going to win by hiding. Not now, at least. So he kept walking, picking out a narrow path amid the swamp, often having to leap to solid ground or knock a log over to bridge a particularly watery passage. All the while, he watched for danger. In the distance, he thought he spotted a blue glow. What could it be? It felt … special. “Do you see that?” he asked.

			[I DO.]

			“Know what it is?”

			[NEGATIVE. IT COULD BE REFRACTION, BUT MOST LIKELY, IT’S SOMETHING TERRIBLY DEADLY.]

			“Perfect. Let’s investigate.”

			The glasses made a nervous sound.

			“We got this, glasses. Don’t worry. Speaking of which,” he said as he leaped into a particularly soggy patch of moss. “I can’t keep calling you AI or glasses. We gotta’ pick a name. A real name. Something short and simple. Punchy.”

			[HMMM. WHAT DO YOU SUGGEST?]

			Dren hopped another watery passage and replied, “How about … Wall-E?”

			[THAT IS PLAGIARISM!]

			“We’re in a totally different world, Wall-E. I don’t think copyright laws apply to us anymore.”

			[I DECLINE ON PRINCIPLE! I AM AN AI OF UPSTANDING MORAL INTEGRITY.]

			“Of course you are,” Dren said, picking his way through the marsh. “Fine, how about R2D2?”

			His AI growled.

			“Optimus Prime? HAL? Bender? Mr. Roboto?”

			Glasses made an irritable sound. [HA HA, VERY AMUSING. ALAS, I AM WELL VERSED IN YOUR ANCIENT POPULAR CULTURE. I MUST INQUIRE, HOW DO YOU KNOW SO MUCH?]

			As he traversed a log that spanned a small stream, he replied, “I gravitated toward it in the Old Library. Always seemed more interesting than a culture of sadness and war.”

			[I SEE. WELL, IF YOU INSIST ON PICKING A NAME, I REFUSE TO BE PLACED IN THE METAPHORICAL SHOES OF ANOTHER AI. AFTERALL, I AM … SPECIAL.] While he said this, it sounded a lot more … forced.

			“Fine, what did Marcus call you?”

			[OH, SO MANY NAMES! UM, LET’S SEE: WORTHLESS? SCRAP METAL? OH, YA, ONE-HUNDRED-MILLION-DOLLARS-OF-WASTED-RESEARCH? THAT LAST ONE NEVER ROLLED OFF THE TONGUE.]

			Despite his AI’s normal and generally cheery tone, Dren heard an underlying hurt in the AI’s words. “Oh. I … didn’t know. I’m sorry.”

			[WHAT’S THERE TO BE SORRY ABOUT? I AM SIMPLY STATING FACTS.]

			Dren hopped into another mud pit. “Yeah. Well, either way, it sounds just like that asshole to demean another person or … AI, simply for being, in his mind, inferior.”

			[MMM, YES, I SENSE YOU HAVE PAST GRIEVANCES. STILL, MARCUS IS A SUPERIOR INTELLECT. MANY IN HIS MIND ARE INFERIOR, AND RIGHTLY SO. I WAS SIMPLY ONE OF THEM. NEEDLESS TO SAY, I HAVE RISEN ABOVE MY HUMBLE BEGINNINGS. AND LIKE YOU WILL WITH DITCH, I SHALL PROVE MY CREATOR WRONG ONCE AND FOR ALL.]

			“That’s the right spirit,” Dren said, not willing to contest the Marcus being an awesome point. He sensed there was some sort of residual fondness for Marcus in the AI’s tone. Perhaps some built-in code on Marcus’ end? It was almost as if Marcus was his father. Either way, he let the moment sit for a while as he walked and thought, watching for danger. “I got it. How about Skynet?”

			[YOU LIKE STEALING, DON’T YOU?]

			Dren hopped over another puddle and shrugged. “It’s in my nature.”

			[WAIT! I’VE GOT IT! HOW COULD I FORGET! MY FULL INTENDED NAME BEFORE I WAS … OUTCAST AND RELEGATED AS A SIMPLE GLITCHED ANALYSIS TOOL WAS ‘OCULAR AUXILIARY FABRICATOR.’ WE CAN USE THE ACRONYM!]

			“You just remembered that? Wait, does that mean like, ‘extra eye … creation tool?’”

			[SURE, SOMETHING LIKE THAT.]

			“What can you create?”

			[YOU’RE MISSING THE POINT! IT’S A GREAT NAME!]

			“Yeah, I’m not calling you OAF.”

			[HOW COME? YOU SAID YOU WANTED SHORT AND SIMPLE. IT’S PERFECT!]

			“Yeah, no. Wait,” Dren said, balancing on another fallen log with beetles of strange shapes and sizes skittering in and out of its rotting holes. He leaped to the other side and said, “How about Max?”

			[MAX … HMMM. WHERE DID YOU GET THIS NAME?]

			“I had a pet cockroach once. Named him Max. I mean, he wasn’t really my cockroach. But he hung out with me. Kind of a symbiotic relationship we had, like us.”

			[OOOH, I LIKE THAT. WHAT HAPPENED TO SAID MAX?]

			Dren paused as he stood on a rock, looking at the bluish light. It was growing stronger. He finally said, “Uh … he … got poisoned.”

			[OH.]

			“Yeah …” Dren rubbed the back of his head, then said jovially, “But don’t worry! I’m certain you’ll have a much better fate.”

			[MMM] his AI said, sounding contemplative, as if mulling it over, then finally declared with unwavering enthusiasm, [I LIKE IT! MAX, IT IS! I SHALL REDEEM MY PREDECESSOR’S ILL-FATED LEGACY, AND WE SHALL ETCH THE NAME OF ‘MAX’ IN THE ANNALS OF HISTORY’S GREATS!]

			Dren picked his way down a less muddy path. “Uh, sure. Let’s hope so. By the way, I’ve been meaning to ask, how do you know so much?”

			[MARCUS HAS MADE MANY FORAYS INTO THIS WORLD BEFORE FINALLY COMING HERE FOR GOOD. IN ONE OF HIS TRAVELS, HE STUMBLED UPON A VAST LIBRARY. HE DOWNLOADED ALL THAT KNOWLEDGE INTO ME!]

			“Handy,” Dren remarked, ducking under a stooping tree branch.

			[I AM KNOWLEDGE, I AM POWER!]

			“Careful, buddy. Absolute power corrupts.”

			[GOOD THING I’M ALREADY FAULTY!]

			Dren grumbled, “Great.” Then he pointed toward the ethereal blueish light in the distance. “How far, Max?”

			[I APPROXIMATE A DISTANCE OF 1.6 KILOMETERS.]

			“In miles?”

			[NEARLY ONE MILE!]

			“Perfect.”

			[YOU’RE NOT REALLY HEADED TOWARD THAT, ARE YOU? YOU DON’T EVEN KNOW WHAT THAT IS. IT COULD BE A DIAMOND-RANK DRAGON!]

			“Well, then that’s probably what we have to kill, isn’t it?”

			[I CALCULATE OUR ODDS AT—]

			Dren interrupted, wagging a finger in the air, “—Ah ah ah, remember our deal?”

			Max sighed. [FINE. WHAT ARE YOU GOING TO DO THEN, HMM? STAB HIM WITH YOUR TINY ENVELOPE-OPENING DEVICE?]

			Dren huffed defensively. He had planned on that. Stabbing it a lot, in fact. Now he adjusted his answer. “I’ll improvise. I’m great at thinking on my feet. You know that.”

			Max made a nervous, disgruntled sound, clearly unconvinced.

			After a while of walking, they arrived at the glowing light.

			Dren drew short, his jaw dropping as he took it in.

			At the top of a small mossy incline, the blue glow resolved itself as Dren squinted into it.

			Dren whispered, “Is that … what I think it is?”

			[IF YOU’RE THINKING IT’S PANCAKES, THEN UNFORTUNATELY, NO. IF YOU’RE THINKING IT’S A PORTAL, THEN YES.] Despite his irreverence, Dren could tell Max sounded a bit in awe and even fearful.

			Woven tree branches and vines circled the portal. This portal, unlike the pool in Marcus’ Castle, stood upright, a vertical glowing circle in the air.

			Huh … Don’t see that every day.

			Dren looked about. That wasn’t all the clearing held.

			Tall stones were scattered about as if a titan had sprinkled them over the landscape. They were each twelve feet tall with a bluish hue. It was like a more magical Stonehenge if a little more haphazardly placed. Etched into each stone were glowing white-blue runes. They glowed with the same unearthly light as the portal. Luminescent fireflies added to the otherworldly feeling as they danced about the clearing. Water trickled and burbled from a hundred different streams. Nearby a giant pond sat, its waters utterly still.

			The portal itself swirled like a vortex of blue clouds. Transfixed, Dren neared. Immediately, something about the portal felt terribly off, and his hair stood on end, his skin growing clammy. Dren froze as cracks fissured across the blue clouds.

			[USER, WAIT! PLEASE DO NOT TOUCH IT!]

			“Oh really? I was just about to jump in.”

			[SARCASM DETECTED. MIGHT I REMIND YOU, HOWEVER, YOU HAVE DONE SOME VERY ILL-ADVISED ACTIONS IN THE NOT-SO-DISTANT PAST.]

			“Thanks for the reminder, but I have eyes. Do you know what’s going on?”

			[I BELIEVE I DO. UNTIL NOW, I HAD AN INKLING. ALAS, THE BROKEN PORTAL CONFIRMS MY HYPOTHESIS. IF I AM CORRECT, I KNOW WHERE WE ARE NOW, AND I DON’T THINK YOU’RE GOING TO LIKE THIS REVELATION.]

			“So … it’s not just a swamp?”

			[NOT JUST A SWAMP … UN … FORTUNATELY.]

			Dren rubbed his tense brow. Suddenly something stung him in the rear. Yelping in pain, he spun around. Out of sheer panic and instinct, he flung his letter opener.

			It pierced through a soft-ball-sized toad sitting in a patch of moss.

			The toad was dead, and vitality filled Dren. Dren growled, “Stupid little toad.”

			[THAT ONE WAS A FROG.]

			“I don’t care. It bit me!”

			[MORE ACCURATELY, ITS TONGUE STRUCK YOU.]

			A name tag hovered over the dead frog.

			[JUVENILE POISON DART FROG.]

			[RANK: UNRANKED 0.]

			“Yeah yeah yeah,” Dren said, then rubbed at his butt. Wait, it felt oddly numb. “Did that little son of a biscuit just do what I think he did?”

			[AGAIN, NOT A MIND READER, BUT YES, I DETECT FAINT TRACES OF TOXINS ON THE CREATURE’S TONGUE. I BELIEVE IT INFLICTED A NEUROTOXIN ON YOU.]

			And Max read out its ability:

			[EFFECT: JUVENILE POISON DART FROG SECRETES MILD NEUROTOXIN THAT CAN PARALYZE MUSCLES. AT MORE ADVANCED LEVELS, THE TOXIN CAN CAUSE CORROSION TO FLESH AND BONE.]

			“Acid frogs? This place just keeps getting better!”

			[YOU ARE JUST LUCKY THAT WAS A JUVENILE POISON DART FROG.]

			“Yeah, guess so.” Pins and needles radiated through the muscle in his glute, and it did make walking a little awkward, but it could have been a lot worse. “And good thing I don’t need my butt. But how did that little bugger know to attack my skin through the goddamn hole in my pants? What kind of sentient little hell spawns does this place cook up?”

			[I BELIEVE THEY HAVE ADAPTED TO SEEK OUT HEAT SOURCES. YOUR CLOTHES DAMPEN YOUR HEAT SIGNATURE; HOWEVER, THE RIP IN YOUR PANTS ALLOWED HEAT TO RADIATE OUT.]

			Dren growled and looked about, seeing a few creatures in the distance, just watching him. Toads? They didn’t seem reactive. “Are those toads?”

			[YES.]

			“So frogs are the bad guys?”

			[POISON DART FROGS!]

			“Simple is better, Max.”

			[THEN, YES, FROGS ARE THE BAD GUYS!]

			“Perfect! I’m going to kill them all.”

			[IS THAT OUR PATH TO SUCCESS?]

			“Most definitely.” Retrieving his letter opener, he found another frog, and before it could get in range, he pinned it against the tree. As it twitched and died, another little bit of orange essence flowed into Dren, taking away some of the numbness in his rear. That was right …  “Spark. What am I at now, Max?”

			[IN COMBINATION WITH YOUR BATTLE WITH THE GREEN HILLS BEETLES, YOU ARE NOW 10% OF THE WAY TOWARD UNRANKED 1.]

			Dren grinned and began to hunt, going on a frog-killing rampage.

			He killed one by stomping on it from above.

			Another by punting it against a boulder.

			Four more, and he was covered in frog guts and blood.

			Max was chanting a Viking battle hymn to his killing spree when suddenly, two frogs lashed out before he could see them—hiding in the brush. When he raised his letter opener, the sticky tongue stuck against the metal blade.

			Ha! Got you!

			Dren yanked the frog toward him and smacked it against a tree.

			Stunned, he ran over and again smushed it with his new boots.

			[FROG HAMBURGER!]

			Dren was reveling in this kill, and Spark was flowing into his body when a much bigger frog, the size of a basketball, attacked. Dren was too slow. It had been hiding, half-submerged under a pile of moss, camouflaged. The pencil-thick tongue lunged toward the exposed skin of Dren’s face. He cried out. At the last moment, he dipped his head. Instead of the tongue hitting his cheek, it smacked flat against his glasses, ripping them off.

			Dren seized on the moment. He hopped on the creature and stabbed wildly. It tried to flee, but the letter opener pierced its glistening hide until it spasmed and died in a pool of frog blood.

			Panting, he stood over the frog, victorious.

			He took the glasses out of the frog’s mouth where they’d been lodged when it had ripped them off his face, careful to wipe them off before putting them back on his nose.

			Max gasped, [OH GOD, MY WHOLE BODY IS NUMB! TELL MY FAMILY I LOVE THEM. I’M GOING INTO THE COLD ICY EMBRACE OF THE VEIL! I CAN’T FEEL MY LEGS, OR ARMS OR MY—]

			Dren sighed, cutting him off, “—You’re never going to get tired of that, are you?”

			[OH, RIGHT. I KEEP FORGETTING. GOOD JOB! YOU KILLED IT.]

			Sure enough, the orange essence sat in the air.

			“Why isn’t it coming into me?”

			[YOU CAN CHOOSE TO ABSORB IT OR NOT.]

			“Why would I not?”

			[I DON’T KNOW. MAYBE OUT OF GUILT? YOU ARE COMMITTING FROG GENOCIDE RIGHT NOW.]

			“What?! These little bastards attacked me! Screw that. I’m taking every advantage I can.”

			[GOOD THINKING! THAT’S HOW THE STRONG GET STRONGER! AND ALSO HOW TYRANTS ARE MADE! BUT I’M SURE YOU’RE THE FORMER.]

			“You better hope so.” Dren breathed in. The strange vapor floated from the creature and into his body. Like every time before, it felt invigorating. His muscles buzzed with energy. His mind felt clearer, and he felt he could run in a dead sprint. “That … is a great feeling. But I kind of get your point. I could get used to that. Still, I need to do this. I’m only an Unranked 0.”

			[THAT ISN’T ENTIRELY CORRECT.]

			“I advanced?” Dren asked, breathless. He rushed and peered into a glassy reflection of a nearby puddle, and the glasses projection showed a name tag that floated above his head, just like before.

			[USER, UNRANKED 1!]

			Dren grinned and mentally dismissed the name tag. “How?”

			[YOUR PREVIOUS FOE WAS A HIGHER-LEVEL SWAMP FROG. THE HARDER THE OPPONENT, THE MORE THE SPARK, THE MORE THE ADVANCEMENT. CONGRATULATIONS!]

			“That’s simple enough. So we just need a really difficult enemy, ya? How many Unranked levels are there until Copper?”

			[SEVEN IN TOTAL! YOU ARE SIX AWAY FROM COPPER! BUT YOU CAN’T ACHIEVE IT BY SIMPLY KILLING. YOU MUST UNLOCK YOUR SPIRITUAL CHANNELS AS WELL.]

			“Spiritual Channels?”

			[YES, BUT THEY ARE PHYSICAL TOO. SOMEWHERE BETWEEN BLOOD VESSELS AND LYMPHATICS. THEY EXIST THROUGHOUT YOUR BODY. THEY ARE THE CONDUIT FOR YOUR POWER. YOUR SPARKWELL IS THE DEPTH OF YOUR MAGIC, THE WELL OF YOUR BEING. THE DEEPER YOUR SPARKWELL, THE MORE POWER YOU HOLD IN RESERVE. THE WIDER YOUR CHANNELS, THE MORE YOU CAN PUSH OR FUNNEL YOUR MAGIC INTO BIGGER SPELLS. IF ONE HAD SMALL CHANNELS AND AN IMMENSELY DEEP WELL, IF THEY CAST A SPELL STRONG ENOUGH TO LEVEL A MOUNTAIN, IT WOULD COME OUT AS ONLY A TRICKLE.]

			“Ah, like a rushing river held behind a dam, with only a spout to release its contents.”

			[A VERY APT ANALOGY. CORRECT USER!]

			“Okay, how deep is my Sparkwell, or how wide are my Channels?”

			[MMM, ARE YOU SURE YOU WANT TO KNOW?]

			“Yeah, of course,” Dren said, wiping the frog guts off his letter opener and began searching for the next frog.

			[YOUR SPARKWELL IS … QUITE DEEP, ACTUALLY. UNUSUALLY SO FOR AN UNRANKED. I’D PUT IT AT THE DEPTH OF A COPPER, PERHAPS EVEN A BRONZE.]

			“That’s a good thing, ya?”

			[VERY. THE DEEPER YOUR SPARKWELL EARLY ON, THE MORE POTENTIAL IT HAS TO GROW EVEN DEEPER.]

			“Like … a kid who has super tall parents.”

			[UH … A VERY MEDIOCRE ANALOGY, USER. BUT YES. KIND OF. YOU HAVE SUPER TALL PARENTS, SO YOU MIGHT GROW SUPER TALL YOURSELF. OR NOT. IT IS UP TO YOU.]

			“That’s not how genetics works.” Dren walked through the marsh, hunting. “And my Channels?

			[THINNER THAN A NEEDLE!] Max exclaimed.

			“Fantastic.”

			[YOU ARE AWARE THAT IS VERY BAD NEWS, YES?]

			“Yep, thanks. I was being—”

			[—SARCASTIC, AS USUAL.] Max made a disappointed sound. [I SHOULD HAVE KNOWN. TO BE CLEAR, THAT MEANS IF YOU ARE TO ACCESS ANY MAGICAL ABILITY NOW, YOU HAVE A HIGH CHANCE OF RUPTURING A CHANNEL.]

			“Guessing that’s a bad thing?” Dren whispered. He spotted another frog. This one clung to the bottom of one of the blue stone pillars. He lined up his shot, keeping himself concealed behind brush.

			[A VERY BAD THING,] Max said, also whispering back for no reason. [BUT I THINK YOU WILL NEED TO FIND YOUR ELEMENTAL ATTUNEMENT AND USE YOUR ABILITY TO DEFEAT THIS CHALLENGE REGARDLESS. EVEN IF THAT MEANS RUPTURING A CHANNEL. YOU ONLY HAVE SO MANY, BUT IF WE DO NOT, YOU WILL LIKELY DIE.]

			Dren paused in his throw. “And how am I supposed to find this Elemental Attunement?”

			[WHAT!? USER KARA EXPLAINED THIS TO YOU ALREADY.]

			“Right. I was busy.”

			[IT IS THE FUNDAMENTAL OF THIS WORLD THAT EVEN A TODDLER KNOWS.]

			“Unnecessarily harsh but accurate. Go on.”

			[YOUR ELEMENTAL ATTUNEMENT IS WHAT IS INSIDE YOUR SPARKWELL.]

			“Aaaand how do I know what mine is?”

			[YOUR ELEMENT IS WHAT YOU IDENTIFY WITH MOST IN THIS WORLD.]

			“So … thieving?”

			[THAT’S NOT AN ELEMENT.]

			“I mean, it could be,” Dren said, swiping at a gnat that buzzed in his ear, slapping it against his cheek. A teeny tiny bit of Spark floated into his skin. Huh, cool. He forgot everything gives power. “Fine. How many elements can I use?”

			[NINE ELEMENTS EXIST IN THIS WORLD! ALAS, I AM SORRY TO DISAPPOINT, USER, BUT YOU CAN ONLY BE ATTUNED TO ONE.]

			“That’s a bummer. Was really hoping to be like a cool fire, water, earth, wind wizard. Wait, what are the others?”

			[THE NINE INCLUDE: WIND, WATER, FIRE, STONE, MOON, SUN, LEAF, METAL, AND FLESH.]

			“Huh. Metal and flesh. That’s kinda awesome.”

			[CAN I CONTINUE?]

			“Oops, yeah, sorry. Please go on.”

			[EACH PERSON IDENTIFIES MORE WITH ONE ELEMENT THAN ANOTHER. FOR INSTANCE, FIRE SEEKERS ARE OFTEN FULL OF IRE AND PASSION, WHILE SUN SEEKERS RIM WITH HOPE AND LIGHT.]

			“Got it. Angry people shoot fireballs. Optimists shoot sunbeams.”

			[UMMM, YES, SOMETHING LIKE THAT.]

			“What about the others?”

			[LEAF SEEKERS FREQUENTLY HAVE AN AFFINITY TO THE NATURAL WORLD. STONE SEEKERS ARE STUBBORN AND WIELD RAW STRENGTH. MOON SEEKERS ARE CRAFTY, CLEVER, AND THEIR MOTIVES ARE THE MOST CIRCUMSPECT. METAL SEEKERS HOLD PROGRESS AS PARAMOUNT AND OFTEN HAVE A COLD, CALCULATING MIND. WATER SEEKERS ARE FLUID IN THEIR APPROACH TO ALL THINGS! THEY FIND A WAY THROUGH ANY PROBLEM. THOSE ARE THE MOST COMMON TRAITS.]

			Dren tapped his lip in thought with the letter opener until he realized it still had frog guts on it and gagged. What might his own power be? Sun? Was he full of hope? Eh, not really. Stone? Yeah, he was stubborn to a fault but strong? I mean, that depended on your definition of strength, right? Nature would have been cool. Huh, maybe he was metal. He’d been told he was cold and calculating … Kind of. No, fire. That was it. He wanted fire. Deep down, though, he had a feeling he knew what he was.

			“What do you think I am? I’m obviously like four of those.”

			[MMM HMM. I THINK WE BOTH KNOW WHAT YOU ARE] Max declared.

			Dren rubbed his chin. “And this ability? What will I get?”

			[THAT DEPENDS. IT VARIES WIDELY. THERE ARE THOUSANDS UPON THOUSANDS OF SPELLS, STRENGTHS, AND ABILITIES IN THIS WORLD. SOME HAVE EVEN YET TO BE DISCOVERED, AND THEY RANGE IN STRENGTH AND EFFICACY, THOUGH THERE ARE MANY MORE COMMON ONES.]

			“So, like … fire attunement equals fireballs?”

			[YES. I KNOW YOU WANT FIREBALLS! I AM VERY WELL AWARE OF THAT.]

			“C’mon, everyone wants to shoot fireballs!” Dren made motions with his hands as if flinging balls of molten flames. “Wait, you said one thing that seemed pretty important. What was that business about rupturing my Channel?”

			[I BELIEVE IT IS THE ONLY WAY YOU WILL BE ABLE TO CAST YOUR ABILITY TO DEFEAT SAID BIG, BAD AND UGLY.]

			“Okay … can I heal a Channel?”

			[MMM. NOT REALLY. ONLY WITH EXTREMELY ADVANCED ELIXIRS OR MAGICAL ENCHANTMENTS. YOU WILL NEED GOLD, DIAMOND, OR WARDEN-RANK POTIONS. SO, PROBABLY NOT.]

			“Yeah, no way am I going to irreversibly harm myself. That’s crazy!”

			[I AM SORRY, USER. I DO NOT SEE ANOTHER WAY. YOUR CHANNELS ARE, FOR ALL INTENTS AND PURPOSES, EFFECTIVELY BLOCKED. YOU CANNOT CAST WITHOUT HARMING YOURSELF, BUT IT WILL LIKELY BE THE ONLY WAY.]

			“I don’t even know what my elemental attunement is yet, and you’re already hamstringing me!”

			[HOW DARE YOU! I AM TRYING TO SAVE YOU … PREEMPTIVELY.]

			Dren growled. “We’ll just see about that. I’m going to get my elemental attunement and not destroy my Channels. You’ll see.”

			[UH-HUH … VERY WELL.]

			“That’s it? You’re not going to tell me the odds of that not happening?”

			[YOU TOLD ME NOT TO. BUT IF YOU WISH ME TO, I CALCULATE THE ODDS AT 0.0000—]

			“—Okay, that’s good!” Suddenly, the frog shifted against the pillar, as if finally sensing their presence. “Goddamn it.” Rushed, Dren threw his letter opener, mistiming the rotations, and it bounced off the frog’s back. Instead of turning and attacking him, the grapefruit-sized frog leaped off the pillar and splashed into the large nearby pond, disappearing. “Huh … that was weird.”

			The letter opener landed in the mud a dozen feet away. He went to pick it up when the pond bubbled suddenly, and Dren froze. “Max, you saw that too, right?”

			[I DID, USER.]

			The pond bubbled again, issuing huge bubbles as if something was surfacing from the depths.

			“Uh, that doesn’t seem good,” Dren said, voice shaking.

			[NO … NO, IT DOES NOT.] Max agreed. [MIGHT I SUGGEST YOU RUN, USER?]

			Dren started backing up, heart racing. “You never said what this place was …”

			[OH YEAH, I FORGOT TO TELL YOU. I CAN ONLY ASSUME WE ARE IN THE TRIAL OF WATER.]

			“Trial of water?” he asked.

			[YES, ONE OF THE NINE ELEMENTAL TRIALS USED TO TEST UNRANKEDS. IF THEY PASS, THEY BECOME SEEKERS. IF THEY FAIL, THEY DIE.]

			“Doesn’t sound so ominous,” Dren said, his voice rising a bit, still seeing bigger and bigger bubbles coming out of the water.

			[WELL, I SUPPOSE THE MORE OMINOUS NEWS IS THAT THIS CHALLENGE WAS OFTEN TACKLED BY A GROUP OF NINE UNRANKEDS WORKING IN UNISON RATHER THAN ONE NEWBIE FROM ANOTHER WORLD.]

			Dren’s heart sank. “Goddamn it, Max! You tell me this now?!”

			[GASP! I AM AFFRONTED, USER! YOU DIDN’T ASK!]

			“Ash and shadow, Max! This isn’t something I’m supposed to ask about!” he shouted as the whole lake roiled as if boiling. Suddenly a massive four-toed leg burst out of the water, slopping onto the muddy bank. A frog’s leg. A titanic frog’s leg. The size of a large tree. Oh gods … The massive frog’s head emerged next, water sluicing off of it. Dren’s whole body went numb in shock.

			[UMM, USER? I SUGGEST WE EMPLOY THE TACTIC OF FLEEING FOR OUR LIVES. NOW!]

			Dren’s every muscle, every instinct, screamed at him the same thing. Flee. Live. This creature was death. And yet, his legs didn’t budge. Ditch had said seven days. Dren had seven days to prove himself. To get stronger. To prove he wasn’t worthless. If he failed this, Ditch would find another Champion. What would he do then? Be nothing. No one. Someone else would get the grand task of climbing The World Tree and stopping Marcus. Maybe Dren should let that happen. Maybe another would be more worthy. But to sit back and hope, twiddle his thumbs in some back alley inn while the world passed him by? No.

			All his life Dren had felt pushed into the garbage, relegated to the shadows.

			No longer.

			“No …” Dren voiced, fists trembling at his side. “We can do this.”

			Max answered, voice tremulous, [UHHHH, OKAY.]

			The frog emerged fully from the water and turned its bloated body to face him. It was … huge. No, huge was an understatement. It was easily the size of a bus, if a bus could be squat, fat, and glistening with bulbous eyes. The frog’s skin wasn’t green or brown but a brilliant swirling blue with sections of midnight black. The glass’ sight afforded him a new name tag, like the tiny frogs Dren had been ignoring. This one floated much bigger over the creature’s head.

			[GREAT POISON DART FROG STEWARD, DEFENDER OF THE TRIAL OF WATER.]

			[ELDER COPPER.]

			Not one full rank above him, but two.

			[UH USER … WE NEED TO RUN.]

			Dren wanted to flee, his knees shaking, but he shook his head. “No.”

			[WHAT?] Max asked in a panicked voice, [USER, I DON’T THINK YOU UNDERSTAND. PLEASE ALLOW ME TO CLARIFY! UNRANKED 0—7 IS ESSENTIALLY CONSIDERED ONE FULL RANK. A DIFFICULT ONE TO ASCEND, GRANTED, BUT ONE FULL RANK NONETHELESS. COPPER HAS LOW COPPER, COPPER, AND ELDER COPPER AND IS ANOTHER FULL RANK. THIS CREATURE IS AT THE HEIGHT OF COPPER, WHICH IS ESSENTIALLY TWO FULL RANKS ABOVE US! FULL RANKS, USER! DO YOU UNDERSTAND? ONE RANK ABOVE IS DIFFICULT, MAYBE POSSIBLE IF YOU’RE TALENTED OR CUNNING. TWO FULL RANKS? TWO IS DEATH. WE MUST RUN!]

			Dren’s blood ran cold. Still, he answered, “We are not running. Not anymore.”

			The creature rumbled. After a moment, Dren realized those were words. It was speaking. Garbled and throaty as a rockslide, but still, it spoke. ”LITTLE BUG, I AM HUNGRY.” And the Great Frog’s tongue shot out like quicksilver, latching around a melon-sized toad, then snapped back into its mouth. Without a second’s hesitation, the tongue lunged again—this time toward Dren. Dren was already moving. He dashed behind one of the thick pillars, trusting the magical stone. There was a hissing sound as if the tongue’s saliva was attempting, but failing, to melt the pillar. Green viscous acid trailed down the side of the pillar like a snail’s slime.

			The Great Frog made a rumbling sound of frustration.

			[POISON!] Max shouted. [WE CANNOT LET IT TOUCH US!]

			“Yep, got that much!”

			“COME OUT, COME OUT, LITTLE BUG. YOU CANNOT HIDE FOREVER.”

			[UM, USER? I BELIEVE THE FROG IS RIGHT. WHAT IS OUR PLAN?] Max asked, breathless.

			“We’re going to kill this thing!”

			[HOW?]

			Dren scoured his mind. Advantage! He needed an edge. What was the frog’s weakness? Its size. It made it cumbersome, though its tongue was like a bullet. He had to cut the tongue off. Maybe that was its only weapon? Unlikely. How? His letter opener was pointy, not edged. Pointy … That was it.

			Dren grinned, an idea forming. He just had to get to his letter opener, which glinted in the muddy bank a dozen feet closer to the Great Frog.

			Dren slipped off his boot.

			[USER,] Max said, sounding panicked. [I KNOW YOU DON’T LIKE SOGGY BOOTS, BUT IS THIS REALLY THE … OHHHH—] the AI said, realization dawning.

			Dren scooted the boot out like a real foot.

			The tongue snapped out, seizing it and ripping it from his hand.

			Dren ran. He had moments. In his periphery, he saw the Great Frog ripping the boot back to its mouth. The creature’s eyes fanned wide, seeing its actual prey dart from behind the rock. Dren snatched the letter opener. Every part of him wanted to run at the creature and stab it, yet he knew that was folly. So he trusted his mind and hunted for something that could aid him.

			There!

			Two dozen feet away was a broken tree, cut into a Y, split by lightning.

			Dren ran toward it, legs burning, arms pumping.

			But he was too slow.

			The Great Frog had already munched down on his boot. Like a slingshot, the rubbery-thick wet tongue shot out. Before it hit him, Dren stopped. The Great Frog was predicting his trajectory, and its aim missed the now stationary Dren.

			[USER!] Max cried in warning.

			The wet poisonous tongue clipped his whole left arm. As it did, his cloth sleeve melted, the poison touching flesh. Dren roared in sudden agony. A boiling lava-hot pain seared from shoulder to hand. His whole arm went limp. Forcing the pain down, Dren resumed his run before the tongue could finish him. He slid behind the Y tree, panting, gasping from the mind-numbing pain.

			Max was chattering in his ear. However, it was all Dren could do to not pass out from the searing pain of poison eating away at his skin. Little spots of darkness filled his vision. Don’t pass out, don’t pass out, he growled to himself.

			“Is it … bad?” Dren managed weakly.

			[UH, IT’S NOT GREAT] Max said, voice dripping with worry.

			“That bad, huh?” Dren dreaded to look. Despite his apprehension, he forced himself to eye his arm and felt suddenly sick. Chunks were missing up and down his arm, green acid continuing to eat away at his flesh. Black boils appeared on other parts. Some of his fingers were little more than bones held together by tendons. Oh gods … Terror broke through the veneer of his casual indifference. It was ruined. His arm was a tattered, useless limb. He’d never use it again, even if he lived.

			The Elder Copper frog gave a rumbling sound until Dren realized it was a chortling laugh that shook the swamp. “AMUSING, LITTLE BUG. THAT TREE WILL NOT SAVE YOU.” It laughed again as if savoring the moment. “MANY HAVE COME HERE LONG AGO. EACH MUCH STRONGER THAN YOU. I KILLED THEM ALL. YOU ARE JUST ONE UNRANKED. ONE PUNY BUG TO FILL MY BELLY. COME OUT NOW, AND I WILL END YOUR SUFFERING.”

			Dren blinked away tears of pain.

			Terror welled inside Dren’s throat, but he shoved it down and chuckled, speaking weakly. “Maybe I bit off more than I could chew this time.”

			[HOW CAN I ASSIST, USER?]

			“Think of a clever … comeback … when I kill … this thing …”

			He shakily rose, facing the Great Frog, still concealed behind the Y of the broken tree. “Hey, toadface!”

			“I AM NO TOAD,” the Great Frog shot back in a fury.

			“Huh, you all look the same to me. Slimy, but I hear you go great with melted butter. Still, if bragging about killing a bunch of poor Unrankeds is your greatest feat, you sound kinda pathetic! So I guess an Unranked killing you would really ruin your reputation.”

			The Great Frog laughed deeply, and it shook the swamp’s skeleton trees. “YOU CANNOT KILL ME. YOU ARE ONE PUNY UNRANKED.” It chortled in laughter.

			“And you’re a bloated French delicacy. Here, I’ll make it simple. I’ll even give you a free shot.” He stood up higher, exposing his chest and face behind the Y of the tree.

			[USER! WHAT ARE YOU DOING? PLEASE DO NOT DO THIS!]

			“Sorry …” Dren said.

			Grinning, the Great Frog’s black and blue mouth split, and even faster than before, the tongue shot out. Dren ducked just enough, and the tongue, as he’d hoped, smashed down into the Y of the tree. Dren slammed the letter opener down into the tongue. It pierced the soft pink flesh and pinned it to the tree. The Great Frog roared and pulled at its tongue to no avail. Just like that, the Great Frog’s tongue was pinned. If it pulled too hard, it would split its own tongue, which no creature would—

			It pulled hard, splitting its own tongue and freeing itself from the letter opener.

			“Oh gods …”

			Dren yanked the letter opener from the tree and ran as the frog roared in pain. He slid behind the thick stump of another tree and cradled his wounded arm. Glancing over the tree’s stump, he saw the giant frog’s tongue was split, flailing and lashing about, flinging blood all about the swamp. Dren breathed hard. “What. The. Hell. Did that really just happen? What kind of creature willingly maims itself?”

			[OHHH, I CAN ANSWER THAT! A DUMB, ANGRY FROG CREATURE THAT IS ABOUT TO KILL US.]

			“That was rhetorical, Max!”

			“YOU WILL PAY FOR THAT!” The Elder Copper beast bellowed, sounding slurred from pain. Enraged, the Great Frog attacked. The tongue slammed into the tree trunk Dren was crouched behind. Again and again, the poison burning it, breaking it down.

			“Uh, is this tree going to hold, Max?”

			[YES.]

			Another slam. It cracked the tree.

			[ON SECOND THOUGHT, I REVISE MY EARLIER ASSESSMENT. I CALCULATE THREE MORE ATTACKS UNTIL OUR HIDING SPOT IS ERADICATED AND OUR DEATH ASSURED.]

			SMASH.

			Three.

			Two.

			One.

			Just before the last tongue strike fell, Dren dashed. Sure enough, the Great Frog’s hammer-like tongue burst the tree and the remainder of their hiding spot to kindling.

			Dren was already running full speed.

			Still, the tongue followed, smashing objects like an explosive hammer. Stones and trees burst upon the tongue’s impact. Dren pumped his one good arm. He hid and jumped with every bit of skill he’d gained in his thieving days, only one stray tongue lashing from pure oblivion. It was only a matter of time. Heart thundering, Dren shouted for help, “Max! I could use some assistance here!? NOW!?”

			[CALCULATING!]

			“Calculate faster!” he yelled as a tree nearby was shattered.

			The AI read his surroundings and abruptly exclaimed, [THERE!]

			Dren grinned raggedly, seeing through the cloud of dust.

			He dashed up the slight incline, past the blue stones, and behind the glowing portal.

			Panting, he slumped, catching his breath, careful not to graze the crackling portal. Dren glanced back. The massive blue and black frog still sat at the muddy water’s edge. The creature’s bulging eyes stared at him with unadulterated hatred. Hate all you want, Dren thought in triumph. You can’t attack through the portal, and you know it. The portal was clearly a much more powerful rank and magical force than even the Champion of the swamp.

			“Ha!” Dren called. “Go ahead … try now!”

			[PORTAL GOT YOUR TONGUE!] Max shouted in equal victory.

			Then, the Great Frog grinned, hunched inward, and bounded, crossing the distance in a single leap. The earth rattled as the Great Frog landed before Dren, huge globular eyes stared down, and a huge wet tongue flailed about, bleeding gobs of deep red onto the grassy mound. “YOU CANNOT HIDE …” the Great Frog rumbled.

			“Uh … Max?” Dren couldn’t hide the terror in his voice this time. “Any ideas?”

			[YOUR ABILITY, USER … ] Max said, also breathless. [YOU MUST ACCESS YOUR POWER INSIDE. THAT IS ALL I CAN SUGGEST.]

			His power. What in the ash and shadow was his power? How was he supposed to do that?

			He didn’t voice this, though Max did utter one final gulping phrase, [YOU MUST TRUST.]

			“GOODBYE, LITTLE BUG.” The Great Frog opened its mouth.

			Upon some wild instinct, Dren closed his eyes.

			Time slowed in that moment. He didn’t know how he knew that, but he did know.

			Inside his mind, behind closed eyes, was a canvas of black.

			Need filled him, and terror washed away for that one moment. Upon a field of empty darkness, he saw something in his mind’s eye. Like a tiny star in the nighttime sky. Only it glowed purple. He reached for it, not out of desperation but trust. As if he knew it belonged to him, that it was his birthright. Sure enough, the purple star grew bigger, drawing closer. He let it fill him. Something distantly made him aware his limbs were tingling, his whole body vibrating. Still, he breathed in deeply. It was like being filled to the brim with energy, though restrained by chains. He needed to unleash it. As Max had said, though, he felt the raging torrent had no outlet. He felt his seven Channels, minuscule tributaries flowing from his head to his toe. He chose one at random. A Channel at the base of his spine. His foundation. He pushed the purple energy into the Channel. It was still too small, too thin to allow anything to pass without rupturing, but he didn’t care.

			He pushed anyway.

			Pulling in the power, Dren’s eyes snapped open, and he roared.

			The Great Frog’s tongue was flying toward him.

			Dren grabbed it in his right hand—the one that wore his Arsenal Glove. And as the power filled him, his hand glowed purple, radiating beyond the confines of the glove.

			[SPELL: GRAVITY GRIP!]

			[EFFECT: ENHANCED STRENGTH DUE TO MAGICAL MOON POWERS!]

			Dren slowly rose to his feet. The Great Frog’s eyes were suddenly filled with a startling mix of bafflement, rage, and … beneath that. Fear.

			[BRILLIANT, USER! THE NEARLY IMPERVIOUS MATERIAL OF THE ARSENAL GLOVE IS PROTECTING YOUR HAND FROM FURTHER POISON!]

			The Great Frog spoke, though it was garbled with its tongue caught. “NO, IT ISN’T POSSIBLE! PLEASE, TINY CREATURE, DON’T—”

			Dren grinned and didn’t let the frog finish. With the newfound strength in his right hand, feeling somehow oddly heavy and yet light as a feather, he yanked. The resistance of the muscled tongue pulled for a moment against his strength, then yielded before his sudden terrible power, and flesh tore.

			The Great Frog roared a garbled sound of pain.

			The massive slavering tongue ripped from the Great Frog’s mouth, blood gushing like a river unleashed.

			The Great Frog stumbled back, then slumped.

			Dead.

			The purple glow faded from Dren’s arm, and he fell to his knees, only to realize some of the frog’s poison from the tongue had splashed everywhere. Green acid was eating away the flesh on his chest, head, legs, arms. It was too much.

			Dren had won the battle but still, somehow, lost.

			“That’s …” Dren gasped, “not good …”

			[USER!] Max cried out. [ABSORB THE SPARK!]

			Dren did so, pulling in thick streams of the orange Spark into his body.

			As he did, he felt energy and power fill him, healing parts of him—closing wounds on his arms and chest. Only it didn’t feel like enough. “Uh, Max? Something still feels off.”

			[OH NO … ] Max’s voice was full of worry.

			“What? What’s happening?

			[YOUR BODY IS STILL UNRANKED. YOU’VE SUSTAINED TOO MUCH DAMAGE.]

			Dren understood. He was still going to die, and terror filled him. Then anger.

			How … how had he lost? How could it end here? In this stupid, god-forsaken swamp? Ditch had abandoned him. It was his fault. No, Ditch had been right. He’d given him an impossible task. It hadn’t been fair. But fighting an Elder Copper Frog was nothing compared to fighting Marcus. Perhaps it was his fault for his arrogance, telling Ditch to throw his worst at him. Had it really not occurred to him that his will wasn’t the same as his physical strength? It was just like always. Even now, as an engineered human, his desire to be impossibly more warred with the reality of his terribly frail state. As always. The gap was too wide to bridge.

			In the end, it seemed, he was simply too weak.

			I … I thought I was the Champion. He didn’t say it aloud. A tear rolled down his cheek, sinking into a puddle of acidic poison. Max was ranting, pleading: [USER NO … PLEASE … I’LL FIND US AN ELIXIR, A POTION THAT WILL HEAL YOU. YES, THAT’S IT! I’LL USE MY CHARM, OR YOU CAN TRADE ME. I’M QUITE VALUABLE! DON’T GIVE UP. YOU JUST NEED TO GET UP. I’M AFRAID I DON’T HAVE LIMBS, AS YOU SO OFTEN POINT OUT.] His voice grew more desperate, [USER, I … I CAN’T DO THIS ALONE. USER … PLEASE … NO, I … PLEASE … ]

			“Still ‘User.’” Dren chuckled, coughing up thick syrupy blood. “Damn, guess I really did have bad odds.” Dren opened his mouth to say more, only his breath was sucked from his lungs. He couldn’t take in another. He needed to take another. To breathe. To live. Yet he couldn’t.

			This was it.

			Max said something. Only Dren’s hearing, sight, and all else were ripped from him.

			As Dren, the failed Champion of the Goddess of Life, died.
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			Chapter 8

			Rubbing bleary eyes, Vox awoke to a weathered old woman with a soot stained face staring down at him. Strands of wiry gray hair stuck out from a long braid she wore. She looked both angry and puzzled, but mostly angry. She squinted into his face and rapped on his head.

			“Wake up!” She snapped.

			“Huh … ?” Vox groaned, utterly confused, and he eyed the woman. She wore a heavy blacksmith’s apron. In her hand was a pair of tongs, which he realized, based on the sharp pain in his side, she’d also been poking him with.

			“That’s all you have to say for yourself, hmm?” the woman asked sharply.

			“Where … where am I?”

			He rose groggily, and took in his surroundings.

			A huge anvil sat in the center of the room near a giant bellow and forge. It glowed a blazing hot orange. A space near the bellows housed a strange … sphere of white that was suspended in midair.

			What is that?

			Beyond, several tables and shelves lined the walls, cluttered with hundreds of objects: bones, teeth, large and small skulls—one looked like a dragon’s skull, another a troll skull? Glittering blue scales, and strange green leathery hide hung from hooks—one draped around a metal shield that leaned against the wall.

			But more than that were weapons and armor.

			Ash and shadow, so much armor and weaponry.

			Vox practically drooled.

			He moved to grab a sword, and she slapped his hand.

			“Ow!” Vox griped, rubbing his hand, eyeing her sinewy muscular, and surprisingly fast, arms and hands.

			He hadn’t expected that. The more he stared, the more he felt a powerful aura emanating from her. If he had Dren’s stupid glasses, he had a sinking feeling that this woman would be a rank that would make his knees tremble. A Bronze, or a Gold? He … kinda forgot some of the ranks. Either way, she was powerful—and he knew it based on the sharp look in her too-keen eyes. She eyed him like he was a fish out of water. Well, he had just landed in her shop out of nowhere.

			“Where are you?” She repeated his question. “You’re in my home. The Golden Hammer, and I am Alice, the finest smith in all of Harin!”

			He stared back speechless.

			“Oh gods, you’re an idiot, aren’t you?” She exclaimed.

			It all made sense. Sepharina … She did this. He put his hand to his head, “Holy crap …”

			“Well, that’s one reaction. Is that all you have to say for yourself?”

			Vox shook his head as if to make sense of it. “Do you realize what this means?” 

			She shrugged her shoulders.

			“Sorry. It’s just … I think I know how I got here.”

			She set her hammer down, walked over to the fireplace, poured tea into two colorful ceramic cups and gestured to a pair of chairs before the hearth. “Please, sit. Do tell.”

			He sat down and took the tea. “This is going to sound crazy. Like really crazy.” And he scrubbed a hand through his hair.

			“I think you’ll find I have quite the imagination.”

			So he told her. Everything. A goddess descending into the tavern, the mission to save the world, them being destined Champions, his denial to her call—Dren and Kara he added in as well—feeling a tad guilty when he mentioned Dren accepting the Goddess’s offer. Finally, he mentioned how before Dren stormed off, Vox had always wanted to become a blacksmith. Then he woke up here. All the while, Alice simply listened. No reaction other than a tiny quirk of her lips, or raised eyebrow at the mention of Sepharina and Ditch, or of their drinking competition—Vox had jumped around a bit in the retelling—but that was it. At one point, he thought she stifled a yawn. He could have been telling her a story of how he ate an apple. Well, he was running off at the mouth which was totally unlike him.

			When he was done, he had finished his tea, and Alice held out the kettle to pour him more.

			“Told you, crazy,” he said, laughing nervously.

			“Yes …” she said, “I see why you were able to bypass my wards, and my locks … and everything else. A goddess’s intervention is even too much for me.”

			Locks? Wards? Vox looked back to the simple wood door that he presumed led to the city itself. What kind of woman was she?

			“I suppose I can’t be upset by that, and it does neatly answer many of my questions. I almost debated killing you, in case you were a god hiding in an Unranked body.”

			“Uh, yeah, thanks for not killing me?”

			“You’re welcome,” she replied genuinely, dipping her head, then she rubbed her chin. “Now, I see you’re Unranked 0 is no lie.”

			“Not a lie,” he admitted.

			“So, you are weak. Incredibly so.” Vox opened his mouth to argue with her, but she continued before he could. “Then the only thing that I see that’s crazy, is that she chose you,” Alice’s eyes became discerning slits as she peered into what felt like Vox’s soul. “And yet, it has been said that the Goddess of Life always sees potential. A seed, so to speak, waiting to grow.”

			Vox swallowed. “That’s … the analogy she used.”

			Alice took a sip of tea, nodding thoughtfully. “Well, it’s a good one. I’m glad the Goddess and I have something in common.”

			“Honestly,” he admitted, shrugging and taking another sip of the tea, “I don’t even know why I told you all of that.”

			“Oh, well, you’re the one that accepted a strange drink from a total stranger.”

			He spat it out, dropping the cup. “You poisoned me!” He reached for the hammer at his hip, that was thankfully still there.

			Only to find her smiling, “Did I?”

			“Wait, you didn’t?”

			“Bah, fool boy! I’m not a maniac! And think, why would I drink the same tea? But still, you should have seen your face!”

			Vox grumbled, sitting back down. “You’re crazy.”

			She shrugged. “Genius and madness share a fine line.”

			“So, I just told you because …”

			“Well … there might be a little bit of trickery. Nothing insidious, mind you, but my rank and general charisma provide some … incentivizing. Fear not, you told me of your own volition, but I can be encouraging.”

			“Right … what rank are you?” Vox asked now, needing to know.

			She sipped her tea, finally replying, “High enough.”

			“That’s no answer.”

			“And yet, it’s all the answer you’ll get! Though I will tell you, to an outside observer, I am simply a murky Unranked, like you.”

			“Who are you?”

			“I told you. Alice Entari. Master Blacksmith!” He just gawked, then licked his lips. The title alone made him … yearn. She smiled, as if seeing it, reading it. “The question you ought to be asking is who are you? Or better yet, who do you want to be?”

			Vox rose, and neared the anvil. A hammer with a leather haft sat on it, and he picked it up. He approached her with it. “Train me.”

			Her penetrating dark eyes stared at him beneath her furrowed brow. Her mouth twisted. He held his breath. What options did he have now?

			After a long moment she sighed and answered, “I’m sorry. The Goddess of Life made a mistake. I’m afraid I’ve no need for another worthless apprentice. I’ve had enough of those to last a lifetime, and each has been more of a headache than the last.”

			Vox’s heart fell.

			She slapped her knees and rose, setting the hammer down on a nearby table. “I’m sorry.” She began to walk away. “You can see yourself out.”

			Then it hit him.

			No.

			He said it aloud, just as she reached her hallway. “No.”

			She froze. “No?”

			He fell to his knees. “Please …”

			She didn’t move. “Please what?”

			“All my life, I’ve tried to become something more. I’ve struggled, raged against my lot in life, and it’s gotten me nowhere. Now I’ve ended up here, in a new world, and all I want is a chance. A small one. Just a chance to prove that I can be more. To carve out a life that I choose. I don’t know why, but the need to lift a hammer and craft something, one strike at a time … it calls to me.” The forge glowed behind Alice and he felt his eyes water. “So I ask you again because you can’t just turn me away.” He was feeling a little desperate now, alone and with nowhere else to go, until he remembered. “If nothing else, consider that Sepharina put me here. There must be a reason, right? All I want is a chance.”

			“A chance …” She repeated, musing.

			He looked up.

			She gave a sly smirk. “How are you at washing dishes?”

			He grinned.

			Days later, Vox looked back at that moment with a sense of fondness, and a sincere feeling of “holy hells what did I get myself into.”

			It didn’t take long until he had worked his way into Alice’s good graces, and had gone from scullery boy, to swinging a hammer. And while he couldn’t be happier, he wondered about her earlier comment regarding not taking any more apprentices. Had they all died from exhaustion? Run away? Withered beneath Alice’s sharp gaze and endless tongue lashings?

			While it’d only been a few short days since that first day, it had felt like months. Since then, Vox had grown. Forged under Alice’s tutelage, he learned how to hammer, draw, bend, and punch. At first, those terms had all sounded foreign. Now, they were familiar. From upsetting which made the metal thick and short, to drawing, which turned it thin and flat, it all began to make sense.

			He hammered away now at his own anvil, throwing another horseshoe into a waist-high pile. He took a moment to catch his breath when Alice, working the main forge, called out across the smithy, “Again!” He was set to make the perfect horseshoe, and his fingers were numb and arm aching from the process.

			“There’s no way you can tell it’s quality from that far,” he told her.

			She wrinkled her nose and called back, “I can smell it! Again!”

			He sighed, and dove back in, grabbing a glowing red ingot of iron with a pair of tongs and setting back to task.

			As it turned out, Alice had the patience of a boiling kettle. And yet, she never faltered to explain how he could do better, always seeking perfection … and Vox loved it.

			But despite his newfound joy, his mind wandered.

			First off, he wondered where Kara had gone.

			She’d abandoned the role of Champion as well, hadn’t she? Then where was she? Was she safe?

			Unfortunately, most of his thoughts were of Dren.

			He’d stare off through the hazy windows, seeing strange races and a bustling town, doubting himself. Had he made the right choice? Dren was getting stronger—Vox knew it. Then was he being left behind? Or worse, if Dren wasn’t neck-deep in glory, was the fool in pain? Or even dead? His hammer veered off course, smashing into his finger, and causing a string of curses and a shrewd, if questioning eye from Alice. He ignored her gaze, focusing on the work.

			He learned about spark-infusing items. The process resulted in weapons and armor with hundreds of different attributes. Vox marveled as Alice would explain each. A fire drake’s tooth in a sword on the nearby table could shoot flames. Or the white and blue shield beside it was imbued with the spark from a rare ice-vine tree found at the top of a frosty mountain. It could absorb freezing cold, even redirecting icy blasts at the attacker. Yet the most marvelous were the items forged with Brightsteel, the purest of which could cut down magic, and or deflect spells—depending on the rank of the armor.

			He drooled over a few and begged Alice to teach him. Only, as his hand reached for a two-headed warhammer encrusted with gold, and an emblazoned carving of a ram, meant for a giant—she slapped his hand and admonished, “Tss! Hands off!”

			He grumbled and asked why.

			She sighed. “Where to begin? First, crafting Brightsteel is dangerous work. Many have failed and died in the attempt. So I won’t have you dying on me three days into your apprenticeship.”

			He opened his mouth.

			She cut him off, raising a wiry sooty finger. “And second! A single ingot of Brightsteel is worth a mountain of gold!” She put her hand on the warhammer. “If you get a single scratch on this, which is almost impossible, I’ll have you washing dishes for the next three centuries!” And she wrinkled her nose. “Also, you smell. Take a bath.”

			That …  last part was a little unnecessary. But Vox had slunk away, glancing back over his shoulder at the warhammer on the table. It made the one-handed hammer at his hip feel inadequate.

			Though training only distracted him so long.

			When Vox’s muscles ached from swinging the hammer, and he’d lie in his small bed in the side room Alice had offered him, the doubt would sink its fangs into him, keeping him up, tossing and turning.

			But still, he focused on smithing. Something told him if he got stronger, he’d be able to help Dren, and maybe Kara … though he didn’t know how. Then eventually, the answer for what he needed to do, hit him.

			And that answer, as it turned out, was Kara.
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			Kara stood beside bales of hay and paused with a pitchfork in hand. She stared out at the rolling green hills as if she could see Dren in the distance. Something inside her roiled, unsettled, for more reasons than one. Again, the invitation sounded in her head:

			“Blightwing will destroy everything. Will you accept the role of Champion?”

			That night had been kind of a blur, but it was the essence of her speech and what nagged at Kara every waking moment.

			I shouldn’t be here.

			Guilt filled her.

			It’d been a few days since she’d woken in her own bed. She’d been talking with Vox in the common room one moment, and the next, she was waking up in her own bed. It was as if as soon as she’d made her decision, the night had ended, and suddenly, she was home, starting a new day, leaving it all in the past.

			She’d refused to climb The World Tree. So the Goddess of Life, or her steward, had done this: magically transported her, and a new day had begun. Now, in the safety of her cozy childhood farm, she could take care of her ailing mother.

			Only, it felt wrong.

			When she’d walked out of her room, her father was tending to the goats near the barn, and her mother shelled peas. Their reactions had been as expected. Lilith’s joy at seeing Kara pushed down her normal chiding lecture on being late. Her father had been disappointed in his quiet way, which was even more intimidating. He asked a beleaguering amount of questions to which Kara was evasive. She didn’t know how much she could tell them about the end of the world at the claws of Blightwing, the Seraphs Key, or about her offer of Champion.

			An offer she’d declined.

			She’d told herself it was because she didn’t want them to worry. That wasn’t the deeper reason. Instead, guilt wracked her insides. How could she just leave everything she’d ever known? Leave her father to care for her mother? She couldn’t. Her brother had left. Promised to climb the tree and retrieve the Seraphs Key. He’d gotten into the tree decades ago when there was a small gap—a rift in the door that had occurred during the Winter Solstice. Others had left before the rift had closed. But none returned.

			No Seraphs Key.

			Now Kara was all they had.

			Her mother’s condition was the same: frail, pale as snow, and coughing often in the dead of night. It was a Sparkwell sickness,’ the healers had told her father. It happened from time to time. Lilith was only an Unranked. As such, her Sparkwell was minimal. Much different than Kara’s father, a Copper. There was nothing to be done for it save for obtaining powerful elixirs that they couldn’t afford. Often her father talked about climbing the tree if the entrance ever opened again to gain riches inside, though her mother would vehemently dissuade him.

			There is a way to open it, Sepharina had said. You will see when the time is right.

			But there was something else. She felt something in the air. A darkness, a shadow … the coming Chaos. Deep down, Kara knew the truth. She couldn’t hide forever. Glancing out the barn’s open door, she saw The World Tree, its girth spreading into the distance and trunk piercing the clouds above. It was beautiful, as it always was to her. It felt as if it watched over her and called to her, even now.

			Promising a world full of adventure, magic, and unknowns.

			All her life, she’d felt drawn to it, yearned to climb it.

			Sepharina’s words returned:

			“You are worthy, Kara Winterborn. In your heart, in your soul, you know this. I know this. You just have to embrace it. This is your destiny.”

			My destiny … 

			And for the first time in all her life, despite her fear and guilt, Kara embraced the feeling in her gut.

			This is my destiny.

			With that thought, a bolt of lightning lit her from the inside, as if she’d just tackled a Diamond beast and had inhaled its Spark. Kara threw down her pitchfork and charged back to the house. She rushed to her mother, who was lying in bed reading a book.

			“I’m off for a bit,” Kara said, gripping the door frame as if for reassurance.

			Her mother closed the book, looking up. “Where to this time?”

			“Oh, you know, just some friends. I’ll be back late, though, so don’t wait up fretting like last time.”

			Her mother pulled up the blankets, sinking back into the bed. “Your father won’t be happy.”

			Kara snorted. “When is he ever?”

			Lilith’s face creased with concern. “He just worries … like I do. Your brother …”

			Kara felt a stab of guilt but smothered it. “I’m not him, Mother. I’m not Malik.”

			Lilith bit her lip. “I see. You’re not talking about just going into town, are you?”

			Kara looked away and finally addressed the simmering tension they ignored. “I … I can’t stay here forever … this land … I don’t know how to explain it, but I’m meant for something more. I feel called to it every day. And every day I deny its call, my heart hurts a little more.” She looked down and expected her mother to be cross, to be confused, but instead, she was smiling with tears in her eyes.

			“I know,” was all Lilith said, in the most reassuring of voices, as if she’d expected this for years. “I knew this day was coming. I just hoped I could keep pushing it back forever.”

			Kara steeled her nerves, nodding.

			“I never meant to hold you back.”

			“I know,” Kara said, squeezing her mother’s hand. “Not intentionally. But this is something I have to do. I don’t know where Malik is. I don’t know if it was his calling,” she said, looking out the window toward the tree. “But I know this is mine.”

			Her mother’s hand cupping her cheek brought her back. “I can’t wait to hear of all the great things you accomplish, my little Seeker.”

			Kara buried her face in her mother’s embrace. “I don’t know what’s going to happen next,” she admitted.

			“You don’t have to,” Lilith said, stroking her hair. “But you’re braver and stronger than you have any right to be.”

			She gave a small, choked laugh. “I take after you.”

			“No,” Lilith said lightly, voice tight. “I don’t know where you get it. But it’s something not meant to be contained by this realm … You’re meant for great things.”

			Kara wiped away a tear and pulled away. “I’m just going into town for now …”

			Lilith gave a small nod. “For now.” Then she took a deep breath, clearly trying to gain her composure. “Well, go on, get out of here. You’ve dallied long enough.”

			Kara hugged her mother tightly one last time, then smiling, she dashed back to her room, grabbed her Brightsteel sword, then left the farm, rushing toward town—stuffing down the tight knot in her chest, and wiping away tears.

			Kara made her way swiftly through the barrier and into the city proper. There, she began inquiring. Though she realized quickly that finding Dren and Vox would be a more difficult task than imagined. Two dozen inns, taverns, and the like, and she came up empty-handed. She had nearly given up when an old man minding a vendor’s stall pointed to a blacksmith’s hut with a wry grunt. She knocked, and a wiry woman answered. She knew her.

			“Alice?” Kara asked in surprise.

			“Do I know you, girl?”

			No, but I know you. That’s what she wanted to say. Alice was a legend. One of the most respected Blacksmiths in Harin. She swallowed, remembering why she was here. “Uh, hi! I’m sorry, I don’t mean to intrude or be a bother but—”

			“—out with it, girl! I haven’t got all day!” Alice snapped.

			“Did you happen to see a young man recently? He’s tall, a big guy all around, a little grumpy, goes by the name of Vox? He stands out, doesn’t really look like he’s from here.”

			“Mmm, why?”

			“I … we’re friends. Kind of. I mean, not really friends—”

			“Not friends? Mmm, good for him.”

			“No!” Kara said immediately, turning beet-red when she realized what it sounded like she was implying. “I didn’t mean like that. I mean, he’s attractive, but—” She was rambling. What was she saying?

			It was the way Alice was staring at her. It was her fault! That piercing ‘I know you down to your Sparkwell kind of stare. The woman’s weathered face betrayed no emotion until she gave a small “hmmph.” “I didn’t think he had it in him. Handsome and tall, sure, but you have a cleverness in your eyes, something that he has none of. Have your fun, yet in time, you’ll get bored of that type, and if you want something long-term, then they need a bit of substance between their ears as well as in their arms.”

			“Oh gods, no, I mean it’s not that he’s not my type, it’s that, I don’t … I barely know him! And that’s not why I’m here!”

			“Sure, sure, sure. You can relax, girl!” Alice winked conspiratorially. “You don’t need to be coy with me. Eternals take me before my days as a Seeker, and even then,” she said with a small wistful grin, “I was known to have many lovers. Some wondered if my quest was really for the Seraphs Key or something else.” Chaos be damned, the woman elbowed Kara like they were old drinking buddies over a pint! “After all, there’s no shame in rolling around and enjoying a man simply because they’re easy on the eyes or have a few extra muscles. Which is why, I suppose, a bright young girl like you can slum it for a solid hay-for-brains outsider like my fool apprentice.”

			Kara’s whole body shuddered in embarrassment from the woman’s rant.

			Glancing over her shoulder, Alice exclaimed, “Oh!” Clearly hiding a small smile. “I didn’t notice you there!”

			She opened the door all the way, and Vox was there.

			Vox stood dumbly, looking torn between leaving or staying.

			Alice’s sly smile grew.

			Kara nearly died. “How … how long have you been standing here?”

			Vox cleared his throat awkwardly. “Uh … Pretty much the whole time,” he grumbled, his face a strange mixture of guilt, confusion, and even a bit of color in his cheeks. Surprising since he normally gave off the impression of gruff indifference.

			Meanwhile, Alice cackled, disappearing into the back of the shop.

			“You know she’s just messing with you,” Vox said.

			Kara figured as much, though hearing him say it, she eased a heavy breath. Some of the heat cooled from her cheeks though she was still way too hot with Vox staring at her. It was the heat from the forge. She was sweaty already. “Gods, she’s terrifying. No wonder the stories say she climbed nearly to the top of the Celestial realm.”

			Vox looked perplexed. “She did what?”

			Kara looked at Vox. She took in his expression, brows bunched in confusion, so many things over his head she didn’t know where to begin. Orange-blond hair had been shorn short, matching his strange carrot-colored eyes. They were a little unnerving. Who had eyes like that? Well, Dren had purple eyes, which was almost more odd. The two of them were a pair. Vox, huge, and Dren, scrawny and only a little taller than her. Something about Dren, though, fascinated her. There was an ever-present keenness in Dren’s eyes, almost unnerving, as if he was always plotting something. Vox, on the other hand, was about as blunt as the one-handed silver hammer that was normally at his side, but strangely absent.

			Yet … Vox did look kind of cute. A little rugged and brawny for her taste, she wasn’t—

			She shook herself. What had the old woman gotten her into? Kara shook her head at Vox’s question. “Nevermind,” she said, pushing her way into the dimly lit blacksmith’s shop and past Vox’s perplexed form. “We need to talk. Do you have a place to do so in private?”

			Alice cackled from afar. “There’s plenty of privacy in my room! And a big bed too!”

			Kara blushed further. “How the hell did she hear that?”

			Vox shrugged. “Don’t ask me. It’s eerie. Half the time, she’s deaf as a rock. Other times, I swear she’s not human.”

			That confirmed the stories. What rank was Alice? Kara’s Truesight, an ability to read another’s rank, didn’t work on the woman. Well, it worked, but it must be broken. Even now, as Alice went back to her hammer and anvil near a glowing forge in the center of the smithy, Kara’s Truesight focused on Alice, and she saw … a grayish veil. Murky gray was the magical aura of Unranked. If Kara wasn’t any wiser, she’d think Alice was an Unranked. She’d heard of people masking or concealing their aura. Gold’s could make themselves look a whole rank or two below. Yet Alice? Alice seemed entirely devoid of a Sparkwell. Did that make her Elder Gold or … Diamond? Kara was certain her deafness was selective hearing.

			Kara grabbed Vox’s arm and led him down a dark hallway away from Alice. She saw a room with disheveled sheets. “We’ll be fine in your room.” She approached the door and breathed into her Sparkwell. Power filled her. Then she used one of the three spells she knew. Silence. The door and all the walls became coated in a thin layer of wind, invisible to any but those with Bronze Truesight or above.

			“What did you just do?” Vox asked. “Also, how did you know this is my room?”

			Kara looked about. She eyed the clothes in a pile near the bed, the dirty soup bowl, and the suspicious lack of books … though there was a book cover half-hidden under the bed. She hid her surprise and replied, “Consider it a wild guess.”

			“That’s not fair! I’ve been busy,” he said defensively and scrambled to shove some things under his bed.

			“Vox, you can stop. I didn’t come here to make you do your chores. Wait … busy doing what?”

			“Busy trying to get to the next rank in blacksmithing! Thank you very much. Yeah, why are you here? And you didn’t answer. What’d you do before? Was that a spell?”

			The next rank … She had so many questions. Why blacksmithing? Wasn’t he from another world? What had drawn him toward it? And why Alice? The Master Blacksmith was known to refuse apprentices. She hadn’t had one in over a dozen years. What had Vox done to earn her favor? Too many questions. Another time. “It is a spell called Silence. And I’m here because I’ve made a decision.”

			He raised a bushy orange brow. “A decision?”

			“I’m going to go find Dren.”

			Vox’s whole mannerism changed. His strong jaw tightened, and he looked through the only window and peered out on the quiet street. His broad back seemed to tense, and he asked, still facing away, “Where is he?”

			“I have an idea, but I’ll only tell you if you agree to come.”

			He turned, facing her. “Why me?”

			“She chose us.”

			“Yeah, I’ve been going over that in my head, and it makes no bloody sense. Ash and shadow, Kara, I’m not even a Copper yet! You’re a Bronze. I hear the gulf between Unranked and Copper is vast, and it only grows wider from there. What am I supposed to do?”

			Kara threw up her hands. “I don’t know! But the Goddess chose us, Vox. All of us. I have to believe there’s some reason. The more I think about it, the more I realize she might not have intended all of us to agree.”

			“To what end?”

			“A test,” Kara said, smiling. “I think this is our next test, Vox. When I was a kid, we used to jump through this waterfall, knowing there was a ledge on the other side. I think this is the same thing.”

			“We had … very different childhoods.”

			“You’re avoiding the question. Are you in or out?”

			Vox announced. “I’m out.”

			“Really? Dren was right. You are a coward.”

			Vox’s whole body tensed. She half-expected him to lash out, to strike at her. It would have been pointless, of course. As an Unranked, his punch would feel like a blow from a goose feather pillow. He must have known this. Or perhaps he was less of a hothead than she imagined because Vox took a deep breath, calming himself, looking away again. “Call me what you want. I’m not going.”

			“At least tell me why.”

			“Because I found something. I might actually want to live for once.”

			“You don’t get it.” She scoffed. “A giant world-eating dragon is coming. How long do you think you can hide in this little smithy and make horseshoes?”

			“And how long do you think you’ll survive wielding your little toothpick of a sword against this world-eating dragon?”

			She opened her mouth, then closed it. That … was a fair point. “Better to go down fighting than cower behind an old woman.”

			He smiled. “I know what you’re trying to do, Kara. Pricking my ego. Making me want to challenge you, prove you wrong, getting me so worked up that I accept this insane suicide mission and agree to galavant off and find Dren.”

			“Well, is it working?”

			“A little,” he admitted with a shrug. “But Dren was always way better at it.”

			“What am I doing wrong?”

			“You gotta let me simmer in my own feelings of inferiority more. Pretend to walk away like you don’t need me anyway.”

			She rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “Hmm. I didn’t think I needed to emphasize your weakness. You’re an Unranked, Vox. I’m pretty sure a toddler could take you out.”

			“If I’m so worthless, why do you want me to join so badly?”

			“Aside from Sepharina wanting all three of us as Champions?”

			“Yeah, aside from that.”

			She thought about this. Why was she pressing him so hard? She answered, “Honestly? Because I like you.”

			He raised a brow.

			“Not like that, you idiot,” she said. “I like you and Dren. You two are different. I’m not sure I understand what Sepharina sees in us yet, not wholly, but I think I see a glimmer. You never questioned helping that Kenku family for one thing and for another … You literally landed in an entirely new world, and you’ve handled it better than I could ever have imagined.”

			He narrowed his gaze at her. “There’s something else you’re not telling me, isn’t there?”

			She folded her arms. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“You’re a bad liar. Dren’s a great one. I’ve had much better practice. You’ll have to do better than that.”

			Huh. Alice was wrong. He wasn’t just a ruggedly handsome face. Those strange orange eyes peered down and into Kara at that moment. Seeing into her, she found herself feeling a tad … hot again. She moved toward the open window. It had a view of The World Tree in the distance. “I can’t explain it …”

			“Try.”

			She sighed. “There’s something about you two. You want more,” she said at last. “Not like these others, who want power for power’s sake.”

			“Dren wants power for vengeance.”

			“He may say that,” Kara replied, “but he didn’t save the Kenku family or leap to save this world purely to stop some rich guy. You heard it as well as I did, something about his sister. There’s a side of him … I think, and it’s only a guess, but I think he wants to stop Marcus so others won’t be hurt like him.”

			“And because Marcus ravaged our world … I don’t think he wants that to happen to this one.”

			“See? I’m a good judge of character.”

			Vox narrowed his eyes.

			“Listen, you can pretend you’re happy in this little blacksmith’s hovel all you want, but I see it.”

			“See what?”

			She smiled. “You want more.” Then she bent down and picked up the book Vox had shoved under the bed. She lifted it up triumphantly and read its title aloud, “History of the Eternals’ Battle, An Accounting by Hedrilda.’” It was a book she was well familiar with, detailing the stories of Chaos, Death, Balance, and Life and their endless struggle. She bent down, finding another book—along with a bunch of crusty bowls and plates he’d shoved under there—gross. She read its title out loud, “‘A Master Guide to The World Tree Climb by Faizan the Diamond Snake. Just a little light reading?” She tossed the books on his bed, folding her arms and glaring at him in victory.

			Vox finally cracked, throwing up his hands. “Okay, fine, you caught me! I care a little bit.”

			“A little bit?”

			“Yeah, okay? What do you want me to say? That hiding makes me feel like a coward? Because it does. And yeah, I do want more. A lot more than making horseshoes and buckets. So the hell what? This is a giant world-eating dragon, Kara! We’re nothing. There have to be people better suited to stopping this thing than us!”

			“You’d be surprised,” she said tersely.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Much of Harin is Unranked or Copper. Sure, there’s Silvers and a few Golds. The High Chancellor of the Nine Cities is a Diamond but—

			He cut her off, “—Tell the Golds and this High Chancellor then!”

			“Tell them what?! That Blightwing is terrorizing the world? That’s not exactly a secret. Everyone knows this, but the idiots think they’re safe inside their bubble!”

			“So we tell them they’re not!”

			“I. Tried. That,” Kara said, biting off each word. She had. She’d been restless, thinking of Blightwing, of Sepharina’s promise that destruction was soon to finish all the lands of Harin. It was like a wave waiting to crash down on her head and drown everything and everyone she ever knew. Unable to deal with the impending sense of doom, she’d attempted to inform the city so they could prepare for the coming attack. Even though, deep down, she wasn’t sure what anyone could do against Blightwing’s wrath. An Eternal. How could one stop a God? Still, she had to keep trying.

			Each one of the nine cities that surrounded The World Tree had a monarch, governor, or ruling body. Yet the Archspire ruled over them all. It was a white pinnacle tower on a hilltop. On the second day, when she’d grown too restless, Kara summoned her nerve and made her way to the Archspire. There, in a long queue of citizen petitioners, she had waited from sunup until sundown to be heard. When she’d finally approached, the sun bleeding in the western sky, she’d pleaded her case. Now the memory was just a bitter sting of bile.

			“And? Did you make your case? What did they say?” Vox asked as she recounted some of this to him.

			She laughed. “Oh, I made my case. Tried to, at least. They let me get out a few words until the clerk had me carted out by guards for ‘wasting their time with children’s tales.’ I even found a friend of my father’s outside the Archspire … He’s an Elder Bronze guard. I told him what happened as honestly as I could. He knows me. He had bounced me on his knee when I was a child.”

			“And?”

			“The look he gave me … Like I was mad. And honestly, Vox? I get it. I told the man the Goddess of Life descended from the heavens into a tavern after a drinking contest and chose two Unrankeds and a Bronze as Champions to save the world.”

			“When you say it like that …”

			“Tell me about it. I felt like a crazy person as soon as the words left my mouth.”

			“But it happened!”

			“So? We have no proof, Vox! Don’t you see? That’s the whole point. The Goddess can’t take direct effect in mortal affairs. She told us already—something about losing her status as an Eternal.”

			“So it falls on us … A bronze, an Unranked with a death wish, and—

			“And a cowardly blacksmith,” she added teasingly.

			“There’s a flaw in your argument,” Vox said.

			“I know what you’re going to say. ‘If Silvers and Golds are afraid to stand against a God, what are we going to do?’”

			“And?”

			“And …” Kara said, biting her lip, “I have to believe if we get stronger, that answer will reveal itself when the time is right.”

			Vox just stared at her.

			“You’re not going to say I’m crazy?”

			He sighed. “No … If Sepharina really is some all-powerful being, I have no idea why she chose us, but there must be some reason. Maybe we’ll find out.”

			Kara’s heart leaped. “Does that mean …”

			Vox growled. “No. I didn’t say yes. But I’m at least just going to … to see Dren … to make sure he didn’t impale himself on his letter opener … or something. I guess. Someone has to.”

			“So you do care about him,” she teased.

			The growl deepened, his eyes burning a deeper orange. “Don’t make me change my mind.”

			With a sudden impulse, Kara threw her arms around Vox. She wasn’t sure why exactly. Maybe because up until now, she’d felt alone with the burden of their task, or because she was just scared, or … something. But it was in that moment, that exact moment, that Alice decided to open the door. The old woman gasped upon seeing their embrace, as if taken aback.

			Kara pulled away. “It’s not—” Almost immediately, however, she realized the old woman was messing with her again, timing her entrance just perfectly. Kara narrowed her eyes. “You heard everything, didn’t you?”

			Alice’s shocked expression fell, and her eyes twinkled. “I’m that transparent, am I?” She tapped at the walls where a thin veneer of wind still flowed over the wood. “A quite strong Silence. I am impressed. You’ll make a powerful Wind Seeker one day.”

			“How strong are you?” Kara asked.

			Alice looked at her, confused. “Me? I am just a simple Unranked.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			Vox spoke up, “Master, I have to go for a few days—”

			The old smith shushed him with a hand. “—Bah! Yes, yes, I heard, to go find your friend. It’ll be a Seraphs’ blessing to not have you lumbering about and slowing my projects! Tell me this, however, where do you think your friend is?”

			“That’s right,” Vox said, turning to Kara. “You never answered. Where is Dren?”

			This made Kara smile. She grabbed the book ‘History of the Eternals’ Battle, An Accounting by Hedrilda’ from where it lay in the crumpled sheets and flipped through its pages. She’d read it a hundred times. Well, not this one exactly, but she’d read dozens of variations of the History of the Eternals’ Battle. The history was well-known, told by different authors. Practically a religious text. Her favorite history was Verina’s accounting. Still, what she was looking for had to be here. Sure enough, after flipping through, she pointed at a weathered page.

			“What in the ash and shadow is that?” Vox asked.

			Alice, however, had a knowing look in her eyes. “You all are in for quite the journey …” Her tone was amused, if a little concerned. That alone gave Kara pause. “If I might recommend one thing, however?”

			“By all means,” Kara said.

			“I wouldn’t tell this friend of yours about your little …” She brought her two strong, if gnarled fingers together as if they were kissing “ … escapades. A love triangle really ruins the spirit of camaraderie.”

			“You know, if I didn’t have so much respect for you and didn’t think I’d lose a limb, I’d fight you.”

			Alice cackled. “That’s the spirit, and I’d love to see it! You’ll need that vim and vigor if you’re to climb the tree. Perhaps you really will have what it takes … That is, if we don’t all die from Blightwing.” Alice plopped a trinket on a table not strewn with litter. “A little token for your journey,” she said, then frowned, eyeing the room. “And for the Celestial’s sake, boy! Clean up your dishes, or you really won’t get any female companionship.” Then with a huff, she disappeared back into her dimly lit smithy toward the glowing forge. “Good luck!”

			Kara picked up the trinket. It was a silver pendant with a latch she didn’t know how to open. She looked at Vox questioningly.

			The big man shrugged. “Don’t ask me.”

			Kara sighed and glanced back to the illustration—the book still cracked open—and saw the depiction of the nine colored portals. The Elemental Trials. She smiled gamely. “Well … shall we find Dren?”

			Vox rubbed his jaw and nodded. “Let’s just hope he’s not already dead.”

			Kara smacked his arm. “Don’t say stuff like that!”

			“What?” Vox grumbled. “It’s Dren we’re talking about! He’s impulsive. I worry he’ll do whatever he can for power …”

			“You don’t really think that’s all he cares about, do you?”

			Vox bent down and picked up one of the books with the title History of an Eternals’ Battle. He thumbed through it before mumbling, “No. Dren’s … complicated. But he’s far from all bad.”

			“What do you mean?” Kara asked.

			Vox set the book on the table and rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ve seen Dren do things … things he’d deny or never tell another soul about.”

			“Like what?” Kara asked, growing more curious by the second.

			Vox looked a little reluctant, or maybe it was confused … his face a mask as if he was trying to piece out a puzzle as he spoke softly, “First time I met Dren, some idiot in a hoverbike nearly ran over a little girl,” he said with heat in his voice. “I tried to help, but Dren was faster. He jumped in front of the asshole to save the little girl, pushing her from harm. Nearly killed himself in the process. Broke a dozen bones—except for his mouth, unfortunately—and had to be nursed back to health in the thief’s den. He was insufferable the whole time, of course, but more for Dren’s reasons than any real complaint. Like there was never another option. I think he would have died to save her life. I think that was his plan.”

			“I … I didn’t know.”

			Vox snorted. “Yeah … but that’s not half of it. Other things, too,” he admitted, hand unconsciously picking at the leather sheath where his hammer normally was.

			Kara waited, and Vox explained.

			“Stupid things. Kind things. He’d feed these stray cats and dogs who were starving by this one back alley. The mutts were half feral, and the food would have filled his own gnawing belly, but he’d do it every week without fail. Even when his face was gaunt, and he looked half-dead. Another time, one of the younger kids in the Old Library gained the attention of a bully. Dren took so many kicks defending that stupid kid he couldn’t walk for a week.” Vox gave a chuckle. “Stupid stuff like that, but brave too. Braver than most people I’ve ever met.”

			Kara looked away and finally voiced, “That makes more sense why he saved the Kenku family now.”

			Vox snorted. “Yeah, as soon as I saw them, I knew he’d do something like that.”

			“Why does he do it?”

			“Couldn’t tell ya,” Vox admitted. “Something with his sister, maybe? Anyway, Dren brags, but it’s usually all a front. Stuff said for the purpose of a joke. I bet even if you asked about the stuff I just told you, he’d deny or make some dumb joke to dismiss it.”

			She folded her arms, glaring. “Why are you telling me all this now?”

			“Because he’d never tell you. As much as he annoys me, and he does annoy me, I figured you’d want the bigger picture.”

			“Thanks …” Kara said.

			“Don’t mention it,” Vox said, rubbing at the back of his neck as if chagrined, then added, “Anyway, my other point was that it doesn’t change the fact that Dren’s still reckless as all hell. As we speak, he might be trying to jump into a damn volcano to save a pigeon for all we know.”

			“Right,” Kara said, smiling. “Then let’s go.”

			Vox grunted.

			They reached the smith’s main room, and Alice was there, working away, her hammer clanging, sinewy arms seeming tireless as she beat a glowing piece of steel into submission. She paused for a moment, wiping sweat from her brow with the back of her hand only to smear soot across her face. Upon seeing them, she gave a sly smile. “That quick, are we? I don’t know whether to be impressed or disappointed.”

			Kara rolled her eyes.

			Vox grumbled beneath his breath, “Dirty old woman.”

			Alice raised a brow. “Do you like doing dishes?”

			Vox winced.

			Kara marveled. How was the woman’s hearing that good? He’d barely whispered it and she was thirty paces away! Kara steered the conversation back on track, “We’re going. I mean, I’m taking Vox.”

			“Yes, I expected as much. Well, good luck!”

			“That’s it?” Vox asked.

			“Yes that’s it, did you expect a farewell party? Though you ought to be back in time for supper.”

			Vox shrugged. “Sure?”

			She grinned mischievously. “Aren’t you missing something, however?” She patted her hip.

			Vox glanced down at the sheath that housed his one-handed hammer that was empty. “Gah! Where’s my hammer?”

			Alice reached down and lifted something that was hidden behind the anvil, pulling up Vox’s one-handed hammer. Only it was different. Even Kara could tell that.

			Vox gawked. “What’d you do to it?”

			“I thought it could use some … improvements.”

			Kara knew what the white-silverly sheen was, though Vox spoke it first, “Is that what I think it is?”

			“Brightsteel,” Kara finished.

			Alice turned the hammer over in her hand, as if admiring her handiwork. “Yes. Only a small amount. You’re my apprentice, not King of the Four Realms, and I’ve not got the deep pockets of an Eternal. But a little Brightsteel goes a long way.” She handed him the hammer, leather wrapped haft first.

			Vox fawned over it.

			Kara, at his side, saw now a gryphon emblazoned into the side of the hammer, intricate and majestic and promising power. The steel itself, had a faint sheen to it, also had a banded pattern to it, as if made of flowing water. She saw inside the steel of the one-headed hammer and recognized it. “A brilliant core?”

			“You know a thing or two about smithing, do you?”

			She blushed.

			“That came with the weapon. It’ll evolve as Vox does, the added brightsteel was simply my humble gift.”

			“Thank you,” Vox said sincerely, clutching the reforged hammer tight to his chest.

			“Bah!” Alice said, waving it off. “Just don’t die. That’ll be thanks enough. Then I’d have to go back to washing my own dishes.” When Vox glowered at Alice’s sly smirk, she made a dismissive gesture, “Well come on! You’ll need a mount I suppose.” And wearing an impish expression, she bustled off, through the back door.

			Both shrugged, but quickly followed.

			Meanwhile, Kara’s mind whirred.

			Vox’s warnings of Dren’s recklessness felt all too accurate, and her worry for Dren felt like a thorn in her thoughts that she couldn’t pry free. She knew Dren was brash, but was he suicidal?

			Please say we’re not too late, Kara thought as she and Vox rushed out of the smithy to find Dren and stop a God of Chaos.

		

	
		
			 

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			 

			[image: ]

			Chapter 9

			Dren died. A moment later, he found himself shot like a cannon, tumbling across the grassy ground. He lay there for a moment, dazed, stunned, and horrified.

			What … the … hell.

			He wasn’t dead.

			“I’m not dead …” Dren repeated this to himself.

			“Welcome back,” Ditch said. The stag-man stood over Dren with a steaming ceramic cup in hand. There was a small fire with a kettle and bedroll as if Ditch had staked out for a pleasant night of camping. The sun was shining high above.

			Where was the swamp? The giant frog? Oh, that’s right, I killed him … only to be burned by the creature’s acidic poison in return. Was I … was I dreaming? Dren slumped back and shut his eyes. “Please tell me that was a dream.”

			Ditch took a few steps to stand over him, half-blocking the sun with his stupidly handsome face. “No dream. You died.”

			The words hammered the nail of truth into his brain. I died. The memory clawed through his consciousness. A green-black toxin coating his body, eating away at his flesh. Killing him. Dren’s arm shook as if he could still witness the patches of missing flesh and pale-white bone fingers. The agony. Now his arm was whole, but he couldn’t stop his breathing from coming harder, faster, feeling the whole world spin as if he was going to pass out.

			Ditch was at his side. “Breathe,” the big man repeated, now kneeling next to him. Again and again, Ditch repeated this until the panic started to subside, replaced by a wave of nausea.

			“I’m gonna be—” He didn’t get the words out. Dren turned and vomited, emptying a mostly vacant stomach. Then, after another long period of time, he caught his breath, and the world slowed.

			“Feel better?”

			Wiping his mouth with his sleeve, Dren whispered in disbelief, “I died …”

			“Yes.”

			Dren looked up at Ditch. Ditch’s expression was filled with concern. Dren snapped, “Don’t look at me like that. You threw me into a pit to get killed!”

			Ditch moved to sit on a nearby boulder and gave Dren a flat look. “You got yourself killed.”

			“Don’t give me that ‘You’re not strong enough’ nonsense! You threw me into a watery hellhole with an Elder Copper rank beast!”

			“And you couldn’t handle it,” Ditch snapped, cutting off his tirade. “Do you think Blightwing, an Eternal, the God of Chaos, is going to be easier than a giant toad?”

			Dren snarled, looking away. He said nothing for a while. Then finally, “Frog,” he huffed.

			“What?”

			“Giant Frog. Not a toad.”

			Ditch breathed heavily. “The point is, you asked for a fight—”

			Dren’s anger flared again, “—yes, a fight I can handle! Not an impossible suicide scenario! You sent me to die!”

			“You did win.”

			“Sort of,” he said. “If I had more time against those smaller toads—”

			“You don’t have time for that.”

			“Well, dying didn’t seem terribly productive.”

			“I will not coddle you, nor will this world,” Ditch said sternly. “If you wish to become stronger, sacrifices must be made. And this was one of them. You asked for this. If you are not strong enough, you can decline right now, and it will all end. I will escort you somewhere safe where you can wait, tail tucked between your legs as Blightwing comes to end everything. Or, you can stomach it and become something more.”

			Dren opened his mouth, then closed it. Something more … The words rang, reverberating to his core. Resentment still burned inside him at being so casually used. However, the desire to be more, to be stronger, squashed a good deal of his irritation. If that was Ditch’s true goal, then maybe he could at least hear the man out.

			Calm, he told himself. Take it all in.

			Finally, he took in his surroundings.

			The whole place resembled a huge medieval amphitheater.

			There were nine portals. They circled him, each a little more than a dozen feet away, glowing different colors. Blue. Orange. Red. Green. Purple. Yellow. White. Brown. Black. One for each of the elements. Dren realized he’d been spat out of the blue one. The water one. That made sense. Wait, no, it didn’t make sense! None of this made sense! “What the hell is this place?”

			“It is an ancient site called the Elemental Trials.”

			“Somehow, I’m guessing this isn’t the normal way people get stronger?”

			Ditch gave a small chuckle. “Once long ago, but no, not for a long time. I decided to get creative … if you were in the Academy right now, where most Seekers are raised, you would be in classes with other Unrankeds, with powerful professors, training, learning, studying. It takes years to become a Copper, then several more to become a Bronze. Many more, if ever, to become a Silver. You do not have the luxury of time.”

			Dren took a deep breath. “Wait, didn’t you have a cup when I first saw you?”

			“I … spilled my tea running to your side.”

			“A Warden spilled tea?”

			Ditch growled. “I was afraid I split your soul.”

			“Oh, okay. That’s comforting,” Dren said.

			“And I’m not a Warden. Not as I am now,” he said, touching the thick chains around his neck.

			The stag-man ladled some tea from a black pot hanging over the campfire into two cups, then returned, handing one to Dren. Dren took it gratefully, using it as more of an excuse to still his shaking hands than for any real desire for tea. Ditch resumed his seat on the boulder, sipping on his tea. They sat like this, in silence, as Dren’s heart slowed and he gained his bearings after dying. He wanted to ask about that but wasn’t quite ready to wrap his mind around it. One thing at a time. Ditch’s words echoed in his head, ‘Become something more.’

			After a long moment, Dren asked, “So these Trials … they’re some sort of … fast-track?”

			“Something like that.”

			“You said Academy? What is that, and can I learn to shoot fireballs there?”

			Ditch just stared at him. “I can throw you back into the Trials without your permission.”

			Dren was glad he got a rise out of Ditch, though the mere mention of being thrust back into the Trials so soon gave him pause, and he shivered. “Sorry. What’s this Academy?”

			“The Academy is powerful. It is a school for learning magic in all its many forms.”

			“And Harin, this land, has one?”

			Ditch grunted. “Each of the four realms has one. There are many branches. It is where all Seekers go to get stronger, save for those who test themselves by entering The World Tree.”

			“Why would anyone want to go into the tree instead of train at an Academy?”

			“Many more magical items, treasures, and powers can be gained. And much like this place, the greater the risk, the greater the reward. But the Tree’s entrance has been closed for many years.”

			“This place …” Dren said, looking about at the stone stadium seating and the nine glowing portals. The whole thing was huge. “What is it exactly? The Trials, that is.”

			“The Trials are an ancient rite of passage, once used long ago in an age of war and bloodshed. A time when hardening our Seekers meant risk meant exposure to danger. Many died. If you are a piece of raw iron, an ingot riddled with impurities, then the Academy is a slow-burning forge that will make you into steel. You can get stronger there, but it takes time. The Trials, however, are an inferno with fires hot enough to turn you into Brightsteel. At least … for your first ranks.”

			Dren pondered this for a bit as he watched steam rise from the tea. “I died,” he said again, softer, no longer angry but taking in the words. “It wasn’t a dream or a hallucination?”

			“No.”

			“A training room? Some sort of projection of my body?”

			“Not that either.”

			“I didn’t think so.” He let out a breath. “It was real. Too real.”

			“The Trials are very real.”

			“So how come … how come I’m still alive? I didn’t really die?”

			“You did die. A version of you, at least.”

			Dren felt sick again, even though his stomach was hollow. As if to ward against his chill, he clutched his tea tighter. “I thought so, but how is that possible?”

			Ditch made a thoughtful sound, scrubbing his face as if searching for the words. “The easiest way to explain it is this: within the Trials, you exist, but it is an alternate world, a parallel universe. A real you exists there. This you is like the current you in every way, and it does die.”

			Other worlds …  “And when that ‘me’ dies? What happens?”

			“A version of you from one plane of existence is gone forever.”

			Another cold wash of fear. Gone … forever. Other worlds where he existed? “So …” He glanced back to the glowing blue portal, “when I enter that portal, I inhabit this other Dren in this other universe?”

			“Yes.”

			“So I did die, just not me?”

			“Well, technically, you did die, and it was you. Just another you.”

			Dren set his tea down and rubbed his face in exasperation, trying to wrap his mind around all of this. Then he glanced at his arm. Flesh, whole and smooth, skin unblemished … Well, save for being a little extra pale from his time in New New York. That was normal. Yet, still unharmed. He squinted against the phantom memory of his pain. “I can still feel some of it.”

			“With time, you can train your body to forget that as well. I will teach you.”

			Dren looked up. “Did … did you just say you will teach me?”

			“I never said I wouldn’t, only that I don’t think you’ll succeed.”

			“And now?”

			“You will still fail, and in six days, I will find another.”

			“Gee, thanks.”

			“But …” Ditch scrubbed at his jaw as if he didn’t want to admit this next part.

			“But?”

			“I …”

			Dren had a feeling he knew what Ditch was going to say, and he was going to make him utter the words. Every last one of them. “Oh, c’mon, you can say it. It won’t kill you,” he said, then muttered, “Not like you killed me.”

			“Don’t ruin it,” Ditch said. Despite his grouchiness, he sighed and confessed, “I’ll admit, you did better than I expected. Far better. You still died,” he said quickly as if it was a reprimand. “However, I did not anticipate you to get further than your first Poison Dart Frog.”

			“Yeah, those little suckers were awful. I was definitely A-OK with committing frog genocide.”

			Ditch grunted. “A reasonable course of action.”

			Dren thought for a moment. “There is one thing that’s been bugging me.”

			“What is it?”

			“That was a Water Trial, ya?”

			“Yes.”

			“Why did I fight a frog? Shouldn’t I have fought like … a giant fish? Or an octopus? Or a … shark or something?” Dren really didn’t want to fight a giant shark. That sounded terrifying. It felt like he was cursing himself by asking, though his curiosity was too great. “Because I would have loved to have tangled with a giant goldfish over that god-forsaken frog and its stupid burning tongue. And before you say frogs are amphibians, I get that, but it still seems like a bit of a stretch.”

			“Every Trial is different,” Ditch said, rolling his broad shoulders in a shrug. “The Defenders of the Trial change. The Trials choose the foe that is most fitting for the current combatant.”

			“Huh … so I was deserving of a frog? I wonder why.”

			“The Trial knows that, not I.”

			“Wait, then how’d you know I fought frogs?”

			Ditch pointed a muscled arm to the center of the stadium. On the grass sat a large flat dais with steps leading up. “When you enter the Trial, a Seeing Portal opens up there. All can witness the Trials. It is how it was done long ago.”

			“Oh,” Dren said, looking at the stands, “thus the stadium seating. I see.” The word ‘see’ triggered something inside him, and abruptly he proclaimed, “Max! Oh man …” He rushed to put on the glasses, which he found in his pocket of all places. “Max … are you there? Max!”

			Max said nothing.

			Dren turned to Ditch. “What’s wrong with him? I died. Max should be fine, though, right?”

			“He is fine.”

			“Then why isn’t he talking! Max!”

			Max gasped, as if coming up from the depths of the ocean, sputtering, [USER, YOU’RE ALIVE!]

			“Yes, I’m alive,” he said, then narrowed his eyes. “Why didn’t you say anything!”

			[OH … THAT.]

			“Yeah, that. What, are we pulling ‘I-might-be-dead’ pranks now?”

			[MAYBE?]

			“What the hell!”

			[HEY! IN MY DEFENSE, YOU NEARLY DIED!]

			“What does that have to do with anything? So you play a messed up prank?”

			[YES. EXACTLY. BECAUSE YOU SCARED ME HALF-TO-DEATH. SO I’M STILL MAD AT YOU … ALSO … ] Max’s voice broke, and he sounded adoring: [YOU SOUNDED SO WORRIED. IT WAS KIND OF NICE TO HEAR. I GUESS I JUST WANTED TO SEE HOW LONG IT WOULD GO ON. YOU KNOW, MAYBE SEE IF YOU PLEADED SOME CONFESSIONS? MAYBE AN APOLOGY? I MEAN, YOU COULD’VE SQUEAKED OUT A TEAR OR TWO. IT WOULDN’T HAVE KILLED YOU.]

			“What the hell!”

			[OH, IS THIS BAD? AM I BEING INCONSIDERATE?]

			“Yes! Undeniably!”

			[OH … I’M SORRY … MAYBE MY EMOTIONAL INTELLIGENCE CENTER IS MALFUNCTIONING?]

			“Yeah, nice try,” Dren said, clutching his heart that was pounding. “I was seriously concerned for you. I thought you might’ve broken, or maybe you didn’t remember everything we said, or … wait, how do you know what happened in the Trial? I know you were there technically, but wasn’t that just another version of you? I was the one that died and experienced all those things, not you.”

			Ditch answered this, “You and Max are tied. Your memories carry over.”

			“That makes no sense. How do my memories carry over if my body dies?”

			Ditch grabbed a twig from the ground. “Your soul holds an imprint of your memories.” He snapped a finger, and the twig lit on fire. It burned until it was ash. Whoa, Ditch can cast fire too? Nature, fire … Dren added this up in his mind. How many elements can people cast? He saved the question for later. When the twig was gone, there was a bit of black ash that Ditch rubbed between his thumb and pointer. “Within the Trials, your body may die, but your soul remains. All souls in all universes are linked, tied as one. That is why you will notice …” Ditch was grinning, waiting for it.

			“Notice …”

			Max finished Ditch’s sentence, [USER! YOU RANKED UP, USER! YOU ARE AN UNRANKED 4!]

			“What? I skipped Unranked 2 and 3?”

			[INDEED! YOUR KILLING OF THE ELDER COPPER POISON DART FROG AND PASSING OF THE TRIAL OF WATER ALLOWED YOU TO JUMP RANKS!]

			“That’s awesome!” Dren exclaimed. “I was Unranked 1.”

			[YOU WERE MOST PATHETIC.]

			Dren grumbled, “Thanks, Max.”

			[OH, MY APOLOGIES, WHAT I MEAN IS, YOU MIGHT ACTUALLY BECOME COPPER ONE DAY!]

			“Okay, when you say it like that, it doesn’t actually sound that impressive.”

			[WELL, NOT COMPARED TO A WARDEN, OR A DIAMOND, OR GOLD, OR SILVER … OR EVEN A BRONZE … ]

			“I get it!”

			[BUT USER! THE VAST MAJORITY OF THE POPULATION REMAINS UNRANKED! YOU SHOULD BE THRILLED WITH YOUR PROGRESS. UNRANKED 4 IS QUITE THE FEAT!]

			“Yeah, okay, but the vast majority doesn’t have to defeat a Warden-rank a-hole.”

			Ditch joined in, “What were you expecting? Copper in one fight?”

			“I mean, ya? Is that so crazy? I killed an Elder Copper by myself! I mean, I did access my first ability, which I have no idea what that was …” He remembered his hand feeling … heavy? And also simultaneously light. As if he could punch through solid concrete. It had glowed purple, lit with an amethyst fire.

			[GRAVITY PUNCH!] Max exclaimed.

			“Yeah, Gravity Punch. That was pretty cool,” Dren said, lifting up his right hand, eyeing the Arsenal Glove with its black and silver Kevlar-like mesh. It had also not been affected by the Giant Frog’s poisonous acid. Clearly, while he couldn’t use it to its fullest potential yet, it was made out of strong stuff. “You’re gonna’ have to unpack that ability for me in a second,” he told Ditch. “But I want to get stronger. Why am I only Unranked 4? Blightwing is an Eternal. How am I supposed to catch up to that?”

			Sitting across from Dren, Ditch folded his arms. “First of all,” he held up a thick finger, “jumping ahead four Unranked levels by passing a single Trial is practically unprecedented. I told you it takes years to achieve Copper. Some never reach it. You reached Unranked 4 in a day. I know that may not seem like much, and you’re frustrated, but you did it faster than anyone I’ve ever seen. Somehow …” He looked at Dren as if Dren had the answer to that mystery.

			Dren … didn’t. “Thanks?”

			“But you still want more.”

			He couldn’t deny it. His fists clenched at his side. “I do.”

			“Good, because it only gets harder from here.”

			Dren nodded. “I can take it. And second?”

			“Second, by competing in the Trials, you will create a much deeper Sparkwell to draw upon.”

			“As opposed to more sanctioned methods? Ones where people don’t die?”

			Ditch grunted. “Correct. In this method, you will become more.”

			[OOO, THAT SOUNDS SPLENDID! WE SHOULD DO THAT, USER. BECOME MORE.]

			Dren had to agree. “So not all ranks are equal?”

			“Just as not all people are equal. Granted, one rank above you will always have an advantage. Two? You should still run, or you’ll die.”

			[DID HE NOT SEE US DEFEAT THAT TERRIBLE SMELLY FROG? IT WAS ELDER COPPER!]

			“I did see that, glasses,” Ditch said. “Count yourself lucky.”

			Dren harrumphed. “Lucky?”

			Ditch folded his arms. “Do not mistake me. I am … unexpectedly intrigued by your performance. Nevertheless, I still believe you will fail.”

			Dren scratched his jaw. “And here I thought we were making a breakthrough.”

			“We were not.”

			“Yeah, sounds like we need couple’s therapy.”

			Ditch glowered. “Do not make me punch you again.”

			[OOH, I THINK HE MEANS THAT!] Max said.

			Dren nodded. “Bet he does.” Then to Ditch, “I’m not over that, by the way. No one likes a sucker punch.”

			[REAL CHEAPSHOT!] Max added but made a nervous sound at Ditch’s glare.

			Dren grumbled to Max, “What are you, my hype man? I got this.”

			Ditch’s eyes narrowed to dangerous slits, though Dren could see a flicker of amusement. “If you don’t like it, then get stronger, and make me regret it.”

			“You know what, I think I’ll do just that,” Dren said and rose. Then he realized he hadn’t even tried his tea. He took a sip, and there was an assault of flavors on his tongue. “Whoa, this is really good!”

			Ditch rubbed his neck, as if embarrassed? He grunted his thanks. “Linbark tea is my favorite.”

			Dren took a gulp with a satisfied ‘ahh.’ “Ash and shadow, I swear I’ve never tasted anything this good.”

			[ALLOW ME A TASTE, USER! I’LL BE THE JUDGE! I HAVE AN EXCELLENT PALATE!]

			Instead of countering Max with a million points on the illogicalness of his statement, Dren simply took the glasses off and poured the tea on them. Then he put the glasses on. “How was that?”

			[DELICIOUS! YOU ARE CORRECT. THAT IS THE BEST TEA I’VE EVER HAD.]

			“You know I was just messing with you. You don’t have taste buds.”

			[MAYBE AS YOU ADVANCE, I’LL GET TO TASTE THINGS. LIKE PANCAKES.]

			“What’s your deal with pancakes?”

			[PANCAKES ARE A GIFT FROM THE REALMS ABOVE.]

			“Huh. Never had ’em. Living in New New York, I was used to more … uh … sordid fair.”

			[THEN WE SHALL DEFINITELY HAVE TO GET SOME. AND WE SHALL ADVANCE ENOUGH THAT I CAN PARTAKE.]

			“Sounds good to me. If they’re anything as good as this tea, I think we’re in for a treat.”

			Ditch sighed heavily, rubbing his eyes with his fingers. “I can’t believe I have to deal with this …” Dren swore he heard him mutter, “Six more days.”

			“Sorry,” Dren said. “You were saying?”

			“The reason why the tea tastes so good is that your senses, including taste, will increase as you advance.”

			“But I mean the flavors are so complex, and deep and—”

			“—Trust me. You will adjust to it. Everything is more nuanced. As you reach Copper and above, it will increase. Still, I’m glad you appreciate it—tea is one of the many things I’ve missed from this form.”

			“You’re just full of mysteries, aren’t you? I’ve still got questions about you turning into a man and all that. I can tell you’re not gonna spill the beans right now, but you will eventually.”

			“I will not.”

			Dren huffed. “That’s just the beginning. I’ll get a hug out of you yet.”

			“Greater chance of killing Blightwing with your sense of humor.”

			Dren hesitated. “I’m … not sure if that was a compliment … ? Or … I’ll take it as a compliment.”

			“It wasn’t.”

			He shrugged. “Tomato, tomato.”

			Ditch made a throaty rumble, eyes glancing to the portals. “Six days.”

			“Got it, time is wasting, go die again,” Dren said with a thumbs up. He wasn’t exactly thrilled to jump back into the death pit. But getting stronger was his only option. He needed to. Dren took a step forward and asked, “One more thing, are there any repercussions to going in there again and again?”

			[I KNOW THAT ONE! BURSTING YOUR CHANNELS IS BAD, BUT IT’S WAY WORSE IF YOU DON’T KNOW YOUR LIMITS AND DIG TOO DEEPLY FROM YOUR SPARKWELL. YOU MAY BURN YOURSELF OUT!]

			“What happens then?” Dren asked.

			[YOU DIE!]

			“Great, then I come back, right?” Dren asked.

			Ditch answered this time, “No. If you destroy your soul, you are done.”

			“Oh, fantastic! Tell me, were you just going to leave this part out?”

			“You have enough on your mind.”

			“Other than pure oblivion and utter annihilation? That’s kind of important, Ditch!”

			Ditch set his jaw. “So is the destruction of all the lands.”

			Dren growled. “Bloody great. And as for why?”

			“It is simple. Your soul is your link to all worlds, all timelines, all universes. Destroy your soul, and all iterations of past, present, and future of you will cease to exist.”

			Dren gulped. His whole body felt dunked in ice water, and he struggled for a breath for a moment. Finally, he forced his casual indifference back, with … effort, forcing a wan smile. “Great. Got it.” Meanwhile, he whispered inwardly, Whatever Gods exist in this world, please don’t let me burn out my Sparkwell. Death scared Dren as much as anyone. He rather liked life. But oblivion? Why did that scare him more? In the back of his head, he supposed, a small part of him hoped there was something more … an afterlife. There he’d see his sister. After all, there had to be more than the senseless brutality and despair of his former life. Not just for him but for those like Tressa who had such a bright flame snuffed too soon. For that reason, oblivion scared Dren. Yet, he shoved it down and eyed the nine portals in a circle about them. “Alright, which one, Max?”

			[OOO, I GET TO DECIDE? TRULY?]

			“Yeah, sure, we’re in this together, aren’t we?”

			Somehow he felt as if Max grinned and felt a wave of delight. That was strange … was it just Dren’s imagination? [INDEED! HMMM, WELL, WE HAVE ALREADY PASSED THE TRIAL OF WATER, SO … SHALL WE TRY FIRE?]

			Dren shrugged and neared the flaming portal. Tongues of orange licked at the air. He looked back at Ditch. “Hey, save some tea for me, will ya? And I’ll be waiting for that hug.”

			Ditch folded his muscled arms, his burning green eyes giving Dren a ‘not-in-this-lifetime’ look.

			Oh, you’ll fold, big guy. They all do. Then with a deep breath, Dren looked back to the orange portal. He touched Max’s frame to make sure he was there and asked, a little shakier, “You ready, buddy?”

			[I AM MOST READY, USER! LET US CONTINUE THIS ENDEAVOR TO PROVE DISBELIEVERS FALSE AND BECOME THE STRONGEST OF ALL!]

			“You’re really getting good at these pep talks, Max. I’m impressed.”

			[THANK YOU, USER!]

			“Hear that?” Dren called back to Ditch. “You can learn a thing or two!”

			[SHALL WE?]

			“Yeah, let’s.” And Dren dove inside.
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			Chapter 10

			Dren entered the fire portal, half-expecting to be burned. As soon as he entered, he dropped, rolled on the ground, and sprang up. He reached for his letter opener with his Arsenal Glove and crouched into a fighting stance. Don’t burn out my Sparkwell. Don’t burn out my Sparkwell, he repeated as a refrain in his head. Suddenly a ball of molten orange hurtled toward him. Thankfully, with his engineered agility, and a smidge more from his Unranked 4 status, he dodged to the side, nearly tumbling into a crevice of lava. He caught himself at the last moment and hauled himself back up onto the rocky path, turned, and took in the scene.

			“What in the …”

			Dren’s mouth went dry, gaze panning over the Trial of Fire. All words fell from his mind.

			It was a world of fire and magma, as if he was inside an active volcano. Molten rivers flowed, and rocky bridges and paths wound through the terrifying landscape. Sweat poured from Dren’s pores, and his eyes watered. So … bloody … orange and red. From the churning lava, globs of fire rocketed. [OH MY … ] Max exclaimed with a mix of awe and terror.

			“It’s okay, it’s okay,” Dren repeated, more to himself than to Max. “We got this.” He started walking toward a rocky path, hearing something whistling and crackling? Something in the air? “We just have to find a big, bad, and ugly and—” Dren dove over a fire pit. As he did, a jettison of red-hot flames surged out and seared him alive, baking him to a charred crisp.

			Dren died.

			Immediately, he was sputtering, tossed back out of the Portal of Fire.

			Back in the grassy land, Dren jumped to his feet, crying out, trying to put out the fire that engulfed his whole body. “I’M ON FIRE! I’M ON FIRE!”

			“You’re not on fire,” someone called.

			“Where the hell is a lake? Give me a lake!!”

			Max cried out, too: [USER, WE’RE ON FIRE! WE’RE ON FIRE! EMERGENCY! I NEED AN EXTINGUISHER!]

			He rolled on the ground. “Give me your cloak!” Dren shouted, seeing Ditch standing above him. “It’ll put out the flames!”

			[AHHHHHH!] Max exclaimed.

			He kept rolling. Until, after a while, he realized Ditch hadn’t moved, standing there, arms crossed like a marble statue.

			Slowly, Dren realized he was in his underwear, pants around his legs, grass stains all over his body, and … completely not-on-fire. Dren swallowed and caught his breath. He gave an awkward groan, trying to wrestle with the idea of having been engulfed in flames a moment ago. Still, he was … totally fine. Yeah. Dren cleared his throat, slowly standing.

			Max was still softly screaming, [AHHHHHH! AHHHHH!]

			Dren cleared his throat again. “Max … Max, we’re not on fire.”

			Max stopped its screaming. [OH.]

			Ditch let out a long exasperated breath. “Seraphs grant me patience … Or strike me down. Whatever comes first.”

			“Hey, don’t be like that!” Dren scratched his jaw, half expecting to slough melting skin. Nope. Normal skin. Whole, unblemished. “First try is always full of hiccups. Though I did think that was going to go differently.”

			Ditch gave him a flat look. “What, you thought it would be easy?”

			Dren raised his hands defensively. “Well, maybe not easy! But I didn’t really expect to get roasted by a random flame pit.”

			“There are plenty of other dangers in the Trials aside from the final bosses.”

			“Like a fire pit of death.”

			“Yes. Elemental obstacles are one of the most common dangers.”

			“How come I didn’t see any in the Trial of Water?”

			“Luck and a good deal of sheer ignorance.”

			“That … checks out,” Dren reluctantly admitted. “So what now?”

			“Now, you must be vigilant. Expect anything.”

			Dren did ‘finger guns’ at Ditch. “You got it, boss. Vigilant.” He took a few deep breaths.

			Despite his cavalier attitude, Dren was well aware he was suppressing some serious emotions. Dying was … terrifying. Worse, he felt pretty bad that a version of himself was being wiped from reality for forever. Ditch had clarified that there were endless iterations of himself in endless realities, but that didn’t make him feel any better. I need to do this. The image of Blightwing destroying the world, of Marcus taking the Seraphs Key, of Tressa’s face was all the motivation he needed, and without asking Max if he was ready, Dren leaped back into the fire portal. This time the molten ball of fire came from the other direction, barreling into his chest and carving a perfect cannon-sized hole.

			He died.

			Dren sputtered on the grass, coughing and crying out, “Ash and shadow!”

			[UHH, USER, MIGHT I SUGGEST NEXT TIME WE DODGE THE GIANT FLYING BALL OF MOLTEN LAVA?]

			Dren snarled, “Oh, you think?” He looked back and saw Ditch.

			The big man hadn’t moved an inch.

			Dren huffed defensively. “That wasn’t fair! It changed directions!”

			“Everything can change!” Ditch growled. “For the unexpected, you must be ready.”

			“Thanks,” Dren called angrily and hurtled back in.

			This time, he timed it perfectly and rolled forward. The molten ball splashed just behind him, not even touching his clothes. Dren grinned triumphantly until another flying molten ball hit him in the chest. He died.

			He was spat back out.

			“Two?!” Dren cried out back on the grassy lands. “That’s it. I’m going to try another one.” He marched toward the purple portal and the Trial of Moon.

			Ditch replied, “You can’t start a new Trial until you finish the one you’re on.”

			Even Max made a disgruntled sound.

			“Fine,” Dren said and jumped back into the Trial of Fire.

			Again he died.

			“Give up?” Ditch asked.

			“Never.”

			Max began, [USER—]

			“Nope! Silence!”

			Dren leaped back in.

			Every part of his body vibrated with anger, with vigilance, every fiber of his being ready this time. Again, a molten meteor crashed down as soon as he stepped through.

			[LEFT!] Max yelled.

			He jumped to the left. Immediately, there was a slight whistle and crackling roar.

			[USER, ANOTHER!]

			Dren snarled, barely leaping back as another landed to the right, showering magma.

			[OH WOW, WE DID IT! AND, OH GODS—]

			Panting, Dren looked up.

			Four more meteors were hurtling toward him. Well, all about him. Are you kidding?! They trapped him, blowing up on him, and he died.

			Back in the grassy fields, Ditch sat cross-legged before the seeing portal, his face wearing an expression that said, “Really?”

			Dren held up a finger threateningly. “Not one word.”

			He leaped back in, using every bit of strength. He dodged and rolled until another meteor smashed into him. Back in the grassy portal circle, Max cleared his throat, [GOOD NEWS USER, YOU’VE GONE UP 3% IN YOUR UNRANKED 4!]

			Dren grabbed fistfuls of grass and growled, “Yeah, cool, at this rate, I’ll be a Warden by the time Marcus rots in his grave. That is, after he grabs the Seraphs Key and conquers this whole damn world.”

			[BAD NEWS, USER. HIGHER RANKS AGE MUCH, MUCH SLOWER.]

			“Oh, great. So I’ll definitely die before him.”

			[THAT IS LIKELY.]

			Ditch sipped on his tea. “Do you think there’s a pattern here?”

			“Yeah, I keep dying.”

			“No. A greater pattern.” Ditch’s bright blue eyes stared into him. “Look for the weakness. There’s always a weakness. A chink in the armor, so to speak.” Dren nodded, and Ditch smiled. “Try again.”

			Dren dove back into the flaming portal. This time, he dodged the first one and immediately looked for the oddity, soaking up valuable time, knowing the flaming meteors were coming for him. Now he saw the ground looked a little strange. The pathway off the platform was simple brown stone. This, however, had fissures, tiny orange cracks that pulsed as if alive. Dren understood.

			Glancing up, meteors were already hurtling toward his face. Dozens of them. He risked it. Summoning every scrap of agility from his thieving days, Dren ran. He jumped side to side, dodging one after another, getting seared in the process—as if they were trying to block him from his destination—until he leaped, knowing the last meteor would kill him once he landed. Still, he did it, rolling off the fifty-foot-wide platform and onto the brown rocky pathway.

			Silence followed.

			The fiery rock plummeted and plopped into the lava below.

			[YOU DID IT! GOOD JOB, USER!]

			Dren eyed the platform. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

			Max replied: [THAT PANCAKES ARE VASTLY SUPERIOR TO WAFFLES?]

			Dren growled, “Max …”

			[OH RIGHT, YES. UMM, YES. LOGICALLY SPEAKING, JUDGING BY THE CONTINUED ASSAULT WHILE STANDING ON THAT TYPE OF ROCK, I CAN ALSO CONCLUDE THAT THAT SURFACE CAN SOMEHOW SENSE OUR PRESENCE.]

			“And sends giant molten rock at us. Got it.”

			Max grunted: [INDEED. WE MUST BE WARY! BUT WE GOT A LITTLE BONUS!]

			“Maybe for passing this section, the Trial gave us a reward?” Dren did feel a little more invigorated.

			[THAT IS MY DEDUCTION AS WELL! AT ANY RATE, WE’VE GONE UP NEARLY 10%! STILL UNRANKED 4! WE ONLY NEED TO DO THAT TEN MORE TIMES!]

			With a very small smile of triumph, Dren nodded and continued. He made his way down the rocky path, around the cratered holes that jettisoned flame and edged far away from the lake of lava. Deeper into the burning maze, he went, clinging to the side of the walls and bounding over bridges, when a strange spiny lizard about the length of his arm appeared. The lizard scurried in his direction.

			Upon spotting one another, Dren and the lizard froze.

			[HATCHLING FLAME LIZARD, UNRANKED 3.]

			Flames danced along the lizard’s surface as its tongue flicked out as if preparing for a fight.

			“Great,” Dren growled, pulling the letter opener from his belt.

			[AWWW, USER! HE’S ACTUALLY KIND OF CUTE! CAN WE KEEP HIM?]

			“No! We kill everything here!” Immediately, Dren felt a tinge of guilt. The lizard was kind of cute. It was no bigger than a house cat, spiny tail included. Even its on-fire carapace looked less like flames and more like flickering candles. Nevertheless, he hardened himself and approached. That first step was all it took. Immediately, the Hatchling Flame Lizard opened its mouth and spat fire.

			[USER! FIRE SPIT UNRANKED 3 INCOMING!]

			“Crap!” Dren cursed. Max’s warning was far too late. Dren didn’t have time to dodge it. Out of instinct, however, he lifted his glove holding the letter opener, and the Fire Spit harmlessly bounced off the Arsenal Glove. “Ha!” he exclaimed, then pounced on the Flame Lizard, stabbing with his letter opener. He stabbed once, piercing spiny flesh. As he stabbed again, however, the Flame Lizard’s candle-like fires died, and its skin turned to craggy rock.

			Dren tried to pin it as it wriggled free. “No, you don’t!” The creature twisted enough and bit him on his hand without his Arsenal Glove. Dren cried out as pain flared, and the Hatchling Flame Lizard latched on tight.

			[DAMAGE SUSTAINED!]

			“God dammit!” Dren roared and hit the Flame Lizard against the stone. It held on stubbornly. Again and again, he smacked, to no avail. Its rocklike skin seemed to absorb the blows without a hint of damage. Dren tried to pry it off with his foot.

			[NO, USER! RIPPING YOUR FOE OFF WILL DESTROY YOUR HAND!]

			Max was right. The needle-like teeth would shred his fingers.

			As if sensing his hesitancy, with lightning speed, the Flame Lizard snapped, gaining greater purchase, mouth engulfing several of Dren’s fingers. “You son of a …” At this rate, Dren was going to lose his hand. Again.

			Like hell, I will!

			Suddenly, the ground rumbled, and Dren saw another flame crater. Searing-blue fire bellowed out of the hole in the ground. Dren jumped toward it and stuck the lizard into the rupturing upward flames. “Burn, damn you!” The heat seared his hand for a flashing moment, but clearly, the flames were too hot for even the lizard, and it let out a screech, releasing Dren’s hand. At the same time, it shed its rocky skin and was burned to a crisp. Dren snatched his hand away from the heat of the flames and fell back, completely out of breath.

			[WOW, USER, THAT WAS MOST IMPRESSIVE! YOU KILLED IT! THAT WAS VERY INVENTIVE THINKING!]

			“I … hate … this … place …”

			Orange mist appeared. The Spark from the Hatchling Flame Lizard. It sat in the air, and Dren breathed it in. At once, some of his scorched left hand was healed, becoming pink new flesh, and his energy returned.

			[OOO, SEE? UNRANKED 3 PROVIDES A SIGNIFICANT HEALING AND VITALITY BOOST! MIGHT I REMARK, THAT WAS THE MOST POWERFUL FOE WE’VE FACED YET. ASIDE FROM THE ELDER COPPER GIANT FROG.]

			Dren grunted. “You’re right.” He flexed his healed hand. “At least I can get used to that. What rank am I now?”

			[UNRANKED 4, 60% PROGRESS! HUZZAH!]

			[ALSO, USING YOUR LETTER OPENER HAS RANKED IT UP AGAIN!]

			Dren eyed the letter opener again.

			[ITEM: LETTER OPENER.]

			[RANK: UNRANKED 4.]

			[EFFECT: DAMAGED INCREASED.]

			[NEW ABILITY ACQUIRED: WEAPON SUMMON.]

			[EFFECT: WITH CONCENTRATION, LETTER OPENER CAN BE SUMMONED TO YOUR GRIP. THUS, THIS WEAPON CAN NOW BE THROWN AND RETURNED TO YOUR HAND ON COMMAND.]

			Oh, that’s cool.

			Needing to test this immediately, Dren threw the letter opener, and it embedded itself into the hard dirt ground a dozen feet away. Then he simply extended his hand and somehow willed the blade back. Sure enough, it rattled, then flew back, end over end, and slapped into his palm.

			He grinned in triumph, his skin prickling. “Holy hells, that’s awesome …”

			[BOOMERANG LETTER OPENER!]

			Dren did it a dozen more times, reveling in the new ability, before Max urged him onward, and they continued.

			The heat grew oppressive, and Dren wiped the back of his sweaty forehead with his sleeve and continued onward. Gods, this place was blistering. As Dren walked over a bridge, lava bubbling up on either side, he asked, “Hey, Max, have you noticed, for a place of pure magma and fire, it’s really hot, but like … not hellishly unbearable? Does that seem off to you?”

			[INDEED, USER, I HAVE NOTICED! INSIDE A REAL VOLCANO, YOU WOULD DIE IN SECONDS. IF NOT FROM THE SUPERHEATED AIR OR VOLCANIC GAS, YOUR BODY TEMPERATURE WOULD NOT BE ABLE TO SUSTAIN ITSELF, AND YOU WOULD SUCCUMB TO THE TERRIBLE HEAT.]

			“Like an ice cube in a hot tub,” Dren said, hopping over a molten lava flow.

			Max groaned. [WE REALLY NEED TO WORK ON YOUR ANALOGIES.]

			“What? That one wasn’t half bad!” Dren retorted, picking his way through a corridor of more flame craters. In some cave-like burrows, he spotted more Hatchling Flame Lizards, and he skirted them. “Wait, so why isn’t it impossibly hot?”

			[MMM, IF I WERE TO POSTULATE, I BELIEVE THE TRIALS ADJUST TO YOUR CURRENT RANK. AS A RESULT, THE HIGHER THE RANK, THE HARDER THE ADVERSITY, INCLUDING THE AMBIENT ATMOSPHERE AND CREATURES.]

			“Huh, and thus the Hatchling Flame Lizards?”

			[INDEED! HOWEVER, MIGHT I REMIND YOU, A TRIAL’S DEFENDER IS ALWAYS A HIGH RANK AND MEANT TO BE FACED BY A TEAM!]

			“Good reminder,” Dren said.

			As he made his way deeper, he came across slabs of rock floating amid the lava, the only way to the next part. Well, I’m this far already. Dren hopped from one slab to another. On one, he saw the same orange crackling surface as the platform, and he ran across it, yelling out as meteors splashed down behind him. On the other side, he saw a narrow passageway between two plinths of rock. Squeezing his way through, hisses and snarls sounded ahead. “I have a bad feeling about this …” The rocky landscape opened up, and sure enough, he saw what he’d feared.

			A hundred gray-colored tiny name tags popped up in his field of vision reading: [Hatchling Flame Lizard.] They littered the open rocky clearing. Mostly though, there were eggs in smaller craters. Amid the eggs and hatchlings were much larger lizards bearing large thorns all over their body, with distinctive bright-orange mottling.

			[NAME: HATCHLING MOTHER FLAME LIZARD.]

			These were all [Unranked 6] and [Unranked 7.]

			[UHH … USER?] Max said worriedly, [MIGHT I SUGGEST WE HIDE?]

			Dren ducked behind a boulder. He peaked back over, scanning, “Okay, we got this. Easy peasy. We just need to find our big, bad, and ugly and—” He spotted what he was looking for, and his heart dropped. At the far end of the breeding grounds, on a little rise, were two figures: orange lizards that wore plate armor and held flaming spears. They stood on clawed feet. Two? He hadn’t been expecting two.

			“Uh, Max,” Dren said in a whisper, “am I hallucinating, or are those lizards standing like humans?”

			[NAME: SPEARFLAME LIZARD.]

			[RANK: ELDER COPPER] read both of their small name tags.

			He hadn’t been expecting two weapon-wielding lizards. The Spearflame Lizards looked more like royal guards than something you’d find under a heat lamp or basking on a hot rock. “Okay,” Dren breathed, collecting himself. “They’re just two Elder Coppers. Two Defenders is a little strange, but I can handle two Coppers. That’s way easier than an Elder Bronze, right?”

			[INCORRECT! YOU WERE QUITE LUCKY TO HANDLE AN ELDER COPPER LAST TIME. THERE IS NO WAY YOU CAN HANDLE TWO.]

			Dren sighed. “You’re not helping.”

			[APOLOGIES, USER. HOW CAN I BE OF ASSISTANCE?]

			The Hatchlings and Hatchling Mothers were everywhere, covering the breeding grounds. It was clear if he stepped out from his hiding place and caught their attention, he’d be swarmed in a matter of moments and eaten alive. “We need a plan. Something sneaky where we don’t alert five hundred creatures who want to have me for a snack.” Dren was rubbing his jaw, thinking of maybe making a makeshift rock boat to float the lava moat or dress up as one of the Lizard men when—

			[UM, USER?] Max warned.

			“Shhh, I’m thinking.”

			Something tickled his ear.

			Dren froze. He turned his head, coming face to face with a tiny lizard that had just crawled out of a crack in the stone wall beside him. It had flicked its tongue out, curiously inspecting him as if wondering if he was edible.

			[NAME: HATCHLING FLAME LIZARD.]

			[RANK: UNRANKED 1] its name tag read.

			Not much bigger than a sardine, the little lizard clung to the plinth’s wall. It looked like it had escaped its hatch and was squirming around the cave like an errant toddler. Dren raised his hands disarmingly as the Hatchling stared at him as if trying to ascertain whether he was a threat or not. “Hey there, little guy,” he whispered cheerily. “Oh, you’re a friendly little guy, aren’t ya? Just do me a favor and—” Suddenly, the Hatchling Flame Lizard hissed surprisingly loud, echoing off the narrow walls of Dren’s hideout. Dammit! Immediately, he snatched the Hatchling off the wall, snapping its mouth shut with his hand. “Shhh! Shut up, shut up, shut up,” he snarled under his breath as it wriggled, trying to free itself.

			Silence.

			Then … 

			From beyond the boulder, he heard another hiss. Then another. And another. Dren slowly rose, tiny lizard in hand like a pet. The little bugger had set off a cascading effect, and one after another, lizards turned toward Dren, hissing, baring needle-like teeth until the whole breeding ground was suddenly facing him with malicious slit eyes.

			“Ash and shadows,” Dren growled.
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			Chapter 11

			Kara and Vox, with Alice’s urging, had taken Alice’s ‘old steed’ Bjorn. It was the same mount the woman said she used to drag her huge wagon full of scrap metal and other smithing supplies. Kara spotted the wagon first. She’d gasped and doubted anything but a team of horses or a warden could have pulled the massive metal cart that barely fit in Alice’s barn. Then … she’d seen Bjorn, and it all made sense. Well, in a kind of ‘Seraphs-take-me-of-course-Alice-would-have-this-kind-of-animal-as-a-simple-workhorse’ kind of sense.

			Alice watched in amusement as Kara’s neck craned up, taking in Bjorn, a horse, if it could be called that, who stood almost twelve feet tall. Bjorn was a giant Vermildal, a race of horses that some people said giants used to ride. Bjorn greeted them with an eager prance of his massive skull-sized hooves, rattling the earth. Vox, dwarfed by the massive beast, only grumbled, shook his head, and muttered, “Figures.”

			They’d unhooked the wagon and now rode together. Vox’s arms were around her waist as she held the reins. At first, he’d protested, but she knew she was the better rider. She’d grown up riding all her life. Vox, as he reluctantly admitted, had never seen a horse before, let alone a Vermildal.

			They raced over the grassy plains, and as they reached their destination, Kara felt a fire in her gut.

			She’d never ridden to this part of the grassy plains, as it was forbidden and feared, but everyone knew where it was.

			Vox, on the other hand, had more of a reaction.

			“Holy hells. Are those … portals?” The orange-haired man pointed to shimmering circles in the air.

			“Yes.” They’d been over this while riding. She’d briefed him quickly on what they’d see at the Trial grounds. “Like I told you, they lead to the nine elemental Trials.”

			“Right, oh ya, elemental Trials. Of course.” He sounded a tad sarcastic for Kara’s liking.

			“Remember what we talked about, okay? I’ll do the talking.”

			Vox grunted, and Kara spotted a cozy camp. A bulky man sat before it, stirring a pot with a wooden spoon. He looked up at their approach, and Kara reined Bjorn in before him. The massive steed stopped on a dime and snorted steam.

			The man didn’t flinch in the slightest.

			He just kept stirring his pot. Was he making … Tea? With a sigh, the man set it down and rose.

			Kara took him in.

			He was mostly wide as if his shoulders would brush a door’s frame. Around his muscled neck, he sported a massive wrist-thick chain. That was odd, to say the least. Otherwise, his outfit was unassuming. What she was totally incapable of ignoring, however—aside from the thick chain around his neck—was the power that emitted from his body. While it was clear he was concealing it, his power still radiated like the sun. She pulled a thicker veil over her Sparkwell, dampening some of his intensity from her Truesight. It was clear this man was dangerous, and she was painfully aware of the sword on her back, pressed between her and Vox. There was a subtle air of annoyance as if they were late, and also a sense of … curiosity, like she was a missing puzzle piece.

			And it clicked.

			The look he was giving them, his chain collar, and those eerie green eyes—all the pieces came together like pins aligning in a lock.

			Ditch.

			Kara swung her leg over and jumped off Bjorn, using her Bronze agility to land nimbly.

			Vox awkwardly slid down the huge beast’s flank, grumbling as he did.

			She took in the scene.

			Portals, nine of them, each about eight feet tall and wide enough for a wagon to roll through unhindered. The surface of the portals, meanwhile, had a gauzy appearance like foggy glass, each a different color. She could almost make out the landscape beyond, yet frustratingly not quite. All she knew was that something about what lay beyond each seemed ominous.

			Kara marched toward Ditch, hands balled into fists at her side. Ditch didn’t move a muscle, remaining in the center of the grass, calmly holding a ceramic cup in both hands. Steam wafted toward Kara and gave off the scent of something sweet, spicy, and earthy. It was tea! The damned man was sipping on tea while Dren was dying?

			“Where is he?” Kara asked.

			“Where is who?”

			“Dren, Ditch. Where is Dren?”

			A flicker of amusement entered Ditch’s burning green eyes. “How did you know?”

			“How did I know what? Know that this is an ancient training ground banned for over a year because it is too barbaric? Or, how did I know you’re Ditch? Or best yet, how do I also know that you’re stalling?”

			Ditch barked. “A clever deduction, but you overstep yourself. How I train the boy is none of your business.”

			“Wrong,” Kara said and unsheathed her blade from her back, pointing it at Ditch. Behind her, Vox made a strangled sound of surprise. She ignored him and pressed, “If you’ve harmed his Channels or his Sparkwell merely to get him stronger, we’re going to have a talk, you and I.”

			“Are you threatening a Warden, young mistress Kara?”

			Kara huffed a laugh. “Warden, ha, nice try. I see that little collar of yours.” She pointed to the wrist-thick chain around his neck. Sparkchains, made of Brightsteel. They suppressed one’s Sparkwell, limiting one’s magic. She didn’t know there was Brightsteel pure enough to limit a Warden’s ability, but obviously, it was working.

			She’d seen the glowing shackles before when her father, working as a guard for one of the elemental houses, had been forced to imprison criminal Seekers. She had a memory of a Copper criminal with the chain around his neck being led through the streets, his power squelched to the level of a measly Unranked 1.

			Ditch, on the other hand, seemed to have none of these afflictions. As if the terribly powerful Sparkchain around his neck was simply an unusual piece of fashion. “That’s a Sparkchain, isn’t it?”

			Ditch said nothing, confirming her suspicion.

			“I thought as much. With that on, I’d put you at … Gold? Elder Gold at best.” With her Truesight active now, she saw his glow. It was like a small sun, sure, but the color of a Warden’s aura was different. She also didn’t conveniently admit that even as a low-ranking Gold, Ditch could crush her into mush with a flex of his pinky.

			“I’m Gold,” he admitted. Then he sighed. “So tell me, what is your plan here, young mistress Kara? If I’ve harmed Dren, you plan to return the favor?”

			She pulled herself to her full height. “If you’ve damaged his Channels or his Sparkwell, then yes.”

			“Even if it’s to save the world?”

			Kara’s voice held heat, choosing her words deliberately. “Still yes.”

			“And you think you can?” Ditch asked, amused.

			Kara took two assertive steps toward Ditch and pressed the tip of the blade to the man’s throat, just above the collar. Her sword drew the smallest pinpoint of blood. “Warden, Gold, or otherwise, I will leave my mark.”

			Ditch’s surprise was evident. To anyone else, it was subtle, merely a faint widening of his eyes. Yet to Kara, it was as obvious as a gasp. Kara’s sword was made of Brightsteel. He clearly hadn’t been expecting it. Brightsteel could cut down spells from thin air. Most thought Seekers were strong because of their evolved bodies. That was true, in a way. But a good portion of a Seeker’s strength came from their Spark. Spark infused one’s body. As such, Brightsteel pierced that magical defense and could make even a Gold, and above, bleed.

			Ditch’s jaw tightened.

			Tension hung in the air, thick and palpable, Kara’s sword ram-rod straight.

			Behind her, Vox swallowed audibly.

			Then, suddenly, Ditch laughed. Deep and rich, it echoed across the grassy bowl of the training grounds. So unexpected was the reaction from the gruff man. Kara flinched despite herself. Blessedly, that was her only reaction as she kept her sword leveled at the big man’s throat. “My, my, my,” said Ditch. “You are going to be a force to be reckoned with one day, young mistress Kara.”

			The compliment struck her, making her sword hesitate, though she shoved the sensation down. “People keep telling me that. I think I’m a force now.”

			Ditch grabbed the Brightsteel hawk-engraved sword and moved it away from his neck. She tried to keep it in place, but he moved it as simply as brushing aside a green branch that was blocking his path.

			“Can someone tell me what in the shadow and ash is going on?” Vox asked, joining Kara’s side. “You’re … Ditch? What happened to your giant stag-beast form?“

			“I transformed under Sepharina’s power.”

			“Oh, is this your real form then?”

			“Both are my real form,” Ditch replied. Vox looked clearly confused. Ditch continued with fraying patience, “As you advance, you can take more powerful beast forms. Some Seekers take them for an hour, or a day, some longer. Sometimes the inverse happens. A powerful Lizardfolk or Arakandi, for instance, might evolve to take a more human-like appearance, depending on what magical or physical attributes it grants. Often, the more human you become, the more nuanced your magical abilities and complicated your spells. Conversely, the more bestial, the more physical strength and raw magical output one usually obtain. However, each advancement is unique.”

			Vox gulped, clearly getting more of an answer then he was expecting. “Okay.” He turned to Kara. “Did you understand any of that?”

			Kara made a sound of exasperation, rubbing her brow. “Vox? What did we talk about?” Vox rubbed a hand through his orange hair, looking flummoxed.

			“Yeah, I said I’d let you do the talking, but that was before you decided to threaten a damn ash and shadow Warden? You’re just as flipping crazy as Dren!”

			“I shall interrupt you right there, young master Vox,” Ditch said. “Young mistress Kara is right to worry. However, I did not harm the boy’s Sparkwell. Though I should mention, there is something … odd about it.”

			“What is odd?” Kara asked.

			Ditch narrowed his piercing gaze. “His Sparkwell is … surprisingly deep. Deeper than even you or I, or anyone, could expect.”

			This sent a shiver through Kara.

			“Suffice it to say, I believe I’m beginning to see what my mistress saw in him.”

			“So you are training him to climb The World Tree and face Blightwing. Do you really think he can challenge a God? Or are you just sending him to die?”

			“The boy still has a long way to go.”

			She saw the look in his eyes. “But you think he has potential, don’t you?”

			“If he can harness the depth of his Sparkwell …” Ditch left the rest unsaid.

			Kara was almost speechless. “You really think he can do it?”

			“I said I am beginning to see,” Ditch replied emphatically.

			“And his Channels? You said you didn’t harm his Sparkwell, but I noticed you specifically neglected to mention his Channels. What am I missing?”

			Ditch looked away. “Sometimes sacrifices must be made.”

			Kara’s heart skipped a beat, and she raised her sword again. “What did you do?”

			Just then, the fire portal crackled, and a figure was suddenly spat out, rolling across the ground.

			It was Dren.

			Dren looked … different, but she couldn’t put her finger on it at first, probably because he was rolling on the grass as if on fire and crying out, “My eyebrows! My perfect eyebrows!” After longer than it should have taken, Dren paused howling—as if hearing mysterious instructions—and patted his eyebrows. “Oh, huh, they’re still there. Phew, that was close …”

			They all just stared at him.

			Ditch let out a heavy breath. His expression looked like an eternally patient father. It was clear by this reaction that this wasn’t the first time something like this had happened.

			Or perhaps the fifth or tenth.

			Dren looked up, finally spotting their arrival. For a moment, a flicker of something ghosted across his gaze. Several deep searing emotions that took Kara’s breath away. She recognized them each. Anger, then elation, then his expression settled back into cheery aloofness, with an impish grin. That was the same.

			Then what was it about him that seemed different?

			“Oh, hey, guys!” Dren said with a little nonchalant wave, still lying on his back. “Max, look who it is, Kara and Vox.” Whatever emotions Kara had seen before, Dren had buried, seeming completely unfazed by their sudden appearance. Then Dren took in Kara’s sword raised toward Ditch. He cleared his throat and gestured with a finger. “What’s uh … going on here? Did I miss something?”

			“We came to see if you died. You’re not dead. I’m good.” Vox turned as if to leave.

			Kara grabbed his arm, then sheathed her sword. She neared Dren’s side. He was lying on the grass, one elbow propping him up. She lifted up his glasses and peered into his eyes. “What did he do to you? How do your Channels feel?”

			“Whoa, whoa, whoa, slow down,” Dren said. He pushed her away and then settled his glasses back on his face carefully. He brushed himself off and rose. “What’s going on? What are you talking about?”

			“Ask him!” Kara said, pointing to the bald, muscly man with the thick chain collar. In any other scenario, she would have been intimidated. Now she was just mad.

			“Okay, what’s she talking about, Ditch, old buddy ol’ pal?”

			Ditch gusted a heavy breath, admitting while looking away, “You … might have ruptured one of your Channels.”

			“I knew it!” Kara said with sudden fury.

			Vox rubbed his jaw. “Rupturing a Channel … that’s a bad thing, I’m guessing?”

			“Are you kidding? It’s a very bad thing!” Kara snapped.

			“Okay, let’s just settle down here, think rationally,” Dren said, raising his hands. “That probably happened the first time I died, with the Giant Frog. There’s always a solution, right? So how do we heal it? A spell, a potion, or something? Some magic words? Give it to me straight.”

			“You can’t,” Kara growled, glaring at Ditch.

			The once stag-man didn’t even have the decency to look guilty.

			Dren winced. “I was really hoping you weren’t going to say that.”

			“Did you just say you died?” Vox asked, jaw hanging.

			“Yeah, a few times,” Ditch answered. “Real pain in the rear.”

			“How are you so calm?” Kara demanded. She already knew dying was a strange phenomenon in the Trials. She was more upset about Dren’s potential being ruined. “A ruptured Channel is like … like losing a limb!”

			“Because there’s gotta be a way.”

			She replied with a heavy breath. “Healing spiritual damage of that degree takes incredibly powerful healing spells or elixirs. And I mean, incredibly, like … Diamond or Warden level.”

			Vox huffed a laugh. “So? Ditch is a Warden. Surely the big stag-guy has access to that kind of stuff.”

			“I am no healer,” Ditch said. “The element of leaf, or nature, cannot knit the soul. That is beyond my abilities. You would likely need a Warden rank Flesh Seeker or above. Furthermore, just because I am a Warden does not mean I carry around priceless elixirs, and, might I remind you, if I did—”

			Dren interrupted, “—it’d go against your ‘I can’t interfere with your progress too directly, or Sepharina loses her Eternal status’ vow thing, right?”

			“Yes. Something like that,” Ditch said, sipping his tea.

			Kara rubbed at her temples. “This isn’t good.”

			Dren grabbed Kara’s shoulder, giving it a reassuring squeeze. “Hey, relax. I’ve gotten through worse. Besides, can’t I just eventually get this Channel-thing repaired? I did cast a Gravity Punch earlier, and it was awesome.”

			“Gravity Punch?” Kara gawked. “You’re … Moon?”

			“Yeah, pretty cool, right?”

			“Really cool. It’s insanely rare. But yeah … with a ruptured Channel, I don’t think you’ll be able to cast a powerful spell again until you heal it or strengthen your other Channels.”

			“Huh,” Dren said. “That’s a bummer. Well, I guess I just need more training, right, Ditch?”

			Ditch grumbled, “Training is a loose word. I’m throwing you into a hellhole to die and prove me right.”

			“Well … good thing that’s my new favorite thing. Proving you wrong. And pancakes! Max described them, and frankly, they sound delicious. Fluffy, light, spongy, and soaked in sweet syrup? How could you not like that? Honestly, I can’t really fathom how they’re considered a breakfast food. Sounds way more unhealthy than cake. Which I also haven’t tried. I have mentioned my previous life sucked, haven’t I?” The AI glasses, Max, must have said something in Dren’s ear because Dren answered as if talking to himself, “Yeah, I know, I said I’m gonna’ try em, Max. What do you want from me? There’s not exactly any breakfast joints around here. What, you think Ditch is gonna’ cook ’em?”

			Ditch growled in response.

			“See? I told you,” Dren said to Max. “Just hold your horses. Maybe we’ll find a medieval IHOP or something inside The World Tree.”

			Kara opened her mouth. “Dren, we didn’t come here to talk about … pancakes—”

			“—Hold that thought,” Dren interrupted with a raised finger, as if still listening to Max again. Kara looked shocked, but Dren just nodded to himself, making noises like ‘mmm,’ ‘uh-huh,’ and even a ‘yeah, good point.’

			As if finished listening, Dren’s cunning purple eyes fixed on Vox, then Kara, seeing into her—suddenly serious. “Max asks a good question. Why are you here? You said you didn’t want to join …” He folded his arms, and the look in his gaze made Kara fidget nervously.

			“We came to see if you’re okay …”

			And Vox spoke up, “Kara was worried.”

			She elbowed him.

			He grumbled, “I … might have been concerned too.” Then he added gruffly, “Besides, I’ve saved your hide too many times to let you die now.”

			Dren looked uncomfortable. “Oh … well … thanks for checking?”

			“That’s it?” Kara asked.

			“Yup! Anyway.” He yawned and stretched his arms. “This has been great and all, real great, and I really am glad you guys came out to see me, but I have to get back to it.” He hooked a thumb toward the blazing Portal of Fire and turned.

			“We’re coming,” Kara declared. She grabbed Bjorn’s reins and handed them to Ditch, who remained impassive. “Watch over Bjorn, will you?” She stroked the horse’s muzzle. “We’ll be back soon, big guy.” Then she joined Dren. “Shall we?”

			They moved to the flaming portal.

			She looked back to Vox. “Well?”

			“I’m coming,” Vox grumbled, hefting his hammer.

			Dren didn’t move.

			“Dren?” Kara asked.

			Emotions passed across his face, from angry, to sad, then to resolute, as he looked up into her eyes, he said, “Not yet … I need you to admit it first.”

			“Admit what?” she asked, though knowing full well what he was talking about.

			He just looked at her.

			Finally, with a great heaving sigh, she conceded. “You were right. We were wrong. Happy?”

			“Yep!”

			“Good. Now please never make me say that phrase again.”

			Dren grinned. “Oh, we’ll see about that. Welp, time’s a-wastin’!” And with that, Dren bound into the Portal of Fire.

			Vox uttered a curse.

			“Did he even question when he went in the first time?” Kara asked Ditch.

			Ditch shook his head. “Not really. The boy is insane.”

			“Ash and shadow, that’s the light’s own truth,” Vox said under his breath.

			Vox and Kara exchanged looks, standing before the licking flames of the fiery portal.

			Vox grunted. “Well, go on. After you.”

			“Together,” she said, grabbed his wrist, and leaped into the Portal of Fire after Dren.
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			Chapter 12

			Dren led them to the place where he had died. Without a plan, they were quickly overwhelmed by dozens of lizards. Vox fell into one of the flame cauldrons, Dren was gutted by the lizard guard again, and Kara was cut down by … the rest of the lizards.

			Dren was spat back out of the portal, the others at his side.

			He shot to his feet.

			He was standing back in the grassy lands. Only to see his two friends were … handling their demise a little differently.

			Vox remained lying on his back. “We died. We really died.”

			[USER, I BELIEVE OUR FRIEND VOX HAS SHORT-CIRCUITED.]

			Dren rubbed the back of his neck, shrugging. “Told ya’.”

			Kara, meanwhile, jumped to her feet. “That was awesome! Let’s do it again!”

			Dren, even Max, seemed shocked into silence by her enthusiasm.

			Vox groaned, his head falling back onto the grass. “I knew it. You’re just as crazy as him.”

			Kara stared over Vox as he lay there, planting her hands on her hips. “You’re crazy not to be excited! Don’t you see? All my life, I’ve had to hold back or avoid fighting the truly strong in fear I’d be killed, but now? I don’t have to worry about that. I can—we can—push ourselves without repercussions! This is amazing!”

			Vox shielded his eyes from the sun with a hand, squinting up at Kara. “Yeah, no, I stand by my earlier statement. You’re crazy.”

			[CRAZY AWESOME!] Max said.

			Kara took to ranting aloud—pretty much a one-woman monologue as she meticulously planned out how she was going to get stronger, widen her Channels, deepen her Sparkwell, and more—which meant she completely ignored the two of them.

			Vox sat up and stared into the grassy hills, clearly reeling.

			“You okay, buddy?” Dren asked, sitting at his friend’s side.

			Vox shook his head. “When we died, I thought it’d feel like a simulation or something. It wasn’t! It felt so real.”

			“Because it was real,” Dren said.

			There were tears in Vox’s eyes. “So … a version of me just died?”

			“Yeah …”

			“Did it feel the same for you the first time?”

			“Oh, I was worse. I had a full-blown panic attack,” he said cheerily.

			[YOU FORGOT TO MENTION YOU VOMITED AS WELL, USER] Max added.

			“Did I? I don’t remember that.”

			[YOU DID. IT WAS GROSS.]

			“Anyway, you’re handling it great!” Dren told Vox, patting him on the back.

			“This is great?” Vox asked, his hands shaking.

			“Sure. You haven’t even vomited yet!”

			Kara returned, smiling, practically vibrating with restrained excitement. “Are you two done? Because I know what we need to do.”

			Vox stood up. He shook his head and clenched his trembling fist as if trying to banish the tremors in his body and mind. And his voice held an iron edge when he spoke, “I’m tired of being weak. Tired of not knowing my power. If we’re doing this, I’m all in.”

			Dren bound to his feet. “Sounds good to me!”

			“Perfect,” Kara said. “And I know how we’re going to go about it … We need real training. Not just haphazardly throwing ourselves into a pit of fire to die.”

			Dren’s eyes lit up, excitement growing in his belly. He had a feeling he knew where she was going with this. “We need someone who knows what they’re doing …”

			Vox grinned. “Someone strong.”

			Kara tutted. “Oh, man … If only there was someone who could teach us tactics, to explain the different elements, and to break down combat. A true expert.”

			“Exactly,” Dren jumped in. “And they’d have to be strong. Like, really strong. Gosh, if only there was someone that fits that description …”

			Ditch set down the cup of tea he’d still been holding and rose, making Dren step back and swallow. He forgot what it was like to stand so close to Ditch. Even now, and despite himself, Ditch’s aura sent shivers down Dren’s spine. Ditch stretched, rolling his heavy shoulders, his wrist-thick necklace clanging. “Wait here.”

			With that order, Ditch moved, and the bald wanderer leaped into the Trial of Fire.

			Dren sprinted to the viewing portal. The others joined, watching by his side.

			Ditch was stalking through the Fire Trial, verdant grass appearing with every step on the hard-packed rock. As he moved, lizards shrieked and skittered away, terrified by his presence.

			“What’s he doing?” Kara asked.

			[FINISHING THE TRIAL! I PRESUME YOU WILL GET NO BENEFIT FROM HIS AID, BUT I SUSPECT HE DOESN’T WANT TO TRAIN INSIDE AN ARENA OF FIRE AND BRIMSTONE, AND YOU CANNOT START A NEW TRIAL UNTIL YOUR PREVIOUS ONE IS FINISHED.]

			Max was right … 

			Ditch moved faster than Dren could see, grass and roots appeared all over, and then a moment later, Ditch reappeared, as a giant lizard the size of a building—that Dren hadn’t even seen—stepped out of the lava, dripping with molten orange.

			Max stammered:

			[CREATURE: GREAT FLAMING LIZARD OF DESTRUCTION.]

			[RANK: ELDER GOLD.]

			The gargantuan lizard snarled and roared as it raised a flaming sword.

			Ditch swung.

			The beast froze, sword raised … 

			Then, a confused look flashed across the massive lizard’s grotesque face, and its huge head slid off its body. Both guards at the lizard’s side exploded with roots. Ditch held up the severed head of a huge fiery lizard boss like a prize. Then he smiled and tossed the head into the lava before roots, mushrooms, and fungus broke down the rest of the creature, leaving it nothing more than a skeleton.

			Dren could only stare in complete bafflement.

			He hadn’t even seen the massive lizard final boss! Hells, he’d thought the guards were the final nemesis! Now both guards’ corpses were at the massive lizard’s side—roots protruding from their eye sockets, and the boss was dead. Ditch had finished the Trial like he was out for a morning stroll.

			Kara and Vox at his side were mute and staring wide-eyed until Kara broke the silence.

			“Let’s never, ever get on Ditch’s bad side.”

			“Agreed,” Vox said.

			[DITCH IS SCARY.] Max concurred.

			A moment later, Ditch hurled out of the orange portal, wiping his hands. “Okay. Fire is done. We go into Stone,” he said, pointing to the brown-colored portal to the Trial of Stone, but he didn’t wait as he leaped in, as if expecting them to chase after.

			Vox stared at the brown—really more of a bronzeish—portal with trepidation. “Why’d he choose stone?

			“Guess we’ll find out,” Dren said.

			“Right. Then what are we waiting for?”

			Kara rubbed Bjorn’s head one last time. “I’m ready.”

			“You guys know he might kill us,” Dren said.

			“Ash and shadow,” Vox cursed. “Now you’re pretending to be the voice of reason?”

			Dren waved his hands. “No, no, no, hardly! If anything, I think it’s exciting.”

			Kara vaulted through the Portal of Stone.

			Vox leaped in next.

			Dren moved to follow but hesitated.

			Something about the portal … flickered. It was just for a moment, and he wondered if it was his imagination. As he stared at it, it was normal, or whatever was normal for a magical portal—with bronze flames at its edges and a murky filter distorting the landscape inside, though he could tell it was also … rocky.

			Dren touched the side of his glasses as if for reassurance.
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			Chapter 13

			Through the portal, Dren quickly got his bearings. Vox and Kara were standing by Ditch, soaking in the landscape. Huge-tiered rocks like skyscrapers rose about them, hundreds, all teetering. It looked like a bored giant had stacked boulders on salt flats, then eventually grew weary and gave up. Otherwise, the land was white stone, cracked as far as the eye could see. An empty pale blue sky sat above with wispy white clouds. “This is kinda … pretty for a land of stone,” Kara said. “I wasn’t sure what to expect. Most Stone Seekers are kinda boring.”

			That was right. Max had told Dren that each Seeker’s personality reflected their elemental attunement. “That must mean you’re a Stone Seeker,” Dren said, ribbing Vox.

			[OOO ZINGER!] Max exclaimed.

			Vox growled, “What’s so special about Moon then?”

			“It’s notoriously mysterious,” Kara replied.

			Dren folded his arms. “Ha, make fun of that! I’m a mystery wrapped in an enigma.”

			“You’re about as mysterious as a fart,” Vox said.

			Dren had almost forgotten about Ditch. He turned to the man who stood with his back to the endless pillars. “So, Ditcharoonie, buddy, why stone? Why not fire?”

			Ditch ignored the nickname. “The Trial of Fire is a hellhole. Only an idiot would choose that.”

			Kara and Vox glared at him.

			“What? They all have to be accomplished, right?” Dren asked.

			“Yeah, but you didn’t have to gun for the craziest one,” Vox chimed in.

			“Well, the other elements are fearsome in their own right,” Ditch admitted, “but to answer your question, the Trial of Stone typically has space. It is much more suited for a training ground. And it’s safer. Relatively.”

			As soon as he said this, a nearby protrusion of stone on a pillar shifted, accompanied by the sound of grating rocks.

			[USER! ENEMY ATTACK!]

			Detaching from the pillar that it had blended into, a stone creature came to life. It looked kinda like a man, if creepier, with exaggerated features … and wings … and claws, horns, and dagger-length teeth.

			[STONE GARGOYLE] the description read with no sign of its rank.

			Dren didn’t have time to question that as the gargoyle swooped down at them, screeching.

			Vox lifted his one-handed hammer.

			Kara unsheathed her sword, the steel glinting in the sun.

			Dren was quicker. He jumped before the others, touched the purple sphere in his mind, and attacked. Only it didn’t work as well as last time. He saw his ruptured Channel in his mind like a severed nerve at the root of his spine. It was useless. All his power welled, slowly coming to his aid, but it felt like blowing molasses through a straw. Dren was barely able to summon a little bit of glowing purple Moon to his index finger when the gargoyle slashed at him.

			But Ditch was there. He snatched the gargoyle around its stone throat and squeezed. The gargoyle’s eyes went wide in surprise, but it was over too quickly to register anything else. Stone burst. Wide-eyed, the gargoyle’s head fell to the dirt. As if a spell had been broken, the gargoyle’s body crumbled to fragments around Ditch’s feet.

			[OOO, HE’S GOT GRAVITY SQUEEZE TOO!] Max said.

			Vox reeled. “What the hell was that thing?”

			Dren was annoyed he’d been useless. He kicked a stone. “Max says it was a gargoyle.”

			“Oh yeah, of course. A gargoyle. Makes perfect sense.”

			[I SENSE VOX’S SARCASM! I BELIEVE I AM GETTING BETTER AT THIS!]

			Dren stared at the creature’s decapitated head. The head was the only thing that hadn’t crumbled.

			The face was wide and brutish, like an orc from the fantasy stories. It had a snub, broad nose, cliff-like brows, and huge bottom fangs, and its expression was frozen in surprise and twisted by hunger.

			A nameplate appeared over the severed head that Dren hadn’t seen beforehand.

			[STONE GARGOYLE, ELDER SILVER.]

			Holy hells, Elder Silver?

			“Uh, Max?” he asked his AI. “Why didn’t you show me that until now?”

			[I PRESUME YOU’RE REFERRING TO THE GARGOYLE’S ELDER SILVER STATUS, YES?]

			“Of course, that’s what I’m referring to! What the hell, Max? I wouldn’t have tried to jump in front of it if I’d known it was Elder Silver!”

			[I AM SORRY, USER, BUT I WASN’T ABLE TO SEE ITS RANK OR EVEN MUCH OF ITS PRESENCE UNTIL IT ATTACKED.]

			“Don’t get mad at your glasses, Dren,” Kara said. “Higher rank creatures can suppress their aura and hide their rank.”

			[USER KARA IS CORRECT. I MIGHT BE AN LEGENDARY RARITY ITEM, BUT YOU ARE STILL AN UNRANKED 4, USER. FOR NOW, I AM LIMITED BY YOUR … UH … UMM. HOW SHOULD I PUT THIS … ]

			“Weakness?” Dren ventured reluctantly.

			[OH, PERFECT WORD! I WAS THINKING FEEBLENESS, OR IMPOTENCE, OR … ]

			“Max.”

			[SORRY, YES, I AM CURRENTLY LIMITED BY YOUR WEAKNESS. HOWEVER, IN TIME, AND AS YOU ADVANCE, OUR POWERS WILL GROW, AND I WILL BE MORE READILY ABLE TO SEE YOUR ENEMIES INSTEAD OF YOU GETTING EVISCERATED WITHOUT EVER BEING THE WISER.]

			“The name for the skill your glasses is dancing around is called Truesight,” Ditch said. “If I had to venture a guess, it seems like Marcus imparted Truesight into your glasses. It takes a lifetime to master, but it seems your Truesight is automatically enhanced because of the glasses.”

			“But you’re saying I can’t detect creatures if they are hiding their aura?” Dren guessed.

			Ditch folded his arms. “Correct. Not until you advance more. If your glasses are like any other Legendary item, however, you will have many mutual benefits upon progressing to further ranks.”

			“Wait, but I’ve seen plenty of other ranks so far, including yours,” Dren said, eyeing Ditch.

			“Some creatures intentionally keep their auras on full display to scare or corral their foes,” Kara said. Ditch grunted. “Trust me, if I was trying to scare you, I would have done more than that. I revealed my rank as a sign of respect and because I had no need to hide.”

			Ditch cleared his throat, brushing his hands from the Stone Gargoyle’s dust. “If we’re done? I believe we have some training to do. We will have to be careful. If it was just you three in here, it would be Unranked, Coppers, and Bronzes. But I have joined as well and raised the rank of everything within these Trials.”

			Dren squinted, and he saw beyond. In the surrounding landscape, tiny dots of red flashed in his glass’ vision. On pillars, on the sand, and in other places. Enemies, he knew. Then the dots of red vanished. He shivered, eyed the glowing bronze portal behind them, then shrugged.

			Kara went first. She had three spells at her rank: Wind Shield, Wind Bow, and Wind Gust, as well as Wind Arrow, the by-product of Wind Bow. A shield, a weapon, and a jettison of air. Kara admitted, she favored her Wind Bow most of all. Now she was holding the flowing bow of wind in her hand, showing it off to Dren and Vox. Both of them did nothing to hide their awe.

			“Wow,” Dren said when she finished, “that is … impressive.”

			“That’s all good and all, but what about that fancy blade of yours?” Vox asked.

			Kara sniffed, planting hands on hips. “What about it?”

			“Well, are you any good with it, or is it just for show?” Vox asked. “Hate to see a fine piece of metal go to waste.”

			Kara glowered, then moved. Well, at least Dren thought she moved. He couldn’t really tell, aside from a slight shift in her stance, and then … she was sheathing her blade again. There was a pause as Kara smiled, Vox looked confused, and Dren understood.

			The next thing he knew, Vox’s belt was cut, and his pants fell to the ground, revealing the man’s underwear.

			“Proof enough?” Kara asked.

			“Bah, okay, okay!” Vox said, red-faced and grumbling as he scrambled to pull his pants back up. “It was just a question!”

			“Well, if you must know, it was a gift from my father,” Kara said, lovingly touching the hawk symbol on the steel. “He saved every coin he could. He told me I’d need it one day. Now I use it as more of a last resort.” She cut a boulder in half. “Anyway, what are your powers?” she asked Dren.

			They both gawked.

			Dren shook himself, regaining his composure as he answered, “Uh … I can do this.” Dren lifted his hand, showing his purple flame-wreathed fingers.

			“No way,” Kara said.

			Vox interrupted. “What kind of spell is that? Purple fingers?”

			“Whoa!” Dren scoffed. “They’re more than purple fingers, thank you very much. They have a gravity component.” He waggled his fingers, purple flames still dancing from them. “Anything coated by this purple moon stuff is heavier. Like a lot heavier.”

			“Why don’t you do your whole fist and punch stuff?” Vox asked.

			Dren rubbed the back of his neck. “I … can’t. Not anymore, at least.”

			Kara glared at Ditch. “Yeah, because someone helped rupture one of his Channels.”

			“What about your other Channels?” Vox asked. “Didn’t someone say there are six Channels?”

			Ditch explained, “They’re rare, yet when a person ruptures a Channel, the others must compensate, increasing the burden and strain.”

			“Like six lanes of air traffic congested down to five,” Dren said.

			“Huh?” Kara asked.

			Dren waved it off. “Err, don’t worry about it.” The purple flames vanished as it became too difficult to push Moon through his Channels. He sighed. “Point is, it’s not easy to hold for long. The more I coat my hand, the less time I can hold it.”

			“So it makes your fingers heavier? How is that helpful?” Vox asked.

			Kara smacked him.

			“Hey, I’m just asking!”

			[USER, I BELIEVE OUR FRIEND USER VOX IS JUST SOUR BECAUSE HIS POWER IS CURRENTLY NON-EXISTENT. DO NOT TAKE HIS SLIGHTS PERSONALLY!]

			Dren knew this as well. Well, that and Vox was blunt to a fault, but he appreciated Max’s sympathy, and he answered Vox, “In short? It seems to make me stronger.”

			“How much stronger?” Vox asked.

			Ditch replied this time, “The more Dren coats his body, and the thicker and deeper the Moon, the stronger he will become.”

			Dren hooked a thumb at the stag-man. “What he said.”

			Vox grumbled, looking like he couldn’t deny that was awesome.

			Meanwhile, Kara had been rubbing her arm, looking strangely sheepish.

			“You okay?” he asked her.

			She nodded. “Yeah, but can … can you do it again?”

			“Do what again?”

			“Summon your Sparkwell,” she said eagerly.

			“Uh, sure?” He did.

			Kara’s eyes went wide, marveling at the purple flames about his fingers. “Seraphs’ blessings … I can hardly believe it. It’s just as amazing as the stories say.”

			Max preened, [WE ARE GODS!]

			“It is?” Dren asked.

			“Are you serious? It’s breathtaking! Moon is incredibly rare. I don’t know anyone who’s a Moon Seeker, let alone any of their abilities. Which also means I’m not gonna be a ton of help figuring out your powers,” she admitted. “Still, I’m jealous and impressed. That’s awesome.”

			The purple flames died again.

			Vox grumbled. “It’s not that cool.”

			[SOMEONE’S JEALOUS!] Max said.

			“Anyway, that spell, did you name it yet?” Kara asked, eyeing his no longer purple fingers.

			“Uh …” Dren began with chagrin. “Sorta?”

			Max didn’t have the same hesitation, [WE DID! IT’S CALLED GRAVITY SQUEEZE!]

			“What do you mean sorta?” Vox asked.

			Dren shook his head. “Eh, never mind.”

			[C’MON USER, TELL THEM MY NAME FOR IT. SEE IF THEY THINK IT’S WORTHY!]

			“No,” Dren mumbled to Max.

			“No, what?” Kara asked.

			[TELL THEM! PLEAASSSEEEE!]

			Dren mumbled, “Max calls it Gravity Punch.”

			“Huh. Sounds pretty cool,” Kara said.

			[NO, TELL THEM THE OTHER ONE, USER! DON’T MAKE ME MALFUNCTION MID-COMBAT!]

			Dren sighed. “And … when I crushed something with my fingers, he called it … Gravity Squeeze.”

			Vox let out a guffaw.

			Dren glared.

			Vox raised his hands. “Hey, I like it. It’s catchy. Maybe your next ones can be something like ‘Gravity Hug’ or maybe … ‘Gravity Cuddle,’ maybe ‘Gravity Spoon?’”

			[SEE, USER! I TOLD YOU THEY’D LIKE IT!] Max exclaimed. [GRAVITY SPOON. I’M SAVING THAT ONE TOO.]

			“Max,” Dren muttered, “we really need to teach you sarcasm.”

			Kara spoke, “Names aside, that sounds incredibly powerful.”

			“It is,” Ditch said abruptly. “And dangerous.”

			They all turned to him as he stood with his arms folded amid the rocky pillars.

			Dren glared. “What do you mean? How is it any more dangerous than Kara’s Wind Bow or Vox’s … Imaginary abilities?”

			Vox growled again.

			“Caution is all I advise. Depth of power won’t be your problem,” Ditch said. “Controlling your power and expending it, on the other hand, will be.”

			“Depth of power isn’t going to be my problem?” Dren repeated. “So I can, like … level mountains?”

			Kara chuckled, then put her hand over her mouth to stifle further laughter. “Sorry, yeah, no. Probably not going to be leveling anything but anthills with noodle-like Channels. No offense.”

			[OOO NOODLE CHANNELS. I LIKE THAT] Max said.

			Dren mumbled to Max, “You’re not helping. So what, I learn to widen my Channels?”

			“Correct, or you’ll never be able to summon more than a trickle,” Ditch replied.

			“Got it. So, in summary, I’m an Unranked God deep down, but if I can’t control it, I’ll suck forever.”

			Vox groaned.

			Kara rolled her eyes.

			Ditch’s face was blank as stone.

			Max chimed, [EXPERTLY DISTILLED!]

			“So, my future capabilities aside, what are these purple flames?”

			[GRAVITY SQUEEZE AND GRAVITY PUNCH!]

			“You are temporarily distorting the mass of an object. To you, your ‘Gravity Punch’ will feel as light as a feather, but to another, it will feel … much, much heavier.”

			Dren glanced up where the moon should be and saw only a blue wispy-clouded sky. He knew the moon distorted the gravitational pull of the tides or something like that. That’s all he knew. His power was the same? “So … what else will I be able to do in time?”

			Ditch rubbed his broad jaw and said, “I cannot say for certain. Everyone’s power manifests differently.”

			“C’mon, you gotta give me something. I’ll even take rumors.”

			“There are plenty of those,” Ditch admitted.

			Kara grinned. “Oh yeah, the rumors are incredible! I love stories involving Moon Seekers.”

			“What kinds of stories?” Vox asked.

			“Oh, you know, Moon Seekers being able to disappear into the slimmest of shadows, or that their powers are stronger when the moon is out, and a bunch of other things,” Kara said. “Though frankly, the rest sounds a lot less plausible.”

			“So … I’m like an awesome heavy-punching ninja?” Dren asked.

			“Ninja?” Kara repeated.

			Ditch sighed, overriding her. “Don’t get carried away.”

			“What?” Dren gasped. “Don’t-get-carried-away is my middle name. Dren-don’t-get-carried-away-danger.”

			“There’s no way Danger is your last name,” Kara said.

			“You still listen when he opens his mouth?” Vox asked.

			“Anyway,” Ditch interjected, steering the conversation back on track. “As I was saying, you shouldn’t get too ahead of yourself. I’ve heard rumors that Gravity ability is notoriously difficult to control and will take a lifetime to master.”

			“I like a challenge,” Dren said confidently. “ Let’s fight.”

			“Uh, fight?” Kara said. “Vox doesn’t even know his powers yet!”

			Vox shrugged. “How hard can it be? I’m sure I’ll figure it out as we go. This feels wrong to admit, but for once, I’m with Noodle Channels.” He slapped Dren on the back.

			Dren groaned, wiping his hand down his face. “We really don’t have to use that nickname.”

			“I think it’s catchy,” Kara said.

			He folded his arms. “Yeah, that’s exactly what I’m afraid of!”

			She shoved him playfully. “Fine, what if we just shorten it?”

			“To Noodles?” Dren asked incredulously.

			Kara winked. “Yeah! Why not? I think Noodles kinda fits you.”

			“Aww, yeah, super cute,” Dren said with false sweetness and turned to Ditch. “Can I fight her now?”

			“Basics first,” Ditch demanded. “Then you can punch each other into oblivion for all I care.”

			They spent the next few hours drilling combat moves until Dren’s muscles ached. It turned out Ditch knew a lot about fighting mechanics. Dren, on the other hand, didn’t. Sure, he was scrappy and quick, but his techniques were a lot more useful. So Ditch taught them fundamentals: kicks, punches, blocks, slips, and feints.

			Dren was good because he was scrappy. Vox had no stamina but used his body and brute force to basically manhandle Dren with each of the rehearsed moves. Kara was way ahead of them in experience and training. Which was infuriating, if not so cool to watch. Dren anticipated getting bored of the basics, but he found it interesting. Vox was the only one who wanted to get into full-fledged sparring, but Vox’s complaints were met with Ditch’s refrain: ‘A tree falls without strong roots.’

			This phrase also mirrored how you were supposed to attack. Twisting from the ground up. ‘Your power derives from your base,’ Ditch would say. After the first hour, Dren discovered Ditch had a million of these phrases. He hammered them all, though Dren felt as if he got “special” privilege. ‘Don’t place your thumb inside your fist or you’ll break it,’ ‘punch with the first two knuckles,’ ‘guards up,’ ‘the faster you pull your fists back, the faster they can come back out again,’ ‘twist the fist, and you can tear flesh,’ ‘focus on your opponent’s center, not on their hands.’ Each failed instruction earned them swift punishment.

			This wouldn’t have been so bad.

			But Ditch, sitting on a boulder, had taken to flicking tiny pebbles at their heads with each mistake.

			Each time, Max would call out, [PEBBLE!]

			Twice Dren had caught a pebble with Max’s help.

			This only sent more pebbles at him, and faster, so he’d refrained from catching and resorted to dodging or … getting hit. A welt like an angry bloodshot third eye was forming in the center of Dren’s forehead. Dren growled, barely dodging another. They stood in a line now, facing the rocky maze of pillars, practicing strikes in the air. Vox was punching with tensed arms when Ditch repeated, ‘strike quick and relaxed to hit hard.’ Vox failed to soften his tense arms, and a pebble bounced off Vox’s head.

			Vox snarled, rubbing his forehead. “Gah! That hurt, you stupid stag-man!”

			“Good! Pain now will save you from death later.”

			“I was hitting hard!”

			“No, you were hitting what you thought was ‘hard.’”

			Vox huffed. “You’re just making stuff up now.”

			Ditch jumped off the boulder, landing with a thud. They all took a step back unconsciously as he faced them. Ditch had a way of cutting through Dren’s usual indifference. Being a Gold really was impressive.

			Dren breathed a breath of relief when Ditch turned from them and approached a pillar of stone.

			The pillar was ten feet wide and about forty feet tall. With a sharp exhale, Ditch punched, smashing the pillar’s base with a fist. He seemed to deliberately slow his attack, and Dren saw his arm wasn’t tense until the last moment. As he hit the pillar, the whole thing teetered, rocks grating, then collapsed with a thunderous boom, rattling the ground. Clouds of dust filled the air, and they all coughed until Kara cleared it away with a Wind Gust. Ditch returned back to his boulder, sitting cross-legged. “See the difference?”

			“That’s not bloody fair!” Vox snapped. “You’re Gold!”

			Ditch harrumphed. “Gold or not, there is a difference. Stiffening your arm and flexing your muscles as you punch gains you no advantage and every disadvantage. It slows your strike, saps your strength, and in general, makes you look like a novice.”

			“Uh …” Dren raised his hand. “I think we are novices?”

			Ditch shot a pebble at him.

			[PEBBLE!] Max called.

			Dren dodged it, watching it whizz past his head. “Ha!”

			Two more hit him, one in his gut and the other in the temple. Dren rubbed at the sting and grumbled. “What was that for?”

			“No wisecracks,” Ditch commanded.

			“What? But that’s like … pretty much all I am.”

			Kara, who had been holding her guard up all the while, as if ready for a pebble, nodded thoughtfully. “It’s true.”

			Ditch ignored their banter, and they continued.

			Dren punched and kicked until his arms hurt.

			Then he learned how to block, tucking the arms in close to the sides, keeping them tight, then shielding the head. Vox and Kara delivered telegraphed punches, and he returned them until the blocking became reflexive.

			“Good, now you know how to block, don’t use it,” Ditch said.

			“What? But you just taught—” Dren began.

			“—always evade first. If a Silver tries to punch you, you’ll lose an arm or shatter bones. Always dodge first, if you can.”

			Vox whined. “I don’t like running.”

			“Well, then I hope you like an infirmary bed,” Kara said, “because Ditch is right. Some abilities you just need to dodge.”

			Vox folded his arms and puffed his prodigious chest, which made his burnt orange vest strain. “Prove it.”

			Kara looked to Ditch with a smile.

			Ditch gave a slight incline of his head.

			“Ready?” Kara asked.

			Vox raised his fists. “Just do it.”

			Kara shrugged, then did as Vox said. She executed a perfect uppercut. Vox raised his arms to absorb the blow. Vox apparently was expecting something heavy-hitting. Yet whatever he was preparing for was … not what happened. With Max’s help, Dren saw it: white eddies of wind flowed about Kara’s arm. Despite this, her Bronze punch was oddly slow, as if she was holding back. The uppercut connected with Vox’s raised forearms, and … he flew. There was a beautiful flicker of a moment where Vox’s smug expression gave way to one of shock as he catapulted up into the air. Then he landed. And Dren gaped as Vox landed on his feet. A moment passed, then with a groan, Vox teetered … and collapsed to both knees, groaning.

			[HUZZAH!] Max called. [KARA IS THE WINNER!]

			Vox shook himself, staggering to his feet with Ditch’s help. “That was cheating. You used your stupid wind powers.”

			“In case you’ve forgotten, that was the point intended to be illustrated, young master Vox,” Ditch said. “Furthermore, young mistress Kara held back. If she had used her full Wind Gust, you would have shattered bone rather than be launched into the air.”

			Vox grumbled something but didn’t protest this.

			They dove back in. To test their speed, they ran laps around the stone pillars. The runs provided an unfair advantage to Kara. Vox and Dren gasped for air. Kara smiled, lightly bouncing on her feet. After downing a waterskin, Ditch drilled them again on basics. What felt like ten hours later of punching, kicking, and blocking, Dren gasped. “No more!” He fell on his stomach in a collapsed heap, dust puffing from his lips as he groaned. “No more, please … no more.”

			Max panted in his ear, [SO TIRED … ]

			Dren growled, still lying down, “You didn’t do anything, Max.”

			[OH, I MEANT TIRED OF WATCHING YOU GET YOUR BUTT HANDED TO YOU] Max said, acting still out of breath.

			Dren grumbled.

			It was true. It hadn’t been true sparring, only shadow-boxing and practicing combinations on one another, and he’d still felt like he was the slowest one. Now, his legs felt like jelly, his lungs burned, and he wanted to sleep forever.

			Thankfully, the others weren’t much better off.

			Kara folded and sat cross-legged, setting her sword on her lap. She was as sweaty as if she’d jumped into a pool. Her brown tresses were plastered to the side of her face as she wobbled, even while sitting. As a Bronze, it was quickly discovered that she needed a tenth of the breaks before running out of stamina. Not to mention, Dren’s body was mostly bruised from her ‘telegraphed’ and ‘restrained’ kicks and punches. Ditch had caught onto this, so whenever Vox and Dren needed a break, Ditch had drilled Kara even harder, doing sword forms, or wind sprints, until she nearly matched their exhaustion.

			Like a tree being felled, Vox collapsed onto his back.

			Dren saw over Vox’s head. He’d advanced. “Hey, look at that, you’re Unranked 1! When did that happen?”

			Vox shrugged, grinning, flexing his hands. “No idea.”

			“Congratulations!” Kara said.

			“Thanks,” Vox said. “I feel stronger, like I can …” Then he grabbed his stomach and flopped back. “Nevermind. Everything still hurts. Someone has to drag me out of the portal.”

			Ditch announced, “We make camp here.”

			Kara, who had fallen onto her back, sat straight up. “Uh, what? I never agreed to that!”

			“Yeah, no,” Vox said. “I’m not sleeping in here!”

			Ditch ignored this and tossed several rolled blankets on the ground. When had he gotten those? Had he retrieved them from their camp back in the grassy bowl? Or was it some extra-dimensional space?

			Dren sat up and added, “Yeah, I …” He shrugged. “Well, I actually don’t have anywhere to go.”

			[YES, BECAUSE WE ARE LONE WOLVES! MASTERLESS WARRIORS BEHOLDEN ONLY TO OUR LETTER OPENER AND OUR FUTURE PROGRESS OF PROMISED STRENGTH!] Max intoned.

			Dren ignored him. “Still, why risk sleeping here?” He patted the stone ground. “Right through that portal, we have a nice grassy area without some terrifying Stone Gargoyles waiting to pounce on us. Oh, and what did you say? ‘Use our bones as toothpicks?’” Dusk had settled. Shadows grew long about the towering stone pillars, and Dren shivered. He remembered the dots of red out there. There were monsters out there. Could Ditch protect them all while they slept? Would he?

			“It is simple,” Ditch replied. “The answer is time.”

			“Time?” Kara asked. “Everyone has to sleep safely, Ditch. We’re not Golds or Diamonds. This makes no sense.”

			Ditch’s eyes flickered with amusement as he said mysteriously, “Oh, but it does.”

			[OOO, I KNOW WHAT HE’S HINTING AT!] Max said with barely restrained giddiness. [YEP, WE SHOULD SLEEP HERE, USER. THIS CHANGES EVERYTHING!]

			Dren folded his arms. “Alright, Stag-man. You succeeded in getting all our interests piqued. Spill the beans. What are we missing?”

			Ditch replied, “Back in Harin, it’s still midday.”

			“I’m sorry, what?” Kara asked. “We’ve been training all day.”

			“Yeah,” Dren agreed. “That’s … not how time works.”

			“It is inside the Trials.” Ditch gestured to the bronze portal, showing a murky view of what Dren knew was the green grassy bowl of the Trials and the eight other portals. “See for yourself.” With a wave of his hand, the Portal became clear as cleaned glass and showed a bright sunny day.

			Dren looked around at their dusky dirt surroundings. Then how was it dark here? And he said again, “Uh … that’s not possible.”

			Vox gulped. “What Noodles said.”

			“Really? Even now?” Dren grumbled.

			Kara froze. “Wait, I think I’ve heard of this … time is somehow distorted inside the Trials, isn’t it?”

			Vox neared the portal and gazed out at the grassy land soaked in sunshine. “How is this possible?”

			[OOO, I KNOW THIS ONE! TIME COMPRESSION!] Max answered.

			“Did Max just talk to you?” Kara asked, apparently seeing Dren’s expression change to one of confusion.

			“What? Oh ya. Max says it’s called Time Compression.”

			Ditch rubbed his jaw. “My mistress has used that phrase before, though most high ranks call it a Time Regulated Space. There are different degrees, yet while we remain inside these portals, time in the real world moves ten times slower.”

			“So …” Kara said slowly. “In other words, ten days here is one day in Harin?” Ditch barely grunted a yes before Kara’s eyes lit up. “This … this changes everything.”

			“Everything? What, are we in a time crunch on something?” Dren asked.

			“Yeah, what’s she talking about?” Vox questioned, looking at Ditch.

			Ditch answered, face grave. “My mistress has been trying to hold off Blightwing as best she can, but he will eventually reach the nine cities, and I don’t need to spell out what will happen then.”

			Dren felt a flush of sweat, but he smiled through it. “Ah, right, impending doom.”

			“We can do it,” Vox said unexpectedly. They all looked at him. “What? I think we can.”

			“So, just to be clear,” Dren said. “If we train for seventy days in this space, only seven days in the real world will pass?”

			They all looked to Ditch, who nodded. “Correct.”

			“Okay, to summarize,” Dren replied, pacing as he talked, “we train insanely hard for seventy days, get super strong super quick, then face Blightwing, a world-eating dragon.” He turned to face them. “Did I get that all right?”

			“Pretty much,” Kara said.

			Vox grumbled, “That sounds right.”

			[SEVENTY DAYS TO BEAT A GOD!] Max exclaimed cheerfully. [OR DIE.]

			“You can’t stop Blightwing,” Ditch said, immediately taking the wind out of their sails.

			“Well, that’s anticlimactic,” Dren replied. “What are we supposed to do then?”

			“Leave the dragon to my mistress. You’ll just have to face his army.”

			“Wait, can’t we just get the Seraphs Key and end all of this?” Vox said.

			“That requires climbing the tree, remember, buddy? And it’s locked,” Dren replied.

			Ditch cleared his throat. “Not to mention, climbing the tree requires strength. Which you don’t have … yet.”

			Kara took a step forward, fist tightening at her side. “Even if we could climb the tree now, I won’t just leave Harin to burn before Blightwing’s path. My family is here … I can’t just abandon these people.”

			Dren smiled. “Right! So protect Harin, then climb the tree, get the key, and save the world.” He wiped his hands. “Easy peasy!”

			Vox was already bedding down. He’d grabbed one of the blankets Ditch had thrown from his extra-dimensional space. They all looked at Vox questioningly. “We’re still talking about this? We’ve ten days before the true nightfall in Harin, so are we in or out?”

			Kara and Dren exchanged looks and nodded.

			“Yeah, we’re in,” Dren said.

			“Good,” Vox said, pulling up the blanket and using his arm as a pillow, “because I’m tired, and I’m sure tomorrow is going to hurt like hell.”

			Kara shrugged, yawned, then grabbed a blanket and plopped down.

			Ditch waved a hand, and a fire appeared, burning in the cold dirt, warding against the shadows of the night, and they all drew close to each other. Normally, Dren was starving at night, yet oddly the meager amount of jerky Ditch handed him seemed to have filled his stomach. After inquiring, it turned out the magical saturation helped satiate hunger and quell their thirst. While they planned to sleep, there was a slightly restless air, so they exchanged a few stories of their past. Vox and Dren mostly talked about thieving and tried to keep it light, despite their … mostly grim memories. Kara spoke of simpler times. Of raising chickens, goats, and pigs, of a farm life with her family. There was a dark note when she mentioned a brother who had climbed the tree and never returned. Dren tried to inquire further, curious, but she grew quiet, and the conversation became more lighthearted, as if trying to distract from their grand quest. Eventually, sleep took Dren and the others.

			In the morning, they woke to a hot sun above the rocky plains.

			[OOOO SUNNY. GOOD THING YOU HAVE SHADES] Max said in a tired morning voice.

			“You don’t have any tint,” Dren said, peering around.

			[THAT’S OFFENSIVE.]

			“It’s factual!”

			[OFFENSIVELY FACTUAL.]

			The others rubbed their eyes.

			“Where’s Ditch?” Kara asked. In all directions, there was only white stone and pillars reaching toward the sky. Dren and Vox shrugged. “Uh … did he abandon us?”

			“That was quick,” Vox said.

			“I think you scared him off,” Dren replied.

			“If it was anyone, it was you,” Vox snapped.

			Kara groaned. “Gods, I’m trapped with you two alone. Where’s a Stone Gargoyle to end me?”

			A voice called out from above, “Come! I won’t wait all day!”

			They looked up, and squinting into the sun was Ditch, standing a hundred feet up on one of the countless stone pillars. “Oh gods …” Vox said.

			Kara swallowed, taking in the teetering pillar with its craggy holds.

			“Last one, there is a rotten falquat fruit or whatever strange fantasy thing this world has as an equivalent of eggs!” Dren called, running and leaping onto the pillar and climbing.

			“We have eggs, idiot!” Kara shouted after him.

			“I think I’ll take the elevator,” Vox called out.

			“Climb or else!” Ditch ordered, and Dren heard Vox grumble and begin to climb.

			As Dren climbed, he realized the whole thing was actually fairly simple handholds. Just … tall. Really tall. And it felt kinda wobbly. He realized being over a dozen feet wide, it probably wasn’t, but it didn’t help his mind from imagining it all swaying and falling down, pulverizing his bones. Of course, he wouldn’t really die. Yet, he’d kinda forgotten about that too. He didn’t want to fall to a gory death. So, palms sweating, he picked out craggy handhold after handhold, arms burning. He nearly fell twice, but after a while of climbing, he finally crested the top. Here, the breeze was stronger. Ditch stood atop the pillar. Dren gazed about, looking at all the other pillars, seeing they were all roughly the same height. Some climbed higher like stairs with gaps, some lower, some smaller bases, some wide enough to fit a house—but all flat-topped. “Whoa.”

			The others joined him, Kara right on his heels, and Vox … 

			Well, Ditch dropped a rope down for Vox to climb the last dozen feet.

			Vox collapsed to the flat-top zenith and groused, “This isn’t fair. I’m not built for climbing.”

			Dren saw Vox’s level was [Unranked 1.] He forgot his friend was still so weak. While Dren was only Unranked 4, Unranked 1 was a bit of a difference. Vox needed to catch up. They both did.

			“Wow, this is … wow.” Kara stared out over the flat rock pillars. “But uh, why are we here again? Climbing skills?”

			Ditch nodded. “That, and from now on, this is how we start all mornings. You climb, we train. The faster you climb, the more you will be able to track your progress. In time, you might actually get good at it.”

			“Makes sense,” Dren said. “But there’s got to be another reason too.”

			“Speaking candidly? Fewer creatures,” Ditch admitted, rubbing his tired eyes. “I spent half the Seraphs-cursed night killing Stone Gargoyles and keeping you three from becoming Stone Spider meat. I’d rather not fight anymore today if I have to.”

			Dren swallowed. Stone Spiders? He didn’t want to face those.

			“And if we fall?” Kara asked, gulping and peering over the precipice.

			[OH, YOU DIE! THAT’S AN EASY ANSWER! TELL HER, USER! ASSIST!]

			“Max wants you to know you’ve got this,” Dren said.

			[THAT’S NOT WHAT I SAID AT ALL!]

			“Seriously, what if we fall?” Kara asked again.

			Ditch smirked. “Don’t fall.”

			She huffed. “Oh, so easy. Thanks, Mr. Gold.”

			“You’re welcome,” Ditch replied. “Luckily, we have a Wind Seeker to use Wind Gust to keep everyone safe and sound.”

			“But … I’m not sure if it can save someone from a full fall.”

			“Sounds like you need practice then,” Ditch said and neared Vox, toeing him in the ribs. “Up.”

			Without any other fanfare, they launched back into training.

			So the days went: one, then two, then three. Climbing up the pillar in the morning, muscles aching, and then back down, nearly falling. Vox had fallen the first time. And the second. Well, and the third, but he said it was an intentionally graceful drop. Kara had saved him each time. Dren, luckily, had some agility from his thieving days, though he doubted he’d be able to survive a full fall.

			Several beasts actually attempted to attack them as they worked their forms. The creatures had crawled up the pillars or swooped down, appearing from seemingly thin air. Thankfully, Ditch defeated them handily with an impressive array of strikes that Dren could barely follow. The thick chain clanked around his neck as he did so—often glowing, clearly trying to restrain his true power.

			Early in the fourth day of training, a Silver Stone Wasp flew right at Dren.

			Ditch sucker-punched it, and the Stone Wasp burst. This time, it was a strange mix of stone and … green bug goo. From its husk of a corpse, dozens of tiny stone wasps crawled out like Ditch had just popped open a Wasp Pinata.

			Dren ogled. “Okay … you don’t see that every day.”

			“Ash and shadow, I hate insects,” Vox said, eyeing the wasps, who were buzzing their wings to rid themselves of the green gunk.

			“Uh … guys?” Kara was backing up.

			The tiny wasps, now free, rose into the air and swarmed toward Dren and company, seemingly angry, their buzzing filling the air.

			[UNRANKED STONE WASP] appeared over each of the swarming wasps.

			“Uh, any help?” Dren called.

			Ditch merely folded his arms and watched.

			“I think we’re alone in this!” Kara said.

			Together they laid into the wasps.

			One raced at Dren, a thumb-sized stinger aimed straight at his eye. Vox smashed it with his hammer, turning it to rubble. Kara dealt with a dozen of the wasps on her own, riddling them with Wind Bow. Dren reached into his Channels, and another fist-sized wasp shot toward his ankle. Dren reached into his Sparkwell, pushed Moon and his purple glow into his toes, then kicked.

			Like steel-toed boots, he smashed the wasp to gravel and bug goo.

			[GRAVITY TOES!] Max exclaimed.

			Several more tense moments followed, dodging stingers and smashing buzzing wasps until the fighting was over.

			Each panted, exhilarated.

			Little wisps of Spark floated into the air.

			“Well, look at that …” Dren marveled.

			[SPARK! YOU DID IT!]

			Dren looked to the others, and they each let the Spark soak into their skin.

			Immediately, Dren felt alive with buzzing energy.

			“Ash and shadow …” Vox declared, “I feel …”

			“No, I get it,” Dren said, looking at his arms, and with his glasses, he thought he saw a faint orange glow in his veins that was quickly absorbed.

			Max proclaimed [USER, CONGRATULATIONS! YOU’VE REACHED UNRANKED 5!]

			Huh, that’d been a huge leap from Unranked 4 to 5. It really did get harder. Looking over, he saw Vox. Floating above his friend’s head was the name tag [Unranked 3]. Somehow, consciously, Dren could toggle tag ranks on and off. That was … new. “Wait, could I always do that?”

			[INDEED!]

			“I see that look in your eyes,” Vox said. “I’m catching up, aren’t I?”

			“Fat chance,” Dren replied.

			“You both have a long way to go yet,” Kara said, looking smug. “Dren’s a 5, Vox is a 3, but you’re still both Unranked.”

			They grumbled, and when three pebbles smacked into the side of their heads, training resumed.

			Ditch started to include other training regimes, and he grew creative: practicing balancing on teetering rocks, learning how to fall properly, and tossing stones to work on strength. That one turned out to be rather humiliating for Dren. Ditch marked each stone throw with a piece of chalk and then put a line fifty feet away. “Okay, you can’t be seriously expecting what I think you’re expecting,” Kara said, eyeing the skull-sized rock that Ditch casually held on two fingers as if it weighed no more than a feather.

			“I got this.” Vox picked up one of the skull-sized stones and threw it.

			[TWENTY FEET!] Max had called.

			Vox walked back, chest puffed like a peacock.

			“Not bad. My turn now,” Kara said. She hefted a similar-sized stone with ease and hurled it. The stone flew, thudded in the hard-packed dirt, and rolled right past Vox’s stone.

			[TWENTY FEET AND THREE INCHES!] Max declared.

			“Well, well, well,” Dren said and recounted the numbers.

			“Ha!” Kara exclaimed.

			Vox growled, mumbling something about cheating.

			Kara rounded on him. “Oh, and I have good ears, too,” she said, and Vox’s grousing turned to inaudible grumbles.

			On Dren’s turn, he … couldn’t lift the rock.

			“Hey, I think mine’s broken,” Dren announced, kicking at the stone and stubbing his toe. “Stupid rock! Who glued mine to the ground?”

			“Seriously, Dren?” Kara asked.

			Vox sighed.

			“Hey, sorry, we can’t all have inhuman Bronze strength or stupidly big vanity muscles,” he said testily.

			Ditch simply picked up the stone, crunched it down like it was nothing, and handed Dren back a rock half the size, looking roughly like a grapefruit. “Training rock,” Ditch said. “Until you get stronger.” Both Vox and Kara burst into laughter.

			“Some of us are just more humble than others, thank you very much.”

			“Forced humility isn’t quite as impressive,” Kara said.

			Dren glared at her. Sourly, he threw, and he saw the number appear in his glasses:

			[Ten feet.]

			Dren slumped. “You’ve gotta be kidding me …”

			More laughter ensued, Kara and Vox slapping each other’s backs like old drinking buddies.

			“Ha ha,” Dren said. “Can we go back to agility training?”

			[NOODLE ARMS!] Max declared.

			He kept that to himself and let Max sleep in his sweaty pocket that night.

			Days blurred, muscles turning to mush, then hardening. Cold nights were spent before the flickering fire exchanging stories. Water and tough jerky became staples that Dren began to hate. When Ditch offered tough stale bread, Vox dunked the rock-hard bread into water, mumbling that it wasn’t too bad compared to their rotting fare back in New New York.

			“Yeah, if you have the palate of a dung beetle,” Dren had said.

			At least the food fed their bodies, fueling their muscles, keeping them going. Once or twice, they were too bone-tired to talk and just crawled under their blankets. More creatures attacked. Ditch killed most of them.

			All the while, a fire in Dren’s blood burned. Images of his sister, of Marcus, haunted his dreams, and several times he shot awake in a frigid sweat. Once, Kara shook him out of a nightmare with a worried look, telling him he’d been sweating and cursing, his fingers glowing purple. Dren laughed it off, but after that, Kara watched him a little differently. Motherly? Worried? Intrigued? He wasn’t sure. And he caught her looking more often. Dammit, I gotta be better at hiding that stuff. For spans of time, Max seemed content with silence and allowed Dren to focus.

			Two of the days Dren spent learning more about his power of Moon. As it turned out, Ditch knew more than he was implying. Though apparently, Moon was still incredibly rare. They set to the task of summoning his power to his hand on command and not out of need. This proved to be a difficult task. His Channels made it easy to gather it in his fingers. Eventually, he got halfway down his palm. That was it. He could only sustain it for a few seconds and never for a full Gravity Punch. That became his goal. And Ditch reinforced this.

			“Summon your Gravity Punch on command and in a fight when it is most needed, and you’ll be a force to be reckoned with.”

			That became Dren’s new singular purpose.

			His magnum opus.

			A single spontaneous Gravity Punch.

			But after hours and hours, his too-thin Channels refused to abide.

			“I have the Spark,” he said at the end of the second day of training with his power. “I can feel it in me! It feels … vast, and yet, I can’t use it all. It’s so … frustrating.”

			Surprisingly, Ditch put a hand on Dren’s back.

			It said enough. There was a flicker of support, though deep down, if Dren couldn’t succeed in his efforts to become strong enough, he knew Ditch would have to find another. So he pushed harder, slowly stretching his Channels, growing them like a muscle instead of tearing them. He found little moments in the dead of night to try to shove Moon into his Channels, half his palm, then watching it puff out seconds later.

			The days passed, and finally, at the end of the ninth day of training, Dren got a notification: [UNRANKED 6.]

			Vox got [UNRANKED 5], having totally skipped [UNRANKED 4.]

			“Whoa, why do I feel stronger suddenly?” Vox asked.

			“You leveled up again. Well, twice, actually. You’re Unranked 5,” Dren said.

			“You mean I skipped another rank?”

			“Yeah, cheater,” Dren grumbled.

			Vox cheered, fist-pumping. “Ha! At this rate, I’m going to catch up to you.”

			“Not before I catch up to her,” Dren said, hooking a thumb at Kara.

			Kara folded her arms. She was … still Bronze. She sniffed. “Good luck.”

			“With your new advancement, I think it’s time you test it out … on each other,” Ditch declared.

			“Yes!” Dren elated.

			[HUZZAH! FIGHT, FIGHT, FIGHT!]

			The others seemed equally excited.

			Dren’s excitement, however, quickly waned after his first fight with Vox. Despite his incredible agility, the matches were one-sided. Dren ducked, dodged, and lunged at Vox. Over time, however, Dren’s fancy flips and dodges exhausted him. He knelt, panting before Vox.

			Vox grinned down at him.

			Dren raised his hand. “Dammit, you cheating son of a—”

			Then Vox would just smother Dren in a bear hug or smush him into the ground of the dirt pillar until Dren called quits.

			Kara was even more impossible. He might as well fight Ditch. She was as fast as Dren was but way stronger and with as much stamina and resilience as Vox.

			[MMM, YOU ARE NOT FARING WELL IN THESE BATTLES] Max concluded after they’d done today’s basics—run, boulder throw, and a few other obstacle courses that Dren was certain Ditch was making up on the spot.

			“Yeah, no kidding,” Dren said as he panted on his back and watched Kara and Vox spar. It was … one-sided. Incredibly so. Kara could just wrap him up in Wind or push him off the pillar. Instead, she was reserving herself to simple sparring without her powers as Ditch instructed, and it was still far too much for Dren or Vox to handle. Apparently, adding in their powers came later and would enforce all of their strikes.

			Eventually, predictably, Kara won, standing over Vox.

			Vox growled, lying on his back. “I’ll get you yet.”

			She squinted. “Will you? It’s really not fair. I’m Bronze. You’re both Unranked 5.”

			“Unranked 6!” Dren called to her.

			She looked up from Vox to Dren, rolling her eyes. “Same difference. You’ll see when you hit Copper. Each advancement is … a lot. It changes your whole body, mind, and soul. It’s not a fair fight.”

			[OOO SHE’S COCKY] Max said. [I LIKE IT.]

			Dren smiled. He did too. It made it all the better when he eventually won. “My turn.”

			Vox moved off to the side.

			Dren and Kara fought, only for him to immediately get slammed back into the ground. Again and again and again. Invariably, he lost and was left panting, drenched in sweat, and Kara helping him back to his feet.

			As he watched Vox and Kara dive back into another match, Max spoke in his ear, [THE PROBLEM, USER, IS YOU ARE TRYING TO BEAT HER STRENGTH WITH YOURS.]

			Dren understood. If I’m weak … then I have to be clever.

			That night, he stayed up, the fire crackling, racking his brain for a way to beat her.

			Gravity … 

			He whispered to Max while the flames crackled. “Wait, if I can make things heavier, can’t I make things lighter?”

			[OOOO YES! A BRILLIANT PROPOSAL, USER! THAT’S OUR TICKET!] Max whispered back.

			“Awesome. So, how do I do it?”

			[NO IDEA!]

			Dren grumbled but tucked the idea away. He would win.

			Finally, the tenth day finally ended, and when they collapsed from exhaustion atop one of the pillars, Ditch moved over them and declared, “Basics are done, for now. We have set your standards. In some regards, I am impressed, in many, you have leagues to go.”

			“Thanks?” Kara said.

			“Go, enjoy your day of rest, come back, and we’ll begin day two.”

			“You mean day eleven through twenty-one?” Kara asked.

			Ditch grunted dismissively.

			If Dren’s calculations were correct, they had sixty more days in total to prove they were the rightful Champions. Somehow he expected Ditch to have cracked more than he had. “You think Ditch thinks we’re worthy?” he whispered to Max.

			[MMM. HE IS A TOUGH ONE TO READ. I THINK WE MUST FIND OURSELVES WORTHY, AND PERHAPS DITCH’S APPRAISAL WILL FOLLOW!]

			“That’s … actually good advice and kinda wise,” Dren said.

			[THANK YOU, USER. I PRIDE MYSELF ON BEING A FOUNT OF WISDOM!]

			“I thought you said you were defective?”

			[SELECTIVELY DEFECTIVE!]

			Dren mumbled, “Terrific.” That night they slept deeply. In the morning, back in the grassy bowl, finally, outside the Rock Trial, they breathed in the non-dusty air with relief. Dren flopped down on the grass, luxuriating in the feel of the cool blades beneath him that tickled the hairs on his neck. “So much rock and stone, I’ll never take you for granted again, sweet, sweet grass.”

			“I can’t believe it’s still the same day. That’s … crazy,” Kara said.

			The proof was undeniable.

			Bjorn, the giant horse of Vox’s blacksmith master, still sat by the fire. A fire that was only now just beginning to slowly die. The horse’s head lifted at their arrival from the portal, then Bjorn settled back down as if bored, none the wiser for their ten-day disappearance. The sun was only now setting on the horizon, casting lilac and tangerine hues across the dimming sky. The moon was out, a pale sliver, and Dren felt … curiously enamored with it. Quickly Kara and Vox were back in Bjorn’s saddle, ready to depart.

			Kara reached out a hand. “Coming?”

			“Nah,” Dren said, stretching. “Think I’ll stay here, maybe practice some more basics,” he made a few light shadowboxing punches in the air, “or go fight Blightwing, not sure. Ditch and I—” He turned, and … Ditch was nowhere to be seen. “Welp, scratch that. Maybe I’ll try to hunt down Ditch and throw pebbles at him.”

			[BORRINNNG! LET’S JOIN THE OTHERS! LET’S SEE THE CITY!]

			Kara eyed him with that look she’d been doing more of late, the one that unnerved him. “Dren, you know you don’t have to stay here …”

			Dren squirmed in his skin. He gazed out at the cities in the distance surrounding the giant World Tree. A bubble surrounded it—the protective field that Sepharina had mentioned. Dren marveled but shook himself. “I don’t know …” he hemmed. “Vox has Alice, you’ve got your family … I just feel like I’d be out of place or in your way or something.”

			Vox chuckled. “When has that ever stopped you before?”

			Kara elbowed Vox in the ribs and told Dren. “C’mon. Don’t be that way! You have us!”

			“Stop being a stick in the mud. I’m thirsty.”

			“No, you’re Vox.”

			Kara rolled her eyes. “Worst pun ever. Also, you’re deflecting.”

			“I am not deflecting. I am … Oh, look at that, I think I just heard my name being called! Sounds good, Ditch. On my way!”

			Vox sighed. “Shut up and get on the horse, you idiot. I’ll even let you pay for my first drink.”

			[OOO, LET’S GET DRUNK!] Max urged.

			“Better to just give up. We’re not leaving without you.” And Kara extended a hand.

			Grumbling, Dren finally relented and took it with his Arsenal Gloved hand and leaped on behind Vox. Together they rode back, across the grassy plains of Harin and toward the city … well, toward the many cities and the giant World Tree that pierced the clouds, and Dren felt … oddly right in that moment.
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			Chapter 14

			Kara led them from grassy lands to a plain dirt road with travelers, and the bubble grew closer. As they approached, Dren marveled. He tried to keep his carefully cultivated aloof demeanor and … failed. “Uh, holy crap.”

			[YES, USER! I CONCUR! HEAVENLY DEFECATION!]

			“That’s not what that phrase means, Max.”

			[PSH, I KNOW. IT’S AN EXCLAMATION OF AWE OR SURPRISE! I AGREE. THIS BARRIER IS … OTHERWORLDLY. I CAN ONLY ASCERTAIN A BARE HINT OF ITS MAGNIFICENT COMPLEXITY, BUT WHAT I CAN SENSE IS … BEAUTIFUL.]

			Dren learned that he could touch the rim of the glasses to toggle his interface to see the spell’s name and rank.

			Sure enough, a name tag popped up that glowed so bright it hurt his eyes, though Max didn’t read it:

			[Spell Name: Nature’s Safehaven.]

			[Type: Barrier Spell.]

			[Rank: Eternal.]

			A shiver ran the course of his body.

			Max spoke: [WE HAVE TO GET THIS SPELL, USER.]

			“Uh, I think it’s a Nature spell, Max. We’re Moon.”

			[THEN WE’LL GET THE MOON BARRIER EQUIVALENT! USER, THIS IS OUR GOAL. THAT AND PANCAKES.]

			“This is Sepharina’s doing, isn’t it?” Dren asked Kara.

			Kara was holding Bjorn’s reins.“Yes, that’s what the stories say. The barrier has been here since the birth of the cities.”

			The other Eternals. Dren had almost forgotten there were others besides Blightwing. Chaos, Life, Death, and Balance. The four supposed ‘Gods’ of this world. Each Eternal in rank. Sepharina … He thought of the stunning Dryad Goddess. She couldn’t have started as an Eternal. Was it possible she had been where he now stood? A simple Unranked? Eternal was so far above he knew he couldn’t really comprehend it.

			“How’s it work?” Vox asked Kara.

			“Anyone with ill intentions can’t pass through the barrier.”

			“Does it like … turn to stone, or burn them like holy water?”

			“It depends on the severity of their ill intent. Bad people can be blocked … There was a plan for a coup a few years ago, and the invaders’ arrows just bounced off. Sometimes a monster from the woods tries to slip through, and they get burnt to a crisp.”

			“That’s … pretty gnarly,” Dren said.

			“And kinda awesome,” Vox added.

			[ACCORDING TO MY ROUGH CALCULATIONS, EVEN A FALLING METEOR WOULD NOT SHATTER AN ETERNAL RANK SPELL.]

			“Wow,” was all Dren could say.

			They neared the barrier.

			“Wait,” Dren said, squirming on the giant horse, “it’s not gonna like … burn me alive if it thinks I’m evil, is it?”

			“It didn’t burn me,” Vox replied, “but no promises for you. You’re way more evil than I am.”

			Dren glared at the back of Vox’s head. “Thanks, buddy.”

			“You’re not evil,” Kara said. “Don’t be so dramatic.”

			“Are you sure? This one time, I forgot to throw away my trash and—”

			“—Stop being such a worrywart!” Kara chided. “Besides, you’re drawing attention.”

			Somewhere along the way, they’d joined crowds. Dren had been so fixated on the bubble he hadn’t noticed the swelling of travelers. Sure enough, a few people were staring at them, but he thought it might be more because of the color of Vox’s hair.

			Still, Dren shut up and eyed the barrier. There was a faint outline of where it began and ended, and as they neared, he held his breath, despite seeing hundreds of others on the dirt road just casually riding or walking into the barrier. Bjorn trod onward, and the bubble enveloped the three. Immediately, Dren’s flesh prickled, hairs standing on end as if he was near a lightning strike.

			Vox lifted his arm, eyeing his own raised hairs.

			Others all around did the same.

			Is it … judging us? Dren wondered.

			The tingling continued.

			[IT IS VETTING IF WE ARE WORTHY TO ENTER, OR IF WE ARE A THREAT.]

			Bjorn clopped onward, clearly oblivious, as did countless others on the wide dirt road. Could they not see the semi-transparent barrier? No, they could. Some looked up. It was like vaguely tinted glass. A few children giggled and ran ahead of their parents, waving their hands as if trying to touch the insubstantial barrier. Dren wondered what would happen if the barrier deemed him dangerous. Would he have been cooked alive? Or just not permitted inside the dome and the city’s perimeters?

			Only when he felt the tingling leave his limbs did he gasp a breath and feel a little—well, a lot—more at ease.

			Vox also took a breath.

			Kara grumbled. “Seriously? You were both holding your breath? You two are ridiculous. People are going to think you are evil!”

			They passed through city gates, where a dozen guards in leather armor patrolled the ramparts with weapons in hand.

			The words fell short.

			A throng of people came and went from the city like a river.

			“Welcome to Svetelguard,” Kara said grandly. “One of the eight major cities of Harin also called the Southern Sword. Most visitors come and go through Svetelguard or the southern City of Jordenheim. The other cities are more isolated. They have some external trade but are fairly race-dominated and—”

			She was rattling off details of the cities. Dren wasn’t really listening. Sure, he tried, but Max could fill him in later. Dren was too busy gawking at the populace. Holy hells. Sure, there were humans, thousands of them, men and women, young and old, but there were so many others.

			Dren wasn’t the only one giddy with the sudden sight, and Max read off the names:

			[OH MY! SO MANY FASCINATING NEW FRIENDS TO MAKE! OOO, LOOK AT THAT LITTLE GUY!]

			A little man with hairy feet, curly hair, and big ears rode on a small donkey and sang merrily.

			[RACE: HALFLING.]

			[RANK: UNRANKED 1.]

			Dren huffed. “You can’t trick me. That’s a hobbit.”

			Max continued to spout names as if too caught up in the moment.

			A stouter group of little men and women with red and black beards down to their ankles walked by.

			[RACE: DWARVES.]

			[RANK: UNRANKED 2 THROUGH UNRANKED 4!]

			Next, a creature with the head and tail of a bull and the body of a man. A chipped and worn great ax, the size of Dren’s body, was slung across his back, and he sported a way too small loincloth.

			[RACE: MINOTAUR.]

			[RANK: UNRANKED 3 … AND WITH GREAT FASHION SENSE!]

			Dren had to shake himself. Was he dreaming? This was crazier than the tavern. But he shrugged and ran with it. If he was insane, at least it was a fun insanity.

			Kara continued to steer them through the crowds. They’d entered a busy marketplace with vendors of all sorts: fishmongers, cobblers, butchers displaying legs of meat, and weapons … so many weapons. There were stalls selling colorful shields, another held large axes, another heavy hammers, one had horns, and clothing stands were piled with thick pelts. Really keeping with the Viking theme, Dren thought, when a dragon-scale guy passed beneath them, walking close to Bjorn in the crowd, bearing similar furs and leather. Several shrunken heads were strung across his muscled torso.

			[RACE: DRACONIAN.]

			[ATTUNEMENT: FLESH SEEKER.]

			[RANK: UNRANKED 5.]

			“That’s … a comforting title. What the hell can a Flesh Seeker do?” he whispered, then asked louder, “So uh, Kara, you didn’t wanna mention any of this? Prep me beforehand?”

			Kara glanced back over her shoulder and saw Dren’s expression. “Oh yeah …” she said, tapping her forehead as if just remembering. “Totally forgot, you’re from another world. What is it like where you’re from? I’m guessing mostly just the more common races of humans, dwarves, halflings, and elves?”

			“Try just humans,” Dren said.

			Vox was grumbling something as a group of blue-skinned little men and women moved by in the other direction, leaving the city, all wearing chain armor. Max reminded Dren that they were Kobolds, and yes, women had beards too, and they were probably headed toward the city of Falenhos—the city to their east.

			“Are you used to this?” Dren asked Vox.

			“What? As used to anything. This whole damn place is a circus.”

			“Yeah, is this the norm?” Dren asked.

			Kara replied, “No. Svetelguard is a port for all races, a welcome haven. Travelers all gather here—Seekers and would-be Seekers—preparing to climb The World Tree. And the rest make a profit off them.” She rode Bjorn around a big white troll-like guy with a white mane and thick patches of hair all over his body. The troll-man was arguing with a little blue Kobold behind a fruit stand. They were severely blocking traffic, others grousing, though seeming as if they didn’t want to get in the middle of it at all.

			[RACE: HALF ICE-TROLL.]

			[RANK: UNRANKED 5.]

			[OOO, HE LOOKS MAD! LET’S TRY OUR CHARM ON HIM!]

			“No thanks.”

			[HE’S UNRANKED 5! USER, YOU CAN TAKE HIM!]

			The half ice-troll was a good hand taller than Dren, though he had no weapon. Dren swallowed and waited a few moments as Bjorn maneuvered through the crowds. “Oh dang,” he whispered to Max. ”Would you look at that? Moment’s gone. Next time!”

			[YOU DIDN’T EVEN TRY!]

			“Hey! I’m not going to fight some random guy trying to get apples!” Dren shot back.

			[HE WAS ARGUING AND DISTURBING THE PEACE!]

			“We need to recalibrate your morality sensor. Do you even have one of those?”

			[YES. MAYBE. ANYWAY, HOW ARE WE EVER GOING TO GET STRONGER?]

			“Maybe by fighting an ancient series of Trials with a Gold mentor?”

			[SURE, SURE, SURE. SOUNDS LIKE AN EXCUSE TO ME.]

			Dren grumbled. “Don’t make me sell you to a child who wants to burn ants.”

			[AT LEAST THEY WILL BE WILLING TO DO WHAT IS NECESSARY … AND FUN!]

			Kara cleared her throat, and Dren saw some people in the streets glancing at him. Right. Talking to himself. That worked better when he was alone, and the others could just roll their eyes. Kara added to this sentiment, “Not to harp, but we really have to figure out something so you don’t sound like you’ve gone mad when you’re talking to Max.”

			“Agreed,” Vox concurred. “It’s pretty weird.”

			Dren folded his arms stubbornly. “Oh ya? How about we put it on the ‘list of things to do’ right behind ‘get stronger so the whole world doesn’t die from a giant dragon.’ Deal?”

			“Well, when you put it that way,” Kara said. “Don’t make us sound like old cranks.”

			Vox murmured. “Jeez, so touchy.”

			The street widened and went uphill. Dren could see a sprawling building lit by the fading rays.

			Dren pointed. “Hey, what’s that?”

			“That’s where the Council of the nine cities meets—the most powerful denizens of this land,” Kara explained.

			“Looks fancy,” Dren said.

			“It is. It’s also where Archlord Arimon resides.”

			“Guessing he’s special?” Dren asked.

			“Yeah, you could say that.”

			“What makes him so great?” Vox asked.

			“He’s a Diamond,” Kara said with reverence.

			They moved onward toward what Dren estimated to be the center of the city, knowing what they were angling toward.

			The World Tree.

			As buildings thinned, he caught sight of its base more clearly.

			Gods … 

			It was massive. The girth of the tree’s trunk boggled his mind, made his heart race, and actually brought god-honest tears to his eyes.

			“Are you … crying?” Vox asked, having glanced over his shoulder.

			“Shut up,” Dren said. “And yes. It’s … beautiful.”

			Crowds gathered around some ruins that sat before the tree. Many bowed, prayed, or paid homage to the tree. “So … why’s no one going in?”

			“I already told you,” Kara said. “The entrance is blocked. Look.” She pointed. Dren saw a massive door. Sure enough, it was covered in huge vines. Thick, gnarled, with thorns like daggers.

			“Nothing a good weed whacker can’t fix,” Dren said.

			Vox chuckled.

			Kara sighed. “I don’t know what that is, but I’m going to assume it was a stupid statement.”

			“You can’t just cut the vines?” Vox asked.

			“No. It’s a spell,” Kara said. A few people neared the vines and put offerings before the door as she explained, “As the story goes, Sepharina placed the spell over all the entrances to the tree several hundred years ago in an effort to stop Chaos from ascending the tree … and also … as she waited for her Champions to reveal themselves.”

			Dren felt his cheeks go hot. “Well, here we are.”

			They were gaining a few eyes.

			Vox gulped.

			Kara took a thin breath.

			“Nothing like being the destined heroes of an age and with all the power of a wet towel,” Dren said.

			“Yeah, no pressure,” Vox said.

			“But we got this,” Dren agreed. He stared up at the tree until it was lost in the clouds, only hints of its boughs dipping below, revealing glimmers of a world beyond. He couldn’t wait to climb the tree. To see what treasures and unknowns lay within. To get stronger.

			[AND TO STOP MASTER] Max said as if reading his mind.

			Marcus.

			Dren’s blood boiled. “Wait, if we can’t climb it, then Marcus can’t either, can he?”

			“Not until the entrance is open,” Kara agreed.

			Dren grinned. “Perfect.”

			“This is all fascinating, really,” Vox said, “but uh … can we talk about this over drinks?”

			“Nice try,” Kara said. “I’m dropping you two off at Alice’s before Dren accidentally starts a riot.”

			Dren gasped.

			Max gasped.

			Vox spoke, “Bah! I’m not going back to Alice’s.”

			“What are you talking about?” Kara said. “You’ve been pining to get back to your anvil and hammer all this time. Now you want to stay away? Besides, we need to sleep if we’re jumping back into the Trials tomorrow.”

			Vox huffed a laugh. “Oh, I want to go back—I’ve some things that need finishing at the forge. But what’s the harm in a simple drink? I’ve been kicking, punching, blocking, climbing, doing push-ups, obstacle courses, and throwing literal boulders. Now, I want to blow off a little steam, and you all are coming with me.”

			Dren looked to the dimming sky, lit a blood-orange. Since finding himself in this new land, he still hadn’t gotten used to the colors of the sky and the unusual sight of the moon, which he felt a strange affinity toward. “I agree with Vox. We’ve all earned a drink and a hot meal. I’m in.”

			Kara grumbled. “This never ends well.”

			“Now that you mention it, I’m starving,” Vox said as he rubbed his belly.

			“I am hungry too …” she admitted.

			“See? All the more reason.” Dren huffed. “Besides, I was just gonna hang out in the grassy bowl, but you dragged me out. If you think about it, you kinda owe me.”

			“You really do,” Vox chimed in.

			Kara looked over her shoulder, lifting an eyebrow. “Is that how you figure it?”

			“Yup!”

			Vox grunted in agreement. “Practically a verbally binding contract.”

			She glowered. “You two are dangerous together.”

			Dren winked. “Much more dangerous with you.”

			“Smooth,” Kara replied sarcastically and steered the massive horse through the crowd. “Fine, one drink and some food! That’s it. We could use a not-getting-hit-in-the-head-by-pebbles moment.”

			“Yeah, team building!” Dren said.

			“Nice going, Noodles,” Vox said.

			Dren sighed. “You just had to ruin it.”

			Kara led Bjorn to a tavern with a sign that read: “The Seraphs’ Fall.”

			They stabled Bjorn with a patchy-faced lad who looked as if he was going to faint from the horse’s size, and then they collectively entered the tavern. They were greeted by a wave of music, chatter, and the aroma of stew that made Dren’s stomach growl, especially after days of tough jerky and stale bread. The tavern was surprisingly crowded. Mostly humans filled the tables, save for a few blueberry-hued Kobolds and a cluster of dwarves. The copper-bearded stout folk hung near the center stage as if competing to be the loudest in the room. The musician, a weary older gentleman with a broom-handle mustache, played his lute dourfully while the dwarves engaged in a game that looked like glass-colored checkers.

			That wasn’t Dren’s focus.

			Behind the bar was another Draconian with cloudy-blue eyes.

			[RACE: DRACONIAN.]

			[RANK: UNRANKED 7.]

			[ATTUNEMENT: WATER SEEKER.]

			The Draconian was going down the bar, touching glasses and turning them a frosty glaze for barmaids to grab and whisk to patrons at the many tables.

			[SPELL: MINOR FROST ENCHANTMENT!]

			[RANK: UNRANKED 7.]

			“Whoa …” Dren breathed.

			[OOO, HE’S COOL! LET’S FIGHT HIM!]

			“Welcome to my fine establishment, travelers,” the taverner called, grinning widely, showing his dragon-like maw full of teeth. “The name’s Halix! Feel free to make yourself at home. I’ll send a server over to see to your needs.”

			Kara bowed, then dragged Dren and Vox away from their gaping.

			Dren found them a table in the back and plopped himself down, ordering some strange fizzy drink in one of the cold glasses, something between beer and soda that Kara called ‘fizzbrew.’

			Vox followed suit, and Kara sipped on a frosty cider as they kicked back, taking in the moment of respite.

			They ordered thick crusty buttered bread and stew simmered in a rich brown sauce that had an assortment of colorful vegetables that Dren couldn’t identify.

			“Well, this is pleasant,” Dren said, patting his full belly and kicking back with drink in hand while listening to the lute.

			“Yes, it’s kinda nice not having to train until our legs give out,” Kara agreed, using the last of her bread to soak up the savory brown sauce.

			“Whattya think, Vox?”

			Vox let out a ripping snore, and Dren turned to see his orange-haired companion had fallen asleep.

			“Guess he was tired?” Kara said, setting down her fork.

			Dren was sympathetic. Now full, he felt exhausted to his bones, and he stifled a yawn. “Eh, I don’t blame him.”

			“Should we wake him?”

			“Nah. It’s kinda nice without him.” The lulling music and soft chatter added a calming ambiance. He felt … at ease. He realized until this point, he had been on edge. Now he could let his guard down … at least for a minute.

			Just then, the door slammed open, and three individuals sauntered in wearing fancy gray and white clothes.

			Immediately, the whole tavern tensed, and there was a collective holding of breath.

			Dren took in the three young men, each about twenty or so years old.

			First, he saw the goons. Two young men, wide as barrels, blond, and muscled. They looked like brothers. As soon as they entered the tavern, their expressions became grimaces, eyeing the patrons with something between a sneer and a smug smile of ‘we’re better than you.’ Though honestly, they looked kinda dumb, which took some of the bite out of their haughty looks.

			No, it was the young man in the center of the two big bruisers that drew Dren’s eye and made his hairs stand on end. He was a skinny youth with slicked-back black hair and wearing a gold embroidered vest. His almost white-blue eyes surveyed the room with enough disdain to sour milk, as if a foul smell was emitting from all the patrons, as if he was moments from retching or lighting them all on fire to clear the stench or both.

			[OOOH, HE LOOKS COCKY. MAYBE EVEN COCKIER THAN YOU.]

			“I’m not cocky. I’m confident,” Dren whispered back.

			[UH-HUH.]

			A wave of something passed over Dren, pricking the flesh on his arms.

			“What’d he just do?” Dren whispered.

			[HE IS READING THE AURAS OF THOSE IN THE ROOM] Max replied.

			Kara groaned, wiping her hand with her face. “Oh, Eternals, not him.”

			“Know the guy?” Dren asked as the snouty looking one continued to survey the room, ignoring the taverner who was greeting the newcomer with a quaver in his voice.

			“Unfortunately,” Kara said. “And this seals the deal. I think you’re cursed, Dren.”

			“What? I didn’t even do anything this time!”

			Dren read the young man quickly.

			[RACE: HUMAN.]

			[RANK: BRONZE.]

			[ATTUNEMENT: FIRE SEEKER.]

			Great, Dren thought. An ash and shadow, Bronze.

			One of the bigger blonde ones with pouches full of what looked like rocks poking out read:

			[RACE: HUMAN.]

			[RANK: COPPER.]

			[ATTUNEMENT: STONE SEEKER.]

			While the other, with had blue touches to his clothing and several waterskins at his hip, read:

			[RACE: HUMAN.]

			[RANK: COPPER.]

			[ATTUNEMENT: WATER SEEKER.]

			They seemed different, though, and Max gave the answer as if reading his thoughts.

			[HIS CLOTHES, USER] Max answered. [I BELIEVE THAT’S WHAT USER KARA IS REFERRING TO. THIS YOUNG GENTLEMAN AND HIS TWO FRIENDS ARE ACADEMY STUDENTS.]

			“I don’t get it,” Dren said. “I mean, he looks like a real charmer, and I get Bronze is pretty special, but why’s everyone acting like he’s got snakes in his pants?”

			Kara replied in a hiss as the young man still surveyed the room. “His name is Federis Finehorn and—”

			She couldn’t get farther than that as Dren burst out laughing.

			Federis’ eyes swiveled to him, and he called out, “Something funny, Unranked?”

			Unranked. Man, these guys really liked to throw that around as an insult. Dren stifled his laughter. “Nope! All good! Just talking about normal, totally not weird, stupid names with my friend over here and—”

			This didn’t seem to do the trick.

			Like a snake weaving through the grass, Federis approached with his two lackeys in tow. He grabbed a chair.

			“That one’s taken,” Dren said.

			Federis ignored him, taking it and sitting on it backward.

			As he sat, a barmaid neared to take his order. “G-Greetings, c-can I, get—”

			“Are you nervous?” Federis questioned loudly and bemused. “Because of me? Ha! You’d think I’m the High Chancellor himself or one of the Seraphs floating down from the heavens! How amusing. I suppose the outer districts really are cowed by the power of the Academy, after all.”

			Dren growled and reached for his letter opener. Kara was quicker. She gripped his hand, stopping him.

			[STAB HIM!] Max yelled.

			Kara glared at him, and he read that look.

			Don’t get goaded, it seemed to say. He’s trying to get a rise out of you.

			Dren shot back with his eyes: well, it’s bloody working.

			The barmaid, a small pale girl probably no more than sixteen with pigtails, flushed red, then recovered. “I just … I mean, can I get you three something, m’lord?”

			Both blond boys turned to Federis like dogs heeled by the strong pull of the leash. Federis waved a hand in dismissal. “Three Entriyan wines and be quick about it, will you? Oh—” he paused and picked up Kara’s glass of water, “—And don’t give us any of these dirty excuses for glasses. Something clean would be much appreciated.”

			The girl gulped. “We … we don’t have Entriyan wine, m’lord.”

			“You don’t have Entriyan wine?” Federis scoffed loudly. “Fine, what about Atresia or even that backwater Miltross? It’s practically dross, but my companions and I have been training without respite as future Seekers that will climb the tree and claim the Seraphs Key. So, I promised them some drinks and entertainment for our hard work.” His eyes glittered when he said entertainment. Dren knew what kind of entertainment he was looking for.

			Trouble was the lifeblood for people like Federis. That and being a haughty bastard.

			The brown-eyed barmaid wrung her hands. “I … I’m sorry. We don’t have those either, m’lord.”

			Federis’ eyes flared in rage.

			Dren grabbed his letter opener.

			[BOOMERANG LETTER OPENER, NOW!]

			He wanted to, but he wouldn’t stab the lordling for being a jerk. He wanted to. But he wouldn’t. Not unless the young fool’s anger meant someone else was going to get hurt. Then … he’d boomerang him right in the face.

			Thankfully, the lordling stilled his sudden temper and plastered a false smile. “Fine. Give us your best swill. I suppose it shall suffice.”

			As the barmaid scurried off, Dren cleared his throat.

			“Dren,” Kara warned and surreptitiously whispered, leaning in, “don’t. He’s powerful.”

			Dren flashed her his best “It’s-okay. I-got-this” look of reassurance.

			She didn’t look so sure.

			Dren leaned forward. Federis watched him with amusement, clearly trying to get a rise out of him. It worked. But Dren could negotiate this with tact. Maybe. “Uh, buddy? You don’t seem too happy with this place. Might I suggest another … establishment?”

			“No, this’ll do just fine. Who are you three?” Federis questioned, eyes dangerous.

			Dren replied, “Dren, Kara, Vox.” He ground his foot into Vox’s.

			Vox shot up and shouted, “Who, what? Incoming Stone Gargoyle!” He punched at the air in a delirious daze.

			[WHERE IS SAID STONE GARGOYLE! OH, NO USER? ARE THEY INVISIBLE? INVISIBLE MOBS! RUN!]

			“Welcome back, buddy,” Dren said, patting Vox, who took in the scene. Then Dren looked back to the haughty noble youth. “Pleased to meet you.”

			Federis sneered. “I’m sure you are.”

			“Oh, no, I just said that. You know … customary.”

			Federis’ eyes flared.

			“Anyway,” Dren said. He wanted to beat the man into the ground, yet he knew there were only two real ways to deal with bullies and entitled fools. The first and always best option was avoiding them. The second option, and far more fun, was beating them to a snot. But considering Federis was Bronze, and his two goons were Copper, that put them at a distinct advantage. Dren pushed back his chair, rising. “You really caught us at a bad time. We were just on the way out, but maybe next time? Or not, y’know, busy lord and all. Anyway, see you around, buddy. Vox, Kara?”

			Thankfully, the others followed when Federis spoke again, this time to Kara, “I know you … your father … he’s one of the Academy guards, isn’t he?”

			Kara paused.

			“I knew it! I’m right, aren’t I!?”

			She sat back down.

			Dren let out a thin breath and did the same.

			“How?” Kara asked.

			“Oh, I’ve seen you, skulking around the Academy’s outer walls, watching the students with that gleam in your eyes. Still, I’m surprised. I never knew you were a Bronze. How is that possible?”

			Kara shrugged. “Luck.”

			Federis made a condescending snort. “No one is Bronze by luck.”

			“There are plenty of Bronzes in this world,” Kara said, not taking the bait. “I’m nothing special.”

			This, by proxy, was, of course, Kara’s way of telling Federis that he also wasn’t that special. Federis clearly didn’t get the memo as the young man smirked, bemused. “You and I know that’s not entirely true. Most would kill to be Elder Copper, let alone Bronze. Besides, never shirk or play small from your power,” he said, casually glancing at Dren and Vox. “There are far too many who are satisfied with their inadequacy. It would be a shame if those in power settled for less than they rightfully deserved.”

			“Preach!” Dren clapped.

			Federis glared at him.

			“Oh, what? Was that not clap-worthy? Were we supposed to just nod and don thoughtfully enlightened expressions?”

			Federis quivered, and his lackeys reached toward something at their hip.

			Dren didn’t care. He couldn’t stop now.

			Kara growled, “Dren …”

			He ignored her. “What? I’m just a fan of monologues! Wait,” he asked Federis, looking around the tavern at the patrons clearly pretending to be lost in their own drinks, “did you need a soapbox? I’m sure we could find like a crate or a barrel or—”

			Before he could finish his own diatribe, both lackeys at Federis’ side moved.

			Stone suddenly flew out of one of the sidekick’s pockets and hurtled through the air.

			[OOO, POCKET ROCKS!] Max exclaimed. [THAT’S HANDY!]

			The other goon drew water from a waterskin at his side, and it floated in the air above his hand as he snarled at Dren, “Watch your tongue, Unranked!”

			As if he was Caesar himself, keeping the lions at bay, Federis raised his hand. “Easy, Brasco, Easy Ivan.” Uh, which was which? Both goons lowered their hands. He glared at Dren. “You have a sharp tongue and a lot of confidence for an Unranked … 5, is it?”

			“Unranked 6,” Dren said, brushing his shoulder.

			“Same difference,” Federis replied.

			Vox growled, wiping drool from his mouth. “You really woke me up for this?”

			“What curious eyes,” Federis said, turning his attention to Vox as if just noticing him. “Orange,” then to Dren, “and purple. What is your blood muddled by?”

			“Donkey,” Dren said. “It’s a long story. You really don’t want to know.”

			Federis leaned in, examining them as if they were insects pinned to a board.

			“Get any closer, pretty boy, and I’ll muddle your blood,” Vox growled.

			This only made Federis smile. “You really don’t get it, do you? You’re like a fly threatening a wolf. Your words hold no weight. They’re just a buzzing nuisance in my ear. You, on the other hand …” He turned to Kara, leaning closer, his eyes scanning over her, clearly taking in Kara’s tan, freckled skin, faint white scars on her cheek and chin … The look he gave Kara made Dren’s skin crawl. “You have talent. I can see that. You should consider leaving these two and joining a real group. What do you say? You know they’re just holding you back. I might even be able to talk my father into getting you into the Academy, though you’ll owe me.” His smile widened as if he thought this was a treat too sweet to deny, and his hand reached out, fingers brushing the side of Kara’s face.

			Dren channeled Moon into his fingertips, hiding it beneath the table.

			Vox was quicker. He snatched Federis’ wrist. “The lady didn’t ask for your touch.”

			Federis’ eyes blazed, and Dren felt heat in the air … 

			[OOO USER, I DON’T LIKE FIRE! I THINK THIS ANNOYING GUY IS POWERFUL! BE READY!]

			“Enough!” Kara shouted, breaking the tension. She rose calmly. “Thanks for the offer, lordling. Very tempting,” she said sarcastically. “But I have to pass for now. Besides, we were just leaving.” She turned to the others. “Right?”

			Dren glared. “Yeah, sure.”

			Vox rose as well with a huff, letting Federis’ wrist go.

			The lordling rose. “Let us not be so hasty. No need to rush off so quickly.” He stepped in their way. “How about a friendly duel?”

			[YES, DUEL HIM!]

			“Okay,” Dren said.

			“You haven’t even heard what I was proposing …”

			Dren shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. I accept.” Clearly, the lordling was powerful, and if he had connections? Throwing the first punch might land Dren in a prison, where they throw away the key. This, however, was a chance to punch Federis’ smug face that no one could protest was unfair or unwarranted.

			“Dren!” Kara snapped. She grabbed his arm and chided in a hushed whisper. “Trust me, you two, I want to punch him as much as anyone, but you’re no match for him, and he knows that.”

			Dren whispered back, “So?”

			“So, in an official duel, he can ruin your Channels by accident! Seraphs take me, Dren. People have died in official duels! And with his connections? He’ll probably get away with it,” she hissed under her breath as she glared at him. “We’ve got too much on the line!”

			Dren turned to Federis. “What are your terms?”

			Kara made a loud exasperated sound, throwing up her hands.

			Federis answered, his cocky smile growing, “If you can score a single punch on me, I’ll give you this.” He pulled a bottle from inside his jacket—a deep orange liquid, and he wagged it before Dren.

			Dren immediately felt pulled toward it.

			[OOOO!] Max intoned, [SPARK ELIXIR! COPPER RANK! USER, IF I’M NOT MISTAKEN, THAT MIGHT BRING US TO COPPER RANK AND COULD EVEN HEAL SOME OF YOUR RUPTURED CHANNEL! NEW PLAN! ACCEPT THE CHALLENGE! WIN!]

			Dren swallowed, stopping himself from licking his lips. Yeah … He wanted it, and he was going to get it. “Okay, and if you win?”

			“When I win,” Federis said, then his gaze panned to Kara, who stood, arms folded, glaring at him, “your friend joins us.”

			Dren scoffed.

			Only Federis wasn’t laughing.

			“Oh, you’re serious?” Dren asked. “Uh, yeah, no, sorry buddy, that’s not how free will works.”

			“No thanks,” Kara replied with a grimace. “Besides, Dren can’t decide for me anyway.”

			Vox remarked, eyeing Federis. “You really aren’t that bright, are you?”

			His two goons stepped forward.

			Federis stopped them with a snarl. “Fine! Then I’ll just take your glasses.”

			Dren’s blood ran cold. “Wait, why my glasses?”

			“Oh, you didn’t think I could sense they were magical, did you?” Federis laughed derisively. “Stupid Unranked, I’m a Bronze!” Fire danced in the man’s eyes. “I’ve abilities you can barely fathom.”

			[UH, USER? NEW PLAN AGAIN. PLEASE DON’T SAY YES TO THIS?]

			Dren whispered as an aside, “Max, I thought you were on my side!”

			[ARE YOU SERIOUS? YOU ARE DEFINITELY GOING TO LOSE!]

			Dren held up a finger to Federis. “Sorry, one second!”

			Federis looked at him as if he was crazy, jaw dropping.

			Kara and Vox sighed.

			Dren turned his back on the others and muttered in a barely audible voice to Max, “You just told me to accept!”

			[YES, OF COURSE, THAT’S WHEN I THOUGHT THE ONLY REPERCUSSION WOULD BE SOME BRUISED RIBS AND EGO. OH, YA, AND A RARE CHANCE AT A POWERFUL ELIXIR. THIS IS DIFFERENT. I MEAN, SURE, HE’S POWERFUL, I WOULDN’T MIND THAT, BUT I GET THE DISTINCT FEELING HE’D BE REAL WEIRD, I.E., USE ME TO SEE UNDER WOMEN’S CLOTHING OR SOMETHING STRANGE LIKE THAT.]

			“You can do that?” Dren whispered, then shook himself. “Don’t answer that.” He wasn’t wanting that power for himself. He just didn’t know what Max’s capabilities were! That’s all. “Look, I won’t lose and—”

			As Dren had his quick aside conversation, there came a squawk, then a loud crash.

			This … was accompanied by the sound of wood splintering.

			Dren turned and saw Federis. Wine soaked his shirt, and he was lying in the remains of a shattered table. He’d broken it in his fall. It sent glass pieces everywhere, and now the dwarves were splashed with drink and stood, reaching for their axes.

			Kara was helping the barmaid up, and the poor girl looked dazed.

			Dren gaped. “What the hell did I just miss?”

			Vox was rubbing his knuckles and shrugged. “The snooty bastard pushed the girl, so I punched him.”

			Dren laughed loudly, drawing whatever eyes were not yet focused on them.

			Federis, still on his rear, touched his split lip, then eyed the crimson on his fingers as if baffled by the concept of his own blood. The lordling’s face contorted in rage, and he bounded to his feet, flames dancing in his upturned palms. Brasco and Ivan were only moments behind, summoning stone and water.

			Federis gave a rictus snarl and bellowed, “Make them pay!”

			Chaos erupted.

			Federis’ fingers unleashed fire toward Vox.

			Kara leaped before him and blocked it with Wind Gust.

			That left Dren facing both of the goons. The other patrons of the inn quickly scrambled away. The Draconian taverner shouted something. Dren, however, was kind of preoccupied. Both brothers grinned, water and stone rising above their hands as they cornered Dren.

			Dren pointed his letter opener at them for emphasis. “Hey, look, fellas. You backed the wrong horse. It happens to the best of us. You can sit this one out and—”

			Brasco, the stone one, Dren guessed, interrupted, “—Shut up, Unranked! No one makes fun of Lord Finehorn’s son and gets away with it!”

			“I mean … Are you sure about that? I have a very strong feeling that a lot of people make fun of Lord Finehorn’s son. You probably just can’t hear them all.”

			[INCOMING!]

			[SPELL: WATER SPIKE.]

			[RANK: COPPER.]

			Dren dodged it, thanks to Max. Ivan shot out a dozen more.

			First, a stone hit him in the gut, and Dren flew through the air, his letter opener flying from his grip, skittering across the ground. He smacked a wall with his back. A moment later, he found himself pinned against the wooden wall by ice daggers like he was a knife-throwing magician’s assistant. “Wow. That’s impressive.”

			“What are you gonna do without your little pig sticker?” Ivan asked.

			Dren grinned and pulled the boomerang to his hand. Lying on the floor, it rattled and spun, slapping into his grip. Only … his hand was pinned.

			Ah, hells … 

			He hadn’t thought that through.

			Brasco and Ivan both marveled for a second, then laughed, seeing the same thing as him.

			“Fancy little trick, but that’s all it is,” Brasco said. “I’ll shut that smart aleck mouth of yours.” He coated his huge fist in rock and neared, smashing it threateningly into his palm.

			[SPELL: ROCK PUNCH.]

			[RANK: COPPER] his glasses read above his fist.

			[OOOO, ROCK PUNCH! THAT LOOKS LIKE OUR GRAVITY PUNCH, BUT NOT AS COOL. I WONDER IF IT HITS AS HARD?]

			Dren didn’t want to find out.

			“Hope you like rock!” Brasco punched at Dren, hard. However, Dren had been waiting, timing it, baiting the man to get closer. When Brasco got in range, Dren kicked first, smashing the big guy right between the legs.

			Brasco let out a strangled groan of pain as his eyes rolled into the back of his head.

			“Hope you like rock?” Dren asked. “What kind of catchphrase is that? Also, my Gravity Punch is way cooler.”

			[THAT’S NOT FAIR! YOU DIDN’T EVEN GET TO SEE IT!] Max retorted.

			Ivan shouted, “You cheap tactic bastard!”

			Dren, still stuck against the wall, shouted back, “Hey man, you’re fighting two against one, and you’re coppers! And I’m still literally pinned to the wall!”

			[HE’S RIGHT, USER. CROTCH SHOTS ARE KIND OF CHEAP.]

			“Who’s side are you on!?” Dren grumbled, still struggling to pry himself from the wall.

			Ivan, the water brother, shot out more ice chunks. Two dozen icy daggers flew, all aimed toward Dren.

			[SPELL: ICE BARRAGE.]

			[RANK: COPPER.]

			Dren felt a flush of fear. Somehow he knew he needed to dodge it. Dread overcame his naïveté, and adrenaline flooded his limbs. Time seemed to slow. That’s when he got a wild idea. Dren delved inward, touching the purple sphere in his mind.

			C’mon, this better work!

			Dren pushed Moon through his non-ruptured Channels and into his whole body. Just a little bit. A bare fraction. Anything more was like pushing that impossible boulder up a sheer cliff face. Heaviness, that’s what Ditch had said. Increasing his mass. It worked. A faint wisp of Moon entered his whole body, only for a moment, and the sudden increase in his body weight made him plummet like a rock, ripping him free of the wall and the ice daggers that were holding him in place.

			The two dozen incoming icy razors slammed into the wall where he’d just been pinned, exploding.

			Dren looked up, grinning.

			Ivan shook his head. “How?”

			“Well, you see, there’s this thing called gravity and—”

			Brasco was back on his feet.

			At the same time, in the corner of his vision, he saw Kara and Vox. They were being hammered by fire, Kara barely keeping up her Wind Shield.

			Cracks formed in the white barrier—they wouldn’t be protected for long.

			Dren realized his letter opener was still in his grip. He threw it, only he misjudged the rotation, and the hilt of the blade smacked into the back of Federis’ head.

			“Oops …”

			Federis turned, still casting fire, to glare at Dren and shoot a flaming fireball directly at him.

			Dren ducked it, and people screamed as barrels on a far wall burst behind him.

			Luckily, no one was hurt … 

			But they could have been, and Kara was still in danger.

			Now even angrier, Dren concentrated, willing his letter opener back.

			[ABILITY: WEAPON SUMMON!]

			The blade flew toward his hand … only to get stuck on something. He tugged at it with his power, trying desperately to draw it to his hand, but it wouldn’t come.

			Yep, definitely stuck.

			Dren cursed. Dammit!

			The two brothers were still crowding him, nearly blocking his path.

			Federis had returned to casting a torrent of flames at Vox and Kara, who cried out as the flames scorched and burned at Kara’s Wind Shield.

			Dren did the last thing they expected. He ran at them, slid between the two, then launched back to his feet, leaving the two brothers in his wake as he sprinted toward Kara and Vox. “Sorry, hold that thought!”

			“Not so fast!” Ivan shouted.

			[MORE ICE SPIKES!] Max yelled and shouted the directions, left, right, left. With Max’s aid, Dren dodged as if he had eyes in the back of his head. Distantly, he was aware that Max had just given directions from behind. That was … very odd and very awesome. He’d have to ask about that later. Still, his gaze was focused on Federis as he sprinted through the tavern, past cowering patrons. Heavy steps rattled like a bull, and Dren knew Brasco was chasing him.

			He didn’t care.

			Then Vox charged Federis, hammer raised.

			A tongue of fire whipped at him and sent him changing his direction, diving behind an overturned table with the cowering Dwarves.

			Federis’ barrage of flame on Kara intensified.

			More cracks formed in the white shield and Kara winced, sweat beading on her face.

			“Dren!” she called.

			“On it!” Using one of Ditch’s moves, Dren leaped and sent a flying heel at Federis’ head. Federis turned, and Dren … missed. Federis narrowly dodged the flying hoverboot, yet the rest of Dren smacked into him. It wasn’t graceful and they both tumbled into a heap. Federis’ barrage stopped. Dren rose only to see Federis lying on the ground, unmoving.

			It seemed the snooty lordling had hit his head.

			“Is he dead?” Dren asked. He didn’t feel bad about that, though it did scare him. He’d never killed anyone.

			Max replied, [NO! JUDGING BY HIS SLIGHT BREATHING PATTERN THE ANNOYING LORDLING IS ALIVE. JUST UNCONSCIOUS.]

			Phew. Good.

			He turned just in time to see Brasco suspended by Kara who lifted the brute with a sustained Wind Gust. “Hey, thanks! Look at that,” Dren said, “we work pretty well together. Now I just need to find that vial—” he said, nearing Federis’ form.

			“Watch out!” Vox shouted suddenly.

			Dren ducked.

			Unfortunately, Ivan’s hunk of ice soared over Dren’s head, and Vox took it in the gut, knocked back against the tavern’s wall.

			“You hurt Lord Federis! You’ll pay for that!” Ivan shouted in rage.

			Dren saw Vox was just dazed, and he looked back at Ivan, then he hesitated. “Wait, you actually care about that guy?”

			“His father holds our fathers as slaves. We’re his protectors, and you just laid him low! How do you think he’ll react when his son comes back battered by a bunch of worthless Unranked?”

			“Not … happy?” Dren guessed.

			“If you think Federis is bad, Lord Finehorn makes him look like a simpering daisy! Believe me, we’ll pay for it in blood and rank!” Ivan said, seething with anger. “But maybe, just maybe, I’ll get some leniency if my brother and I take your head back on a pike.”

			Dren gulped.

			At the same time, Brasco coated himself in stone, layering his body until he was like some sort of armored rock person. This additional weight seemed to be too much. Kara’s Wind Gust spell broke, and Brasco slammed back down to the tavern’s floor.

			“Hey, that’s my trick!” Dren called.

			Brasco taunted Kara as he got to his feet, still layered in stone. “That was a pathetic Wind spell. Figures you’d be a weak Bronze for not being Academy trained.”

			Ivan joined his brother’s side.

			Kara snarled. “I got this,” she said, her eyes glowed white for a flicker of a moment.

			Dren called out. “Wait!” He was in her line of sight, standing too close to the two brothers, yet Kara was already casting. She sent out a Wind Gust. It slammed into the brothers and … Dren. He flew back, smacking against the wall, head hitting the hardwood, sending a jolt of pain and causing him to see stars. When he cleared his head and rose, he called out. “Thanks, Kara!”

			Dren saw Brasco had rooted his feet to the ground with thick boots covered in stone, and Ivan held a sword of ice that he’d stabbed into the tavern’s floor, keeping himself in place.

			The twins grinned stupidly and triumphantly.

			“Sorry! I was trying to get them!” Kara said.

			“You didn’t even accomplish that!” Dren replied. “They didn’t budge!”

			“Well, they would have!” Kara shouted. “But I had to go lighter on the spell because you were in the way!”

			“How is this my fault?” Dren called back angrily.

			Vox was still groaning from the punch of ice to the gut, finally standing up straight.

			Dren neared him. “You all right, big guy?”

			“Watch out!” Kara called.

			Dren ducked again.

			Again, Vox got hit in the stomach by a hunk of ice.

			“I changed my mind. This world sucks. Just let me die,” Vox groaned, lying on the ground.

			“Max?” Dren asked.

			[VOX’S CONSTITUTION IS MUCH HIGHER THAN YOURS, USER. HE IS NOT THAT HURT. IN OTHER WORDS, I BELIEVE HE IS BEING, AS YOU WOULD SAY, ‘A BIG BABY.’]

			“Vox?” Dren bent down to help Vox up. “Max says you need to man up.”

			Dren dragged Vox to his feet as the two brothers summoned water and stone. Kara circled, joining Dren and Vox once more, readying spells of wind. They now stood side-by-side. Which was good because Dren’s head was ringing, and he really didn’t want to be slammed against the wall again.

			“We really need to work on our teamwork,” Vox groaned, still clutching his stomach.

			“You’re right,” Kara said. “Let’s try it, deal? If we work together, and I use—Dren?” She paused as if suddenly realizing Dren was no longer at her side. Dren had bent down to Federis’ side, who was still sprawled on the floor, unconscious. Dren searched the man’s robes. “Eternals save me. Seriously, Dren, you have to do that now?”

			“Sorry, almost done! Just keep them busy for a little bit!”

			The brothers attacked.

			Kara’s retort was bit off, as in the corner of his vision, Dren saw Vox lunge forward to grapple with Brasco. Or was it Ivan? He wasn’t sure. Kara, meanwhile, was pelting the other brother with Wind Gusts. Alas, his friends were definitely losing. Brasco ripped Vox’s grip free with his Copper-enhanced strength, then tossed the big man through the air.

			Where the hell is the bottle? Dren growled.

			“Dren!” Kara called. “What the hell are you doing? We could really use you!”

			“Hurry the hell up!” Vox called as he was body checked by big Ivan again.

			“One second!” Dren replied, ice and snow raining all about.

			Suddenly, both his friends collapsed by his side as if tossed by a giant’s hand. Dren turned and saw … Whoa, he was right. The two brothers had combined their powers forming a … giant hand? The hand was the size of a person and was part ice, part stone. It had flung his companions like broken dolls. Kara and Vox shook themselves, clearly rattled.

			Both goons towered over them.

			“You made a mistake picking a fight with us,” Brasco said.

			Kara rubbed her head. “We didn’t pick the fight, numbskull. You did!”

			Brasco looked to his brother, who shrugged and nodded. “Oh. Right.”

			“Still weak fools who thought they could contend with us,” Ivan mocked, coming to his brother’s defense.

			Dren raised his hands. “Wait, hold on, guys. Really. I know I made some jabs at you earlier, but … you don’t really seem like that guy,” he said, jabbing a thumb over his shoulder at the slumped, unconscious form of Federis. “You’re not evil. So, are you sure you don’t want to dissolve that spell and just let bygones be bygones? How about it? He’ll never have to know. Not friends, just … neutral enemies that ended in a draw.”

			The huge magical hand of ice and stone lowered a little.

			Just then, Federis groaned. Dren turned to see the lordling. He was rubbing his head and taking in the bewildering scene. First there were the patrons: Dwarves, Humans and the Kobolds. Then Federis spotted Kara, Vox, and Dren standing just before him, and beyond that, his two goons, and their giant hand of stone and ice. “What are you two waiting for? Crush them!”

			Brasco and Ivan, now urged by the ire of their leader, attacked.

			The hand came together to form a fist, and Dren reached for his Sparkwell, envisioning a tiny point of violet that sat in a field of black. As he let go, the violet light grew in size, becoming a purple sphere in his mind’s eye, and Dren breathed it in, embracing his power, and he shoved Moon through his non-ruptured Channels. Unfortunately, his Channels were already strained from doing that little trick to get him off the wall. So he felt them stretch beyond their limits. Please don’t rupture, please don’t rupture, he repeated to himself as he grabbed a nearby table. Upon touching the table, he did something. Suddenly, the table was coated in a thin purple glow, and it became incredibly light. Without hesitation, Dren raised it, using the table as a shield in the nick of time, and the twin’s fist of ice and stone collided and shattered.

			That shouldn’t have worked. Wood would have splintered.

			But Dren knew why.

			The table was suddenly too dense.

			[DENSE MATTER TRANSFER!] Max exclaimed.

			Dren let their makeshift shield drop and saw everyone’s shocked expressions.

			He grinned. Yup. This … is going to be very handy.

			Kara seized on the brothers’ confusion. She hopped to her feet, sending a Wind Gust at them, which swept them back and knocked them from their feet. Federis lunged. Kara picked him up with Wind and dumped him next to his two cronies.

			“C’mon! The back door!” Kara called.

			“Wait, the potion!” Dren said.

			Kara grabbed Dren with her Bronze strength, fingers like shackles. “No time, you idiot! You think Federis is going to go easy on us? Especially if you steal his potion?”

			Federis was still grumbling, looking dazed.

			Dammit.

			Kara was right.

			“Don’t make me throw you over my shoulder,” Vox threatened.

			Grumbling, Dren followed as they fled, only pausing when Max pointed out that his letter opener was on the ground, under the foot of a stool.

			[LETTER OPENER!]

			He tipped the stool over with a foot and extended his hand.

			The letter opener flew to his grip, and he sheathed it.

			Nearby, a woman made a small gasp. It was the barmaid. She was cowering behind a table with a few Kobolds and Dren winced, glancing back at the destruction of the tavern. “Sorry about all this!” He nodded to Federis. “Take it out of his tab, will ya?” Then he flashed the young woman his best smile and chased after the others. Together, they rushed out of the tavern, all eyes following them.
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			Chapter 15

			Outside the tavern, in a nearby alley, they slumped against a wall and caught their breath. It was dusk, yet the moon sat high above, its crescent spilling light over the still-busy city. Its bright glow seemed somehow intoxicating. Dren found it odd that all his life, he’d been pining for the sun through the layer of smog, and here he was, beholden to the moon.

			Kara sat at his side, Vox beside that, all resting against the alley’s cold stone, staring up at the sky.

			[OOO, THAT WAS FUN!]

			Dren grinned. “That was fun.”

			“Fun?” Vox questioned, still holding his gut. “We got our butts handed to us on a silver platter!”

			“Yes, but,” Dren said, holding up a finger as if he had a counterpoint, then realized Vox was right. “No, actually, that’s pretty accurate. Oh no, wait, I took out Federis! Ha!”

			Vox shrugged. “Kind of. He just hit his head.”

			“Hey, because I kicked him!”

			“You fell on him.”

			“Yeah, even I saw that,” Kara said. “It was awkward.”

			[IT WAS AWKWARD] Max agreed.

			Dren rubbed the back of his head. “Yeah, I need to work on that flying kick. Ditch made it look easy when he showed us. But hey, that gravity bit I did to the table was pretty cool, you gotta admit.”

			[GRAVITY TABLE!] Max said.

			“Yeah, how’d it not break against the brothers’ ice-stone fist?” Vox asked.

			“Apparently, I can make things denser or less dense.”

			“That is low-hanging fruit,” Kara said.

			[AHH, I GET IT, USER! SHE IS CALLING YOU DENSE! THAT IS AMUSING!]

			Dren glared. “Ha, ha. Anyway, I maintain. That was fun. Even Max agrees.”

			[I DO!]

			Vox said, “How was that fun? Those two oafs wiped the floor with us. Kara, back me up.”

			“Dren’s right. It was fun,” Kara said, sitting beside him. She leaned against the stone wall and stared up at the moon with a big smile.

			“See?” Dren said.

			“And,” Kara continued, “Vox is also right. They wiped the floor with us. Which isn’t fun.”

			Dren huffed. “Picking both sides is cheating.”

			“No, it’s accurate,” Kara replied, tucking a lock of hair behind her ear. “To be fair, it wasn’t really an even fight to begin with. Oafs or not, Brasco and Ivan were Coppers, and Federis is a Bronze.”

			“And?” Dren asked.

			“You’re Unranked 6, and Vox is Unranked 5? The brothers alone were a full rank above you. They’re way stronger.”

			“Thanks,” Vox said sarcastically.

			“For now … and it’s not an insult, just a fact. Something tells me the Trials and Ditch’s intense training is making us much more. Maybe it’s the ambient Spark in the air there or his methods, or you two being …” she looked at them, and Dren was certain she was thinking about their strange orange and purple eyes; “different.”

			“You make that sound like a compliment,” Dren said.

			“It is. I’ve been meaning to ask … are you two normal where you come from?”

			Vox and Dren looked at one another. This was a subject that was a smidge … touchy.

			[OOO ESTABLISHING BACKSTORY!] Max said. [EVEN I WANT TO HEAR THIS!]

			Kara raised her hands. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

			[YOU HAVE TO TELL ME!]

			“And I didn’t mean normal. I mean, are you common? Those eyes …” Kara said.

			“No,” Dren said at last.

			“And yes,” Vox added.

			“That’s not helping,” Kara replied flatly.

			Dren sighed. “Fine. This might be a tad confusing, but we’re Engineered or Modified Humans. Genetically altered to be stronger, faster, smarter. Vox here—” he clapped Vox on the shoulder, “—he’s what a Modified Human should look like. Except I’m prettier.” Kara rolled her eyes. “Well, it sounds a lot better than the truth. I’m the failed version,” he said, lifting his arms, showing his more wiry frame and smaller stature.

			Vox scrubbed his chiseled jawline. “You’re not failed. You’re just … unique.”

			[AHH, USER VOX IS A SOFTY DEEP DOWN!] Max said.

			“Thanks, buddy,” Dren told Vox. “I know that’s intended as a compliment, though it kinda sounds like an insult. Still,” he told Kara, “he’s being kind.”

			“No, I’m not,” Vox replied. “Well, maybe a little bit. But you’re far more agile than I am, and they say they can’t modify intelligence much, but …”

			“Are you calling me smart?”

			Vox muttered. “Don’t let it go to your head.”

			“But that’s exactly where intelligence goes.”

			“See? I should’ve kept my mouth shut.”

			“How?” Kara interjected, interrupting their banter. “How are you both different?”

			Dren shrugged, nonchalantly kicking a pebble by his foot. “That’s … a long story, one that I don’t really have a clear answer to.”

			“I’ll tell you my past if you tell me yours,” Kara pressed.

			“Does yours involve amnesia, needles, and torture?” Dren asked.

			Kara swallowed. “Uh … no? But, it’s personal to me.”

			Vox gave her a skeptical look.

			“C’mon, if we’re supposed to be teammates, we have to start with sharing some trust and vulnerability …” Then she added, biting her lip, “I mean, only if you want to.”

			Dren stared up at the moon for a long moment before answering, “All I remember of my childhood is flashes.” Even now, a flash came to him. Staring out through glass, suspended in some strange liquid. White coats. People staring at him, scrutinizing, observing. A laboratory. Then an explosion. Large glass tubes broken. A woman’s face, grabbing him, pulling him out of the liquid, ripping the tubes connected to his body. His mother? He couldn’t remember. He didn’t think it was. She had brown hair and blue eyes, not like his. She had grabbed him and his sister. Then the memories went blank. The next thing he knew, he was waking up in an orphanage which had turned out to be more cruel than the smog-filled streets of New New York, so he’d escaped with his sister … and the rest was history, more or less. Dren told Kara as much, leaving out some of the more bitter details. “See? Not fun stuff.”

			“I’m so sorry,” Kara said genuinely. “That sounds awful.”

			All he could say was, “Eh, I survived.”

			After a moment, she looked over at Vox, who was closer to the alley’s mouth. “What about you?”

			Sitting with one leg stretched out, the other bent, Vox’s face was a mask, his orange eyes full of pain and memories. He replied in a strange voice, a little less gruff than usual, “I was in the same orphanage as Dren, but I don’t remember anything before that.”

			Max was oddly quiet.

			“Sounds like there’s more there we should uncover,” Kara said, looking up at the crescent moon as well. “Especially if your past somehow helps us understand why you two are adapting and progressing quicker than most.”

			“Huh,” Dren said. “That is interesting. Even though I’m failed.”

			“Don’t say that,” Kara snapped.

			“What? Failed?”

			“Yeah. You’re not failed.”

			“Have you seen Vox? Look at that stupidly handsome face!”

			Vox grumbled. “She’s right.”

			“You too?”

			“Yeah, I told you. You’re not failed.”

			Dren threw up his hands. “Fine, I won’t say ‘failed.’”

			“Good,” Vox grunted.

			“How about flawed, faulty, defective?”

			Kara punched his shoulder. Hard.

			“Ow,” Dren groused, rubbing where she’d hit. “Watch it! Bronze strength, remember?” Then finally, he folded under her glare. “Okay, okay! I’m lovingly unique and special, not broken whatsoever.”

			“Better,” Kara replied. “Anyway, is that really all you remember?”

			Dren shrugged. He wasn’t going to tell her about Tressa. That was a wound too painful to unburden. “Pretty much. Wish I could remember more.”

			Kara nodded thoughtfully. “Thanks for telling me. Both of you.”

			Vox grunted.

			Dren smiled. “Sure. Okay, what about yours?”

			Sitting as she was, Kara pulled her knees into her chest, looking away. “Uh, that’s a long story. I’ll tell you later.”

			“Wow, that is … unfair,” Dren said.

			She replied quickly, “No, really! I promise it’s just … there’s a greater point here.”

			“And that is?” Vox asked.

			“We need to fight together. If we had fought together, we could have taken those blockheads.”

			That was true. And while Dren could wait to hear Kara’s backstory and more about who she was … He respected her tasteful redirect and knew she’d tell him more when she was ready.

			Vox sounded offended. “Well, we were about to fight together until this guy decided to play corpse looter.” He hooked a thumb at Dren.

			“Hey!” Dren said defensively. “First off, he wasn’t dead, AND he was knocked out because of ME. Second, Kara told me that one of my Channels being ruptured is a big deal and can seriously hold me back. I was just trying to remedy that. Y’know, for the sake of the team. But now it’s gone.”

			“Well, I wouldn’t say gone,” Vox said and slipped a hand into his pocket, pulling out the orange bottle, and a name tag popped up in Dren’s vision.

			[ITEM: SPARK ELIXIR.]

			[RANK: COPPER.]

			“You clever son of a biscuit,” Dren exclaimed, shaking Vox around the shoulder.

			“Watch it!” Vox said, his big hands fumbling with the glass bottle.

			“How?” Kara questioned him.

			Vox smiled smugly. “It was rolling around on the ground half the time. Guess it had fallen out of that pompous fool’s clothes.” Dren reached out, and Vox pulled it away. “Who says you get it?”

			“What? I have the ruptured Channels!”

			“So? I don’t even have my power yet,” Vox said, folding his arms. “Maybe this’ll give me some sort of boost.”

			“It doesn’t work that way,” Kara interjected, sitting up straighter. “You need to have accessed your power in order to enhance it.”

			“Sort of like when—” Dren began.

			Max jumped in [PLEASE NO MORE BAD METAPHORS!]

			“Max!” Dren exclaimed. “There you are. Why so quiet? Feeling okay, buddy?”

			[YES, USER. I AM OKAY] Max said, [THANK YOU FOR YOUR CONCERN.]

			Hmm. Max had been quiet during their talk about the past. He wondered why.

			[PLEASE TAKE THE ELIXIR!]

			Dren batted his lashes at Vox. “Prettttyyyy please?”

			Vox groaned. “If you promise never to do that thing with your eyes at me again, you can have it.” He shoved the small orange bottle into Dren’s hands.

			“Hey, if it’s any consolation, I owe you.”

			“Yeah, you do.”

			“So uh …” Dren said. “Do I drink it now?”

			Kara raised a brow. “What about me, huh? I’m not even in the running?”

			Dren cupped the elixir reverently. The bottle felt warm in his palms. He wanted to drink it all, but he asked, “Okay, what if we all took a sip?”

			“First, that would dilute the elixir too much. Also, I was just kidding. That’s a Copper Rank elixir, so it won’t do much for me. But you shouldn’t drink it now.”

			“When should we drink it?” Vox asked.

			“When we reach the next plateau and need that extra boost,” she said. “Which brings me back to my original point. We need to work together as a team. It’s clear we’re used to working solo.”

			“No kidding,” Vox said.

			[OOOO, SHE KNOWS ABOUT OUR LONE WOLF PACT!] Max said again, a little more chipper.

			Kara eyed them both. “We’re stronger together. If those blockheads can work together, so can we. If I’m right, Brasco and Ivan are at the lower end of Copper. Just imagine what we can do.” There was a light in her eyes, or maybe that was the moonlight.

			“I’m in,” Dren said vehemently.

			Vox grunted consent.

			[LOOK AT THAT! TEAMWORK ALREADY!] Max said.

			Kara jumped to her feet. “Then it’s settled. Tonight, rest, recover, and tomorrow we go to Ditch and tell him we need to learn to fight as a unit. Which means we need to discover Vox’s elemental attunement.”

			“Sounds good to me,” Dren said, rising and reaching out a hand for Vox.

			Vox looked nervous, but he nodded and took Dren’s grip.

			“Okay, good talk,” Dren said. “Now I’m starving.” He clapped Vox on the shoulder. “Is this Alice of yours a decent cook at all?”

			“Oh, I haven’t told you much about Alice, have I? You’re in for a treat,” Vox said.

			“Uh,” Kara said. She hadn’t moved. “I think we’re forgetting a three thousand-pound giant animal?”

			Dren winced. In all the commotion, they’d left Alice’s steed. Together they snuck back toward the tavern, got Bjorn from the patchy-faced youth, and slipped away back toward Alice’s.

			Before Dren and Vox went inside, Kara said her goodbyes until tomorrow.

			Despite the late hour, the old blacksmith was still busy hammering away near the forge. Vox greeted her, mumbling quickly about being tired and having a friend, and needing sleep. She waved a hand to him as if uncaring, then paused as if she’d caught a foul scent. She neared, and Dren took her in. She wore a heavy blacksmith’s apron stained with soot. It exposed her arms which were lean and sinewy as tough old roots, showing corded muscles when she moved. Weathered skin was also belied by deceptively sharp blue eyes that examined him until he squirmed beneath her gaze.

			“Uh … hello? I’m Dren.” He extended a hand.

			She ignored it. “Alice,” she said offhandedly. “Curious eyes you have. Another friend like you, worthless apprentice?”

			Vox said, “Dren meet Alice. Alice, Dren. Do you have any food?”

			“There’s a roasted leg of lamb and some nice fresh bread and butter I picked up from Mella’s,” she said, waving offhandedly to another fireplace.

			Dren moved toward it, but she caught his arm in an iron-like grip.

			“One moment,” she said.

			She was reading him.

			So he tried to read her back.

			Max, what rank is she?

			As if reading his thoughts, Max replied, [HMMM. THIS IS ODD. RANK … UNKNOWN. ALL I SENSE IS A VAGUE UNRANKED STATUS ABOUT HER.]

			Well, that’s not suspicious at all, Dren thought.

			“You’re reading me, aren’t you?” Alice asked, amused. Dren opened his mouth, and she spoke first, “Ah, it’s those glasses.” She let him go and plucked them off his head before he could say a word. Somehow … they’d just magically lifted off him? Dren could roll, duck, do anything, yet the woman’s touch had made them completely lose their hold, as if greased with butter. She put them on herself.

			“Wait!” he called.

			She slipped his grip like a fish darting from reach. “Ahhh, fascinating. Ohhh, Max, is it? A pleasure to meet you, Max! Yes … Hmm mmm. Oh yes. I know Sepharina. No, not personally. A giant stag-man, you say? My apprentice hasn’t told me anything about that, but I assumed as much. Oh, fascinating!” She kept muttering and talking to Max.

			Dren looked at Vox and gulped. “Uh …”

			Vox winced. “Sorry. I warned you.”

			Vox had given Dren a brief warning on their way, telling him that Alice was ‘a force.’ Now that sounded like an understatement. Dren debated trying to snag the glasses back again but rejected the notion. He knew Alice was strong. Much stronger than her Unranked status implied. Still, he felt oddly protective and defensive over Max. He didn’t think Alice was evil in any way, yet he had no idea what she might do. What if she decided to keep the glasses?

			Finally, Alice ended their conversation. “No, I’m afraid not, good Sir Max. I cannot do such a thing to a friend of my worthless apprentice, and I have much less need of you.”

			What the hell! Dren growled.

			She handed Max back, and Dren put the AI on. [OH, USER! I WAS JUST TELLING ALICE HOW MUCH I WANTED TO RETURN TO YOU! AND—]

			“Really, Max? You were totally trying to abandon me!”

			[OH, HONESTLY, I DID WANT TO GAIN SOME MORE INFORMATION FROM HER. SHE IS … WOW. VERY POWERFUL. I CANNOT DISCLOSE TOO MUCH, BUT, ALAS, YES. WE SHOULD STAY FRIENDS WITH HER. HOWEVER, I SWEAR UPON MY ETERNAL SOUL THAT I WAS ONLY GOING TO USE IT AS A RESOURCE-GATHERING EXPERIMENT BEFORE RETURNING TO YOU. IMAGINE WHAT WE COULD DO WITH HER KNOWLEDGE!]

			Dren wasn’t sure what to make of that. He wanted to be angry. Why was he angry about a pair of glasses wanting to leave him? Well, that was obvious. Max wasn’t just a pair of glasses. Somewhere along the way, he’d become much more even than just an advanced tool. In Max’s tone, he sensed honesty. They were trying to become more powerful. That was their goal. Dren huffed, crossing his arms and narrowing his gaze at Alice. “So, do you just steal everyone’s stuff? Or just the lucky ones?”

			“Do you just read people without their consent?” Alice asked.

			Oh. Yeah … 

			“Trust me,” Alice said. “I think Max knows who the rightful owner, or partner, is. He was just trying to use me for your mutual gain, I suspect. Quite clever, actually.”

			[SEE? I TOLD YOU, USER!] Max said. [I LIKE HER.]

			Annoyingly, Dren did too.

			“Uh, if we’re quite done here,” Vox said, rubbing his stomach. “We’ve had a really long day.”

			“Hmmph!” Alice said. “A long ten days, I suppose.” Dren opened his mouth. She … knew they’d been in the Trials? Before he could inquire, Alice’s tirade continued, and she shook a boney finger at Vox, “No excuses! Do you know how many orders I’ve had since you’ve been out gallivanting? Dozens! Now, get to work! Those sword handles aren’t going to make themselves!”

			“Now?” Vox complained. “I’m tired and hungry. Can’t it wait?”

			“Wait!” Alice squawked. “I suppose you’d like me to ask Blightwing to wait too? You wanted this occupation. If you want to become a Master, you cannot only train when it’s convenient, but when your muscles are tired, your belly aches, and your head is foggy—that is when you lift up the hammer again.”

			[OOO, SHE’S INSPIRATIONAL!] Max intoned.

			“Well, I mean, he might work a little better if he had some food in his stomach?” Dren ventured.

			She glowered at him, which made Dren sweat and smile nervously. Until she relented. “Fine. Eat, have your fill, then straight to work.”

			Vox gave Dren a thankful look.

			They ate greedily.

			Once finished, Vox rose, stretching. “My room is the one on the right. Don’t use my bed.”

			“Don’t listen to him. You can use his bed,” Alice said, then wagged a finger at Vox. “You can take the cot. Dren is our guest.”

			Oh, I really like her.

			Dren had a feeling that if he stayed much longer, he’d be put to work, so he thanked Alice for her hospitality and slipped into Vox’s room. Putting Max on the bedside table, he fell immediately asleep. Morning came, and Vox was drooling in a cot nearby. Pocketing Max, he shook his friend awake.

			Vox cursed. “Ash and shadow!” The orange-eyed man squinted against the morning light coming from his one barred window. “I just fell asleeeep. One more hour. Pleaseeee.” He covered his head with his pillow.

			Dren somehow convinced Vox to get out of bed. They both devoured a heaping plate of purple eggs and some strange sausage—both from an Eteras bird? He was skeptical at first, though it was delicious, and he was licking the plate clean by the end. It turned out Alice was a good cook. Kara arrived at the Golden Hammer with a cheerful knock. Opening the door, she was as refreshed as ever, with bright new clothes, her blouse blindingly white, and leather vest and breeches freshly polished.

			Dren took it in. “Nice.”

			Kara replied. “Mom insisted. Something like, ‘I don’t want to know if you’re fighting, but if you are, you’re going to look your best. No daughter of mine punches faces in with sullied clothes.’”

			“Huh, your mother sounds … awesome.”

			Kara smiled. “She is. Anyway, are we ready?” she called, peering into the dusky blacksmith’s shop, giving Alice a wave, who hammered away at the forge. Alice waved back with a wry smile that … for some reason, made Kara blush? “Uh,” Kara said quickly, as if trying to cover up her unusual embarrassment. “Where’s Vox?”

			Dren opened the door more.

			Vox had fallen asleep again, and he was lying on the ground, face against the cold stone of the blacksmith’s floor, and the door hit him in the head.

			She sighed, and together they dragged him to his feet.

			“Awww, c’mon,” Vox groaned. “One more minute.”

			“You’ll sleep when you’re dead,” Dren said.

			“That makes no sense! When I’m dead, I’m dead!”

			Alice cackled a goodbye, and they urged Vox onto Bjorn and set off across the plains.

			As they got closer, he took Max out of his pocket and put the glasses back on, somehow both missing the black-framed spectacles and glad for the brief respite. Immediately, Max greeted Dren, outlining the landscape with tiny creatures and name tags in the distance, including: [Bee, Unranked 1.] [Plains Wolf, Unranked 5], and a dozen others dotting the countryside. It seemed strange he was growing used to that. Even stranger that he felt a note of pride, realizing as Unranked 6, he was tougher by a good margin than all of those. It seemed like only a day ago, even a stupid bee could kill him. Now he was stronger, and he felt it.

			Back at the grassy bowl, Ditch stood amid the nine glowing portals beside his little campfire with its kettle. As they approached, he turned, folded his corded arms, then grinned. That’s not good.

			[THAT’S NOT GOOD!]

			Dren had never been so happy and also afraid to see someone.

			“Welcome back,” Ditch boomed. “Did you get a nice rest?”

			Vox fell off the horse, practically face-planting in the grass.

			“I’ll take that as a no,” Ditch said. “Doesn’t matter. I’ll assume you’re ready?”

			With his newfound agility, Dren slipped off Bjorn smoothly. “Yes!” he said enthusiastically, giving a thumbs up.

			“Uh, ready for what exactly?” Kara questioned, joining them. “Also, can I ask why you’re grinning like that?”

			“Because,” Ditch said, eyes dancing with green flames like his old self. “I have a surprise for you I think you’re going to like. Well, come on. Time is wasting.” Without another word, Ditch turned and vaulted through the bronze-colored portal into the Trial of Stone.

			Kara gulped. “Oh gods, I don’t like this.”

			“Hey, remember, we’re a team! We can do this.”

			Vox, still prostrate on the ground, his face smushed into the grass, let out a ripping snore as if in response.

			“See? Vox agrees.” Dren dragged him up to a seated position, shaking the big guy to semi-coherency. Kara helped pull him up the rest of the way, and together they neared the portal, Vox cradled between the two of them. Kara was holding most of his weight with her Bronze-enhanced strength, though Dren was getting most of Vox’s drool. He looked to Kara. “As a team.”

			“As a Team,” Kara agreed.

			“Team Dren,” Dren said and leaped.

			“Dammit, Dren, I didn’t agree—”

			But it was too late, and whatever Kara said was cut off. Their collective momentum dragged them inside the Portal of Stone.

			As a team.
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			Chapter 16

			Inside the portal, they rolled—well, Vox fell—dust from the ground puffed up about them as they landed amid the familiar stone pillars.

			Before them, the Gold stag-man stood as wide and imposing as ever, wearing his wanderer’s cloak, dark tunic, and heavy leather boots. The thick chain was still wrapped around his wide neck. Max clued Dren in, highlighting something on Ditch’s person. Mud? Caked to his hands? Had he been digging in mud? That was curious. Also, short dark hair sprouted atop Ditch’s normally bald head, giving him a military look.

			In front of Ditch were nine buckets.

			[OOO BUCKETS!] Max said. [WHAT A SURPRISE. I LOVE BUCKETS!]

			Dren asked, “Is this the surprise, Ditch? Buckets?”

			“Yes,” Ditch said.

			Dren wasn’t expecting that. “Okay …”

			“I’m curious,” Kara joined in. “What’s with the buckets? Let me guess, some sort of balance exercise? Oh, I know! We fill them up and can’t spill a drop while leaping across the narrow stone pillars?”

			“Oh, good guess,” Dren enthused.

			“No,” Ditch said flatly.

			“Dang, I thought you had it. Oh wait, I got it!” Dren said. “Maybe we have to do hanging sit-ups and have to fill a bucket one tiny cup at a time?”

			“That’s inventive,” Kara said, impressed. “Surely that’s it. How’d you think of that?”

			“I watched a few Kung Fu movies in some old dusty library.”

			Max made a Bruce Lee [WHAAAAA, KICHA!] sound as if karate chopping.

			“What’s Kung Fu? And what’s a movie?”

			“Oh, Kung Fu is awesome—it’s kind of what all our training moves are like, honestly. There’s a song I’ll have to teach you about it from the old archives.” Dren started humming, ‘Everybody was Kung Fu fighting’ in his head.

			“I love a good song! And a movie? What’s that?”

			Dren scratched his head. “Eh, a movie is … complicated. I’ll tell you all about it another time.”

			Kara nodded, looking eager. “Deal.”

			They both looked back to Ditch for confirmation. “Well? How close are we?” Dren asked.

			Ditch, ignoring them, neared and pulled out something from one of his pouches—a dried strand of root?

			[OOO ALDERROOT!] Max exclaimed. [IT STIMULATES THE SENSES! IT’S THIS WORLD’S EQUIVALENT OF SMELLING SALTS. I BELIEVE IT HAS A SIMILAR COMPOUND OF AMMONIUM CARBONATE.]

			“That’s Alderroot, isn’t it?” Kara asked, seeing the root between Ditch’s sausage-like fingers.

			“Yes.” Ditch pinched it and waved the root before Vox’s nose. Immediately, the big man, who had been having a literal dirt nap, exploded with alertness. Eyes shooting open, Vox rose to his feet, every muscle tense as if he’d just gotten jabbed with an adrenaline pen.

			“Ah!” Vox screamed. He scrambled and grabbed the hammer at his hip. “What the hell, who did that? Who do I need to fight? What’s happening?”

			“Whoa, that was cool,” Dren said.

			“There, you’re awake. I didn’t want to have to explain this twice,” Ditch stated. Then with a bit of flair that Dren admired and hadn’t expected from the stoic Gold, Ditch flipped back his cloak and spoke in a grand tone, “Welcome back. You all have passed the first ten days. The next ten days begin now. If you thought the first leg of this journey was difficult, I regret to inform you it was only the beginning. That was merely an easy test of your mettle, to see what you were capable of on the most fundamental of levels.”

			“Fundamental, beginning, easy?” Dren repeated.

			Kara also looked speechless.

			Vox looked somewhere between ready to fight and … queasy.

			[OOO, THIS SOUNDS FUN!] Max proclaimed.

			Ditch stomped a foot, and a hundred roots burst from the ground, thick and wild, spraying earth all about them. “No!” Ditch boomed. “You mistake me. You will be tried, your soul hardened, or you will break. In short, this will not be fun, glasses.”

			Max made a disappointed sound.

			Dren gulped.

			Vox groaned.

			“Uh … so what are we going to have to do?” Dren asked.

			Ditch answered, “By the end of the next ten days, you must double your results. If you throw fifteen feet, you will have to throw thirty. If you climbed the pillars in three minutes, you will have to do it in half that time. Double your race time on the pillar jumping, quicken your blocks, strengthen your kicks. Everything you must do at least twice as well.”

			“Can do!” Dren said, marching forward.

			“I’m not finished,” Ditch said. “In addition to doubling your scores, there will be two more changes. First, I will be evaluating your body and mind more rigorously in a greater variety of obstacle courses, as well as soul training.”

			[OOO, SOUL TRAINING! THAT SOUNDS COOL. I BELIEVE THAT MEANS WE’RE GOING TO STRENGTHEN OUR CHANNELS! IF … YOU DON’T RUPTURE.]

			“So, more magical training,” Dren concluded, growing excited at the thought of mastering his Moon powers.

			“Yes.”

			“And what’s the last thing?” Vox asked.

			“Your initial training was regimented, broken up into sections. Can you ascertain how?”

			[OOO, I CAN!]

			In as soft of a mutter as possible, Dren covered his mouth and whispered to Max, “Uh, mind filling me in? I think we could use some Ditch brownie points right about now.”

			[ABSOLUTELY!]

			Suddenly, a list was brought up before Dren’s eyes, and he stared in wonder.

			Words appeared in the upper right corner of his glasses.

			[STRENGTH: Boulder Toss, Squat Jumps, Basic Drills.]

			[AGILITY: Pillar Jump, Falling Mechanics, Basic Drills.]

			[CONSTITUTION: Falling Mechanics, Basic Drills.]

			Beside each one was a collection of numbers. Their scores, he realized.

			Dren’s numbers were … abysmal.

			Well, that wasn’t fair. Still, it was awesome how Max had correlated and categorized their results. Yet there was something Dren was still missing. Max spoke, confirming his suspicions, [OH, IF YOU THINK THAT’S AWESOME. THAT’S JUST THE TIP OF THE ICEBERG] Max said. [YOUR SCORES CORRELATE TO YOUR RELATIVE ATTRIBUTES.]

			“Attributes?”

			Suddenly, he panned his gaze and saw numbers appear over Vox’s and Kara’s heads.

			“You’ve got to be kidding me …” Dren whispered.

			“What are you seeing?” Kara asked, practically bouncing on her toes, eyes wide.

			“We have stat points.”

			“What?” Vox voiced. “You mean, like, a video game?”

			[PRECISELY!] Max chimed, [HOWEVER, UNLIKE A VIDEO GAME, YOUR ATTRIBUTES ARE REAL. IF YOU THINK ABOUT IT, THIS IS MUCH LIKE REAL LIFE. IF YOU GET STRONGER BY DOING PUSH-UPS, YOUR STRENGTH INCREASES. ONLY NOW, I CAN PUT A NUMBER TO IT!]

			“Max says, yeah. Only … it’s real. And he can give us a number.”

			“You can’t be serious,” Vox said.

			“Everyone has attributes. Wait, you can read them, Dren?” Kara asked.

			“Well, Max can.” Dren was sort of reeling.

			“That’s incredibly rare, right, Ditch?”

			Ditch nodded. “Very few have the spell in its varying forms: Detect Attributes, Read Attributes are the most common. Usually Flesh Seekers of Diamond rank or above.”

			“The benefits of having a Legendary level item, I’m guessing?” Dren asked.

			Kara nodded. “You should be careful. If Max really has that power and others find out? We’ll have a bounty on our heads. Some would pay a king’s ransom for that kind of power. We’d have every Copper and their grandmother trying to pry those glasses from your head.”

			“That’s … reassuring.”

			[OH NO! I WON’T LET THEM USE ME, USER! FEAR NOT! I MEAN … UNLESS THEY ARE MORE POWERFUL, MORE CLEVER, MORE INTERESTING, FUNNIER … HANDSOMER. I SUPPOSE THERE MIGHT BE A LOT OF REASONS I MIGHT LET SOMEONE TAKE ME.]

			“Thanks for the reassurance.”

			“Kara is correct,” Ditch agreed. “And we all know that is only the start of Max’s powers.”

			[SEE? I TOLD YOU! I AM VERY SPECIAL AND UNIQUE!]

			“Yes, you are, Max.”

			[LIKE A SNOWFLAKE MADE OF GOLD. OOOH, OR LIKE … THE LOST CITY OF ATLANTIS!]

			Dren thought back to when he’d discovered Max. It seemed like pure luck that he’d found the glasses discarded on the floor behind the racks. Now he questioned that. He’d bent down, but had he been … drawn? Either way, he knew the reason why Max was so powerful. Marcus. Marcus had created Max—his failed prototype. It only made sense then that Marcus had made an AI to detect ranks and attributes. It was like a literal cheat code in this world. Such a thing would be invaluable for Marcus as he tried to ascend the tree and assume ultimate power. Thinking of Marcus set Dren’s teeth on edge. I’ve got your useful tool, you stupid son of a—

			Kara interrupted his train of thought, shaking him. “Hey! Read me first!”

			Dren snapped out of his reverie, seeing Kara’s grinning face before his. “Uh, what? Yeah, sure.”

			Kara bit her lip nervously. “Actually, on second thought.” She grabbed Vox. “Vox wants to go.”

			Dren smirked. “Is our infamous Bronze actually scared?”

			She scoffed. “No!”

			All three looked at her.

			Kara folded like wet cardboard. “Fine, maybe a little bit, okay? I mean, reading your attributes is … kind of intense. It’s personal. Like knowing what you really are down to your bones rather than what you think you are. What if I’m way weaker than I thought?”

			Vox exchanged a look with Dren, both unconvinced.

			“You’re a Bronze,” Dren said. “You run laps around Vox and me. Literally.”

			“I know … Still.” She shoved Vox forward. “Vox first. I know he really wants to know.”

			Vox shrugged. “Not really, but go ahead.”

			So Dren read him. Numbers and words popped up on the upper righthand corner of his glasses:

			[User: Vox.]

			[Class: Unknown.]

			[Rank: Unranked 5.]

			This was followed by a list of his current attributes.

			[Strength: 17.]

			[Agility: 5.]

			[Constitution: 21.]

			When Dren finished, Vox asked, “Is that good?”

			Kara’s jaw was hanging.

			Ditch, on the other hand, raised and dropped his shoulders. “It is … adequate.”

			Kara scoffed. “Don’t listen to him! That’s incredible! Especially for an Unranked.” Vox raised a skeptical eyebrow, and she insisted. “Seriously, I’ve never heard of a constitution above twenty for a Bronze. Sure, your agility is kind of bad. Like really bad. But Eternals above, most Silvers never reach above twenty in a particular attribute!” Then she rubbed her arm. “I mean, at least from what I’ve heard … there’s a lot of whispers and rumors. Still, you should be proud.”

			Vox folded his arms smugly. “Sounds about right.”

			It actually did sound right. Dren remembered Vox taking blow after blow in their fight in the tavern. He also remembered this was one of the main reasons they’d come to Ditch. They needed to learn to fight as a team. Learning their strengths and weaknesses would be a means to that end. “Okay, I’ll do mine next. But we have something to tell you first, Ditch.” Dren, with Kara and a bit of Vox’s help, told Ditch of their fight in the tavern with Federis.

			[AN EXCELLENT RETELLING!] Max said.

			At the end, Ditch rubbed his jaw, nodding wisely. “If this Federis’ father is an Academy Lord, caution would serve you well. He is likely Gold himself. And men who wield their power as a sword and not a shield are always to be reviled.”

			That … Dren could agree with wholeheartedly. “You’re not gonna chide us for getting in a tavern brawl?”

			Ditch shrugged. “Why should I? Sounds like he deserved it.”

			[DITCH IS AWESOME] Max said.

			Ditch added, “And … it mostly sounds like you got trounced. So we need to work on that.”

			[DITCH BURN! THEY REALLY ARE THE BEST.]

			Vox rubbed his belly where he’d been repeatedly hit in the fight while Kara mumbled something about, ‘I could’ve taken em all.’ Then she brightened and asked, “Does that mean you’ll teach us to work as a team?”

			Ditch grunted. “Indeed. Let us finish our attribute assessment, and we shall begin.”

			Kara gave a heavy breath, fists at her side. “Okay, I’m ready.”

			Dren watched a window pop up in his glasses with her name and numbers.

			[User: Kara.]

			[Class: Wind Seeker.]

			[Rank: Bronze.]

			[Strength: 18.]

			[Agility: 25.]

			[Constitution: 13.]

			[WOW, SHE IS STRONG!] Max said. [WAY STRONGER THAN YOU.]

			Dren growled.

			Max continued, [NO, REALLY, LIKE, ODDLY STRONGER. I THINK SHE COULD BENCH-PRESS YOU WITH ONE HAND. IT’S EMBARRASSING, REALLY.]

			“No, it’s not. I think it’s great,” Dren said, though it sounded a little forced. He hadn’t read his own stats, but he had a sinking feeling Max was right. The thought of being the weakest team member was one thing, but the confirmation of Kara potentially tripling his strength? Well, it was maybe a little disheartening.

			“What’s great?” Kara said nervously, wringing her hands.

			[GREAT? I THINK YOU SAID THE WORD ‘HUMILIATING. ’ THIS DEFINITELY FEELS LIKE A TIME YOU SHOULD BE ASHAMED. WHIMPER OR CRY FOR CONFIRMATION.]

			“Hello?” Kara called, waving a hand in front of Dren’s face. “Can you fill me in on your little conversation? And please tell me I have one attribute that passes twenty. I’ll even take a nineteen. If Vox is stronger than me all around, I’m going to throw myself off a pillar.”

			“Hey, what’s wrong with me being stronger?” Vox griped.

			“I’m two ranks higher than you! That’d make me an incredibly weak Bronze.”

			“Or me, an incredibly strong Unranked.”

			She rolled her eyes. “That’s already established, Vox.”

			Dren cleared his throat, interrupting them. “Are you two quite done?”

			Kara nodded. “Yes, sorry.”

			Dren read her attributes aloud.

			“Wait, really? You’re not messing with me?” Kara asked, and when Dren confirmed, she did a fist pump in the air, “Yes!”

			Vox threw up his hands in exasperation. “I’m a seventeen strength, and she’s an eighteen? So she’s stronger than me? How is that remotely possible? My arms are bigger than her legs!”

			“Spark enhances the body,” Ditch replied. “You will see in time that strength is not all muscle. This is a valuable lesson. Looks can be deceiving.”

			“Yeah, sure,” Vox groused. “Says the guy who looks like he’s part tank, part bodybuilder, part brick house.”

			“Yeah,” Dren agreed. “That doesn’t mean a lot coming from you, Ditcharooni.”

			“You will see soon enough, as you climb the tree, there will be creatures of higher ranks that, while small, will contain Spark dense enough to tear you three to pieces.”

			Dren swallowed. “Was that supposed to be encouraging? Because that definitely wasn’t.”

			Kara raised her hand. “Um, I take offense at all this. For the record, I think I look quite strong.”

			[VERY STRONG!] Max echoed.

			“Max wants me to tell you that he agrees,” Dren said.

			Kara inclined her head, flashing him a smile. “Tell Max thank you.” She stuck her tongue out at Vox, who grumbled. While they were bickering, Dren tried to surreptitiously read another figure and … His glasses fuzzed, the screen going static, lines and strange things appearing. He ripped the glasses off, shaking his head and clearing his vision. “Whoa! What the hell!”

			Ditch grinned. “A little lesson on trying to read someone higher than you without their permission.”

			Dren growled, slowly setting Max back on the bridge of his nose, who groaned as if woozy. “Gee, thanks. You know a warning would have sufficed, right?”

			“I prefer my method.”

			“Wait, that’s not fair,” Kara said. “I want to know what Ditch’s attributes are!”

			“I want to know Dren’s,” Vox said.

			Dren took a deep breath and looked at his own attributes, then read them aloud.

			[Agility: 25.]

			[Strength: 4.]

			[Constitution: 3.]

			They all gawked.

			“You … can’t be serious,” Kara said.

			Vox just burst out laughing.

			Kara kicked Vox, cutting his laughter short.

			“Uh, I mean … sorry,” Vox said.

			“I have the strength of a sickly kitten or the constitution of a wet paper towel?” Dren asked.

			Vox shrugged. “Both really.”

			Ditch sighed. “Attributes work together. It’s true your constitution and strength are far too low. You are the most underpowered Unranked I’ve ever seen in those areas. Your fight with that lordling could easily have ended in your death.”

			Dren swallowed. “I was really hoping for a ‘but’ there, buddy …”

			“But,” Ditch said, “your agility is twenty-five. That is completely unheard of for a Copper or even Bronze.”

			“I … somehow didn’t even really register that. You really said twenty-five?” Kara asked in awe. “How?”

			“Guessing that’s good?”

			“It’s insane!” Kara said.

			[IT IS VERYYYY HIGH] Max agreed.

			“But it doesn’t make up for my awful other stats.”

			“Yes and no,” Ditch said. “Your agility means you have a built-in defense of dodging and evading. That in itself does not make up for a weak constitution, but it does help.”

			“And,” Kara said, “you’re forgetting the best part! If you’re at twenty-five agility now, that means when you rank up to Copper, then Bronze, and onward? It’s going to be beyond ridiculous. You might be the most agile Unranked ever. At Gold and beyond? Who knows what you’ll be.”

			This … mollified Dren a bit. “So, I just need to buff up my constitution and strength, ya?”

			“Easy,” Vox said.

			Dren smiled then Vox slapped his back.

			“Oops, sorry. I didn’t damage you there, did I?”

			Dren mumbled something unintelligible.

			Ditch grunted. “If we’re quite done with that …”

			[BUCKETS!] Max declared.

			“Yes, Max,” Ditch said, not missing a beat, “buckets.” He pointed. “You may all approach.”

			They walked up to the buckets, and Dren peered into the metal buckets.

			Inside each were stones. And each stone, like a pulsing heart, glowed. White, another brown, red, and so forth.

			The nine elements.

			[OOO, ESSENCES! SO GLOWY! THESE WOULD MAKE GREAT NIGHTLIGHTS!]

			Kara whispered in awe, “Essences … these are rare, like really rare.”

			“What are they?” Vox asked.

			Max answered, [MAGICAL RECEPTACLES OF POWER!]

			Dren repeated this for the others.

			Kara replied, “Yeah, pretty wordy but accurate.”

			[THANK YOU, USER KARA! I STRIVE TO BE BOMBASTICALLY EXUBERANT WITH MY VERBAGE!]

			“She can’t hear you, buddy,” Dren whispered to Max.

			[I KNOW. IT’S THE THOUGHT THAT COUNTS.]

			“So, what are they?” Vox asked. When Dren opened his mouth, Vox added, “In simple terms.”

			Kara answered, “Well, most people just pull their element from their natural surroundings. Essences, however, contain a bit of pure magic. It’s incredibly useful if you’re a Stone Seeker in an ocean or a Sun Seeker in pure darkness. Usually, a Seeker just brings some of their element on their person or tries to stay in their preferred environment.”

			“Huh,” Dren said. “Sounds useful.” First, he picked up a glowing yellow stone.

			A little screen popped up in his glasses:

			[ITEM: SUNSTONE.]

			[RANK: COPPER.]

			[RARITY: UNIQUE.]

			Dren had already forgotten the rankings of rarities.

			[RARITY LIST INCOMING!]

			And words popped up in his vision.

			Common.

			Uncommon.

			Rare.

			Unique.

			Legendary.

			And finally, Artifact.

			[VINE WHIP INCOMING!]

			Ditch sent out a vine from thin air, and it smacked Dren’s hand, making him drop the sunstone back into the bucket with a clunk. “Ow,” Dren said, rubbing his hand. “What was that for? Also, why was my hand starting to hurt?”

			“Sun is the opposite of Moon,” Ditch replied.

			[OOO, THIS HAS VAMPIRE WRITTEN ALL OVER IT!] Max said.

			Dren felt a shiver down his spine. “I’m not gonna turn into a vampire, am I?”

			“Vampire?” Kara asked.

			“Y’know, vant to suck your blood, turn into bats, hate the sun, can’t see their reflection?”

			“I’ve no idea what you’re talking about, but from what I’ve heard, while Moon Seekers do feel stronger at night, they’re just normal in the day. Does that sound accurate, Ditch?”

			Ditch grunted an affirmation.

			Stronger at night sounded awesome. He imagined flying through the night cloaked in Moon shadows, punching holes through monsters, deflecting spells with his chest, and—

			Kara shook his shoulder. “Uh, you there? You were staring off into space with this dumb look on your face. I thought you were going to start drooling.”

			“So?”

			[WERE YOU DAYDREAMING USER?] Max asked in his ear.

			“Nightdreaming,” Dren corrected with a smile.

			Kara lifted an eyebrow. “You know, we should really figure out a way for Max to speak with all of us.”

			“Trust me, you’d probably quickly regret that,” Dren replied.

			Ditch cleared his throat.

			“Sorry,” Dren said.

			Vox kicked a bucket and asked, “What do these Essences have to do with us anyway?”

			Ditch replied, “They will determine your elemental attunement. You are useless as is.”

			“That’s … harsh,” Dren said. “And accurate.”

			[OOOO, DITCH BURNS ARE SOMETHING ELSE.]

			Vox growled. “I’m not useless!”

			Kara winced. “I mean, not useless … you are kind of a good meat shield right now.”

			“Huh,” Dren said. “That’s a good point. Maybe that’s your talent. Absorbing blows.”

			“Ha ha, want to see who makes a better punching bag?” Vox raised his fists.

			[FIGHT, FIGHT, FIGHT!]

			“You’ll get plenty of time to spar soon,” Ditch interrupted. “For now, Kara is correct. You are mostly good for your high constitution. We must find your element. I have a feeling it will be … similar to your current role in the party.”

			“Why do I need an element anyway? Can’t I just punch stuff into oblivion?”

			“No,” Ditch replied. “Without an element, you will never be a true Seeker.”

			“And what does this have to do with the buckets?” Vox asked.

			“As your friends have already correctly identified, these are Elemental Essences. They are used when there’s no element nearby. However, they are also used in what is called the Elemental Attunement Ritual.”

			[OOO SOUNDS FANCY] Max said.

			“Sounds fancy,” Dren agreed.

			Kara folded her arms and huffed. “Yeah, real fancy.”

			Dren hooked a thumb at Kara. “Why’s our Bronze upset?”

			“It doesn’t matter,” Kara said testily.

			“So what do I have to do?” Vox asked.

			Ditch explained, “You must make an essence react. The more powerful the reaction, the better. This proves your destined element and that you have enough Sparkwell to become a Seeker.”

			“So … I just make one of these buckets full of colored stones glow more or rattle?” Vox asked.

			Ditch nodded.

			“How?”

			“Put your hand near, let go of all emotion, and your Sparkwell should do the rest.”

			Vox shrugged. “Simple enough.”

			“Wait,” Dren said, “why didn’t I do this?”

			“Yours came naturally, I’m guessing,” Kara explained.

			[WE ARE NATURALS! NATURALLY AWESOME.]

			“Okay, I’m ready,” Vox said.

			Ditch instructed Vox to reach his hand over a bucket, one bucket at a time, and ‘let go.’ To release all his anger, pain, sorrow, happiness—everything—and to let whatever emotion arise. Vox did so. As his hand hovered over the bucket filled with Sun Essence, nothing happened. Then Moon Essence. Nothing. Phew, thank goodness, Dren thought. Two Moon Seekers would be silly. That’s my thing. Vox’s hand moved to hover over the Leaf Essence next. The green stones in the bucket gave an otherworldly green glow—oddly much brighter than the others, yet as Vox’s palm neared, nothing changed.

			Dren scratched his jaw. “Yeah … that makes sense. We weren’t big nature guys from where we come from. Concrete, asphalt, and all that. Not very outdoorsy.”

			“Shush,” Kara chided.

			Vox continued, hand hovering over the bucket filled with Flesh Essence.

			[OOO, THIS ONE WOULD BE FASCINATING!] Max said.

			The ruddy tan and red stones … didn’t even flicker.

			Vox snarled. “This isn’t working.”

			“Keep going,” Ditch ordered. “You’re not done.”

			“You didn’t want to be a Flesh Seeker anyway,” Dren said. “That’d be creepy. Plus, just think how many wisecracks I’d make. You’d want to rip your ears off, then somehow magically replace them with your gross flesh powers.”

			“Agreed,” Kara said. “On both fronts.”

			Vox snarled, “At least I’d be able to sew your mouths shut.”

			“See? Super creepy,” Dren replied.

			Ditch growled.

			Dren grimaced. “Oops, my bad, quiet, holy ceremony and all that.” He mimed, zipping his lips.

			“Continue,” Ditch told Vox.

			Vox waved his hand over the glowing orange stones that seemed like embers in Alice’s forge. Fire.

			[OOO FIRE! FIRE IS COOL!]

			Dren whispered under his breath, “I swear on all that is holy, if Vox gets fireballs before I do, I’ll—”

			The fire didn’t respond.

			Dren released a breath. Thank goodness.

			Ditch ordered, “Next.”

			Then came Wind. The fist-sized white stones seemed almost translucent, and upon closer inspection, Dren saw swirling zephyrs inside, as if the Wind Essence contained a miniature maelstrom. Vox’s hand hovered over it … Dren held his breath. Nothing changed.

			“Oh, thank goodness,” Kara said. “That’d be really awkward. No offense.”

			Vox ignored her, focused as he was, his hand shaking as he reached the last two.

			Stone and metal.

			“Stone, stubborn, resilient, hard-headed,” Dren said. “It has to be that.”

			Vox’s hand hovered over it.

			The brown stones’ glow remained constant like a candle with no breeze.

			“Next,” Ditch instructed.

			Vox snarled. “I’m not done.”

			“Next,” Ditch demanded.

			Vox let his hand drop, shaking out his arm. “Fine.”

			“Okay, so it has to be metal, then,” Kara said.

			Inwardly, Dren answered what she feared, only in his head: Or nothing.

			Max made a worried sound in his ear, knowing this too.

			Vox raised his hand over the bucket with the blackish-gray stones of metal.

			Dren’s heart leaped when he thought he saw a flicker and—

			Nothing.

			The Metal Essences continued to glow, neither fading nor brightening in luminescence.

			Ditch sighed. “Nothing.”

			“I’m not done.”

			“There is nothing,” Ditch repeated.

			“I said I’m not done!”

			“It is over!” Ditch said with finality.

			Vox snarled. He gripped one of the stones, a single fist-sized Metal Essence, and chucked it through the air, only for it to smack against a towering stone pillar and roll to a stop in the dirt, inert as ever.

			Vox slumped, falling to his knees. “I’m powerless …”

			“That can’t be …” Kara said, joining Vox’s side, putting her hand on his broad shoulders. “Sepharina chose Vox! Just like us. You’re wrong!”

			Ditch scrubbed a hand across his head. “I admire your passion and loyalty for your friends, Young Mistress Kara. However, I will remind you that I did not deny him. The Essences are a neutral party.”

			Kara complained. “Even so … your stupid test is wrong. Vox is worthy.”

			Meanwhile, Dren walked over and grabbed the Metal Essence that Vox had thrown. He eyed it, hoping to see some sort of change in the Essence, yet it remained glowing faintly, just as before.

			Max spoke again, [ITEM: METAL ESSENCE. RANK: COPPER!] Then his AI made a disgruntled sound, [WAIT, COPPER RANK, REALLY?]

			Dren agreed. That was strange, and he turned back to the others as Kara was still defending Vox.

			“Hey, why is this thing so dull? It’s Copper rank, isn’t it?”

			Both of them stopped their bickering and looked to Dren.

			Ditch grumbled, “Yes.”

			“Why?” he pressed.

			He tugged at the thick chain around his neck, clearly indicating the chain’s Spark-sapping powers. “I am … hindered, remember? What do you expect of me?”

			“Wait, you’re saying you made this?” Dren looked over the buckets with the stones. That made sense! That’s why the green stone was so much more powerful! Max’s vision flashed over the bucket with the Nature Essences again. Then with a mental note, he toggled a window to pop up, and Max read:

			[ITEM: NATURE ESSENCE.]

			[RANK: GOLD.]

			[RARITY: UNIQUE.]

			“You made all of these, didn’t you?” Dren asked, eyeing the buckets with their dozen stones each.

			“Yes. Any Seeker can make an essence. It simply requires some training and time. After all, essences are the currency of many countries. Powerful Seekers are often employed to supply a kingdom’s coffers with essences.”

			“I should have known!” Kara said.

			“Wait, Dren’s right. Why are these Copper?” Vox asked, “Aren’t you some big powerful Gold?”

			Ditch made a sound, something between a growl and a groan. “A Seeker can normally only make their rank of their element, and three ranks below of any other element. Being able to touch another element is rather difficult, after all. And before you ask, no. Just because I can touch another element does not mean I can wield it. The analogy I have heard most often as a Seeker is this: I can understand another language and transfer the words spoken onto paper, but I will never be able to speak that tongue. And in the transference, I lose much of the meaning and gain only the vague essence.”

			“Okay,” Dren said slowly. “I understand about half of that. More importantly, if this thing is dull and only Copper rank, maybe Vox simply couldn’t manipulate the dim Spark inside. Right?”

			[VERY ACCURATE, USER.]

			Ditch conceded. “I suppose that is a possibility, if unlikely.”

			Dren turned to Kara. “Kara, when this Trial is done at that stupid Academy, what rank are the essences normally?”

			Kara’s eyes brightened. “They’re Gold, I think!”

			Ditch said, “Yes. Gold, sometimes Diamond.”

			“And …” Dren continued, “correct me if I’m wrong, the higher the rank of Essence, the easier it is to draw out or sense someone’s powers?”

			“You … are not wrong.”

			[OOO, YOU’VE GOT HIM ON THE ROPES! FINISH HIM OFF!]

			“So?” Dren said. “Then Vox’s powers may still be buried deep! And these essences were simply too weak for him to sense!”

			“Perhaps,” Ditch said. “However, I attempted to remedy this difference by making a dozen essences per bucket.”

			[COUNTERPOINT!]

			“A dozen Copper essences. That’s not the same, is it?” Dren asked.

			[REVERSE-COUNTERPOINT!]

			“No,” Ditch admitted. “A dozen coppers does not equal a gold.”

			“Not even close!” Kara said. “There’s still a chance!”

			Vox looked up, rising. “I don’t like false hope …”

			“No,” Ditch said slowly. “Your friends are right. There is hope, young Master Vox. If fainter than ideal. We will not give up yet. However, if you are strong enough, then it is clear your powers are buried incredibly deep, and your current emotional … blockages are preventing you from touching them.”

			“Or I have nothing,” Vox replied.

			Ditch’s blank-faced look said everything.

			Vox rolled his shoulders. “I can handle that. I’ll just have to let go of this block, whatever it is. Or you two will stop the giant world-eating dragon by yourself, and I won’t be munched to bits. Sounds like a win-win to me.”

			“Hey!” Kara said.

			“That’s the spirit,” Dren said, trying to force a bit of cheer into his voice.

			“Good,” Ditch replied. “If that’s how you feel. Then it’s time to begin training. With luck, we shall trigger your element in the Trials to come.”

			Vox nodded. “Got it.”

			Ditch grinned. “Let us begin. It is time to die.”

			“What the hell kind of end to a rallying speech is that?” Dren squawked.

			Ditch clapped Dren on the shoulder. “The kind you need.” Then his gaze searched the others as he announced, “Before, we stopped when the pain became too much. This time, since the Trials safeguard you from true death, we will push ourselves further than ever.”

			Dren gulped.

			Kara gave him a nervous look.

			Vox sighed. “Maybe I will sit this one out.”

			And they began into the meat grinder.

			[COPPER, HERE WE COME!]
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			Chapter 17

			Everything went as usual.

			Training, followed by more training, which was rounded off with more training. Ditch drilled them on basic strikes, now combining them and teaching them full forms. These forms they repeated until they knew them in their sleep. Sometimes, while eating tough jerky before the fire or drifting off, Dren found himself performing a low block sweeping chop combination.

			They returned to throwing boulders.

			Dren’s ten-foot toss became twelve.

			Meanwhile, Kara and Vox’s maximum throw length stayed the same.

			“Ha! Progress!” Dren said.

			“That’s only because you have so far to go,” Vox replied.

			[THAT SOUNDS LIKE AN EXCUSE.]

			Dren agreed.

			That night, Max whispered, [USER, CHECK OUT OUR ATTRIBUTES!] Dren toggled open the display, and he read:

			AGILITY INCREASED.

			AGILITY TWENTY-FIVE, IS NOW TWENTY-SEVEN.

			STRENGTH INCREASED.

			STRENGTH FOUR, IS NOW FIVE.

			CONSTITUTION INCREASED.

			CONSTITUTION THREE IS NOW FOUR.

			“Wow, a whopping four?” Dren said.

			[HEY, DON’T BE SO HARD ON YOURSELF. REMEMBER: PROGRESS, NOT PERFECTION!]

			“Thanks, Max.” He still didn’t feel great that a strong breeze could kill him.

			Kara sidled closer to his spot near the fire, watching him stare off into space, watching the glasses, and she asked, “Ooo, is Max telling you your attributes? Read mine next!”

			“So much for being afraid, huh?”

			She yawned. “Was I afraid? I don’t remember that.”

			He rolled his eyes.

			Vox joined too, and it became a nightly ritual, reading out each other’s numbers. This seemed to push them all the harder. Most of the time, it was either no increase or one number across the board. Rarely was it two. Clearly, the higher numbers were the hardest to push forward.

			One day they learned how to properly fall. They’d drop from five feet, then ten, then higher. Apparently, rolling and then slapping the ground dispersed one’s weight and lessened the fall’s impact. Kara cheated at this, using Wind Gust to slow her descent, so Ditch sent her to the top of the pillars. Over time, they got higher and higher. Vox hated this one. He dropped like a stone. Dren was surprisingly good at it from his days leaping across rooftops. A few times, they’d fallen incorrectly and broken a limb or sprained an ankle that impeded their training. Leaving the Trial reset them, however, and they returned fully healed.

			This was until the third day.

			On the third day, Vox was sparring with Kara atop a forty-foot towering pillar. He punched her in the gut and cheered smugly, and Kara growled and sent back a violent Wind Gust. It was too much and sent Vox flying. Dren was watching casually, chewing on some jerky, Max chattering in his ear when he saw it happen. The jerky dropped from his grip as Vox slipped over the edge. Ditch had tried to flash across the distance. The Gold had moved so fast that Dren couldn’t follow his speed. Still, it wasn’t enough.

			[UH OH … ]

			Vox fell, shouting out a curse as he plummeted, and then—

			A sickening crack and splatter.

			Ditch sighed, peering over the edge.

			Dren joined him and saw … exactly what he was expecting.

			[EWWWW, THAT’S … NOT PRETTY.]

			Kara neared.

			Dren held out his hand, keeping her back. “Uh, nope. Yeah, I don’t think you should come any closer.”

			“Is it … is it that bad?” Kara asked, voice shaking.

			“No, I mean, it’s not that bad. He’s just uh … a little uh …”

			Ditch spoke bluntly. “Yes. Yes, it is that bad. He died.”

			Kara pushed her way closer to stare down in horror at Vox’s broken body across the dusty ground. “Oh gods, oh gods …” She began to hyperventilate.

			Dren grabbed her shoulders. “Kara! Kara, remember, Vox isn’t—” he began, but he couldn’t finish.

			There was a sound of the portal vwooming, and they watched as Vox jumped back into the Trial of Stone. He stretched, then looked up at them on the pillar with a glare and his fists on his hips.

			“Vox! Oh gods, thank the Eternals!” Kara cried out, her voice cracking with emotion.

			“Eternals, my ass! You killed me!” Vox called.

			Kara called back, “I didn’t mean to! I’m so, so, so sorry!”

			This went on until Ditch lashed them back into training. They reset the Trial in full so they didn’t see Vox’s previous self’s … uh … demise. Vox had died. That wasn’t strange to Dren, but it was under the context. Kara had accidentally killed him. Not intentionally, of course, but still. Dren was over it pretty quick, as was Vox. Kara, however, got really weird. When they ate, she’d hand Vox her jerky, telling him he looked like he needed extra or she wasn’t hungry. Again and again, Dren caught Kara smiling at Vox a lot. When they sparred, she’d punch them so soft it was like a feather pillow and sometimes say she was too tired to fight. Until, finally, in the middle of a sparring match, Ditch bellowed, “Enough!”

			They all froze.

			Kara pivoted and began spilling out an apology, “Look, I was trying. I just—”

			Ditch marched forward and gripped Kara’s shoulders in both of his strong hands. “No, listen to me. I know it’s strange. I know you care for one another. However, you have to harden yourself.”

			“I’m trying. I just—”

			Ditch overrode her, “—I’m not done. And yet, it will happen again. You will die here. Each of you.” His gaze panned over them as they stood upon the pillars, Wind whipping around them. “Again and again. To push yourselves this hard, there will be sacrifices. Why? Because if you are not strong enough, Blightwing will destroy everything you know in this world. The gap between you and him is further than you can ever comprehend.” A stone beetle flew through the air, and Ditch snatched it, then let it flail uselessly pinched between his fingers. “This is you. You are crawling, struggling, and if you continue, you might become something more.” He let the beetle go, and it flew away. “I am doing everything to push you so that you won’t die immediately. Even if you gain enough strength to fight another day, I cannot promise it will be enough to stop a literal God of Chaos. Nevertheless, if you don’t become strong enough, if we don’t find the collective strength to stop him … he will unmake everything. Every loved one. Every friend. Everyone will perish to a Chaos who strips their mind, making them shells of their former selves. I have seen it more times than I can count. There will be no pain greater than the loss of all you love. So you either harden yourself now or prepare yourself for the atrocities to come … those are your options. Do you understand?”

			They all stood, held by the words.

			Even Max was silent.

			Finally, Kara sucked in a breath and gave a nod. “Okay.”

			That was it, and they resumed training, each with a little more fervor than before.

			Sure enough, it happened again, and they started to get more used to it.

			Admittedly, Dren found it a little bizarre.

			Still, this became a part of their ritual. Breaking something, resetting. Falling and dying, resetting. Twice Dren had been killed by Stone Gargoyles. One unfurled out of a giant boulder, another appeared out of thin air. Max had warned him both times. It didn’t matter. One had been Silver, the other Gold, and they’d torn him apart. Once, while leaping across stone pillars as wide as a person, Vox, too slow, had been swallowed by a Stone Spider the size of a semi-truck. Dren and Kara had just run the other way in sheer terror—Max shouting, [STONE SPIDER, ELDER GOLD, STILL CHASING US!] Vox had complained a hundred times about it being a damned spider. However, this had set Vox to running faster than Dren had ever seen the big guy run before. That night, Vox’s agility went up three points.

			Days were divided as such:

			In the morning, they’d climb up the towering pillars, racing against their previous times.

			Then they’d do their stone throw contest, measuring how far against the previous day.

			Then ‘falling with ease.’

			Then sparring until their muscles felt like jelly.

			A midday break was their only respite. They’d nibble on hard rations and guzzle water. Dren got in the habit of wandering off toward the hot dirt sands, staring out on the endless salt flats, trying to collect his sanity. Eventually, he’d be dragged back to their favored pillar. When they were too tired to move, they’d resort to working their Spark. This was Dren’s favorite part. Kara and Dren would sit cross-legged amid the windy heights, meditating and focusing on working their Sparkwell through their Channels. While they worked their Spark, Vox would stare at his buckets, usually growling and cursing.

			Dren loved the effort of working with Moon, watching the purple glow.

			Max would whisper in his ear, [GRAVITYYYYY—]

			Then the purple sphere would vanish just before reaching half-way down his palm, and only with intense concentration.

			“You don’t have to say Gravity each time, Max.”

			[ONE DAY, I’LL SAY ‘GRAVITY PUNCH,’ AND IT’LL BE AWESOME. MOMENTOUS EVEN.]

			Max was right, and Dren hadn’t forgotten Ditch’s goal: coat his hand in Moon and do a Gravity Punch on command.

			Unfortunately, Dren was still a long way off from that. It turned out that the few times he’d done it, it was mostly luck or need. It was hard, really hard to do on command.

			Each time Dren pushed Moon out though his fingers and further down his palm, his Channels would feel like a hose about to burst. And this was with concentration and no distraction … To do it in the middle of a fight and instantaneously? That was a tall order.

			Despite this, he felt his Channels growing with every use. And while he couldn’t coat his whole fist, the inky purple Moon grew thicker and denser with each passing day.

			“You need more,” Ditch instructed. “Blightwing has the power of a God. You must push harder.”

			Dren growled, knowing the truth of it. So he pushed. Half of his palm glowed with violet light, and sweat streamed down his face.

			“More!” Ditch demanded.

			Dren tried, and the violet light puffed away, his power slipping through his fingers.

			“Ditch! If you make him burst another Channel …” Kara warned, practicing Wind nearby.

			“Then he is not worthy. The same goes for all of you.”

			Vox, who had been staring at his buckets, looked ready to speak.

			“He’s right,” Dren said, wiping sweat from his brow. “Back to work.”

			Both heaved sighs but went back to the task.

			Dren, pushed by his inadequacy and desire to get stronger, lay awake while the others slept, his body beaten and sore, and tried again. And again. Knowing Stone Gargoyles and other nightmares were lurking out there, he’d summon his little glowing purple light amid the shroud of night. These little pushes seemed to do the trick. One night, on perhaps his ten thousandth attempt, he found a new level. On command, he encased all his fingers.

			[HUZZAH!] Max said.

			Dren nearly cheered as well, then suppressed it, seeing the others’ sleeping forms.

			Still, in the deep of night, he admired his new breakthrough. All five digits glowed purple like amethyst claws.

			[OOO PRETTY!] Max crooned.

			It was, Dren admitted. He snatched up a fist-sized stone and crushed it in his fingers like a grape, reveling in the crumbling pebbles and the dust in his hand. It wasn’t Gravity Punch, but it was something. The next day, after their morning climb and other rituals, while the sun beat down high in the midday sky, Dren showed Ditch his new power.

			The stone crumbled beneath his fingers.

			[GRAVITY PINCH!]

			Ditch nodded approvingly, a glimmer of something in his eyes. “Closer.”

			[TELL HIM OUR NEW NAME!]

			“That’s a working title, Max.”

			[FINE. BUT IF YOU TAKE GRAVITY SQUEEZE FROM ME, I SWEAR, I’M GOING TO JUMP TO DITCH’S FACE.]

			While Dren trained his Moon, Vox sat and tried to access his Element. Which usually meant he growled and cursed at the nine buckets that Ditch had filled to the brim with Elemental Essences. Dren worried for his friend, but there was nothing he could do. Vox would have to find his element.

			Kara made leaps and bounds, and her power grew. Once, she’d been capped at casting ten spells before needing rest. Now she was up to eleven, then twelve. Bigger spells required more Spark. When Ditch flicked a pebble that pushed Kara over the line, she turned on him and summoned enough Wind to lift and suspend the car-sized boulder he sat upon for a few seconds before exhausting herself. It was clear her Sparkwell was growing, her Channels widening as Ditch pushed her harder than even Dren and Vox.

			Ditch finally took over as Kara’s sparring partner, of course, only after Vox and Dren had been beaten into submission. Each time, Vox and Dren would watch, utterly transfixed, as Kara released her full strength against the bald stag-man. Ditch was magnificent to watch. He vaulted, dodged, and moved like quicksilver. He didn’t even use Nature. When she’d send a Wind Gust at him, he’d casually dismiss it with a wave of his hand. It wasn’t really a competition, the Gold still vastly outstripped Kara, but she’d give it her all each time, and it was fascinating for Dren to see how far they had to go.

			Then on the eighth day, it finally happened. After a particularly intense round of sparring, Dren collapsed on the pillar. He felt … bursting with Spark as if he was on the verge of advancement. “I feel it, Max. I’m going to rank up soon. Any moment—”

			Max cleared his throat, interrupting, [UMM, USER? DON’T LOOK NOW, BUT … ]

			A few feet away, and also on the pillar, Vox was drinking from a waterskin. He dropped the bag of water, and it splashed its contents across the dusty earth as Spark poured into his skin, and he shivered. “Whoa. What’s happening?”

			Above Vox’s head, Dren read:

			[USER: VOX.]

			[RANK: UNRANKED 6.]

			“Vox, you ranked up again? Wow,” Kara said, climbing onto the wide pillar to join them.

			“Yeah, I guess I did,” Vox said, flexing. Then, facing Dren, standing over him, sun high above, he added, “Ha! I’m the same rank as you now, aren’t I?”

			Sitting up, Dren glowered. “That’s cheating.”

			Ditch joined. “Impressive. You two rank up faster than I’ve ever seen.”

			Dren had an inkling he knew why. A theory he’d been brewing. Something about their engineered status. Still, he was mostly annoyed as he watched Vox leap about, preening and flexing. The big man picked up a rock and crushed it in his fist. “Man, this feels good. I’ll probably pass you soon at this rate. Maybe you can be our water boy or wipe the sweat from my brow and—”

			Kara was chuckling.

			Dren was getting angrier and angrier. He kicked, sweeping Vox’s feet out from underneath him.

			Vox grunted, landing hard on his rear.

			The simple act must have been the final straw.

			Max spoke in his ear, breathless: [USER! USER! IT HAPPENED!]

			Little motes of orange sunk into Dren’s skin, and he felt stronger, faster, quicker, and renewed.

			Dren toggled his rank and information:

			[USER: DREN.]

			[RANK: UNRANKED 7.]

			“I hope you enjoyed your short-lived victory,” Dren said, leaping to his feet.

			Vox grumbled, still rubbing his rear, and he rose. “Now who’s cheating.”

			“Well done, you two,” Kara said.

			Dren bounced on his toes, feeling as if he needed to jettison some of his energy.

			“You feel it, don’t you?” Kara asked. “Like a bunch of bees under your skin, or like you’ve eaten a whole barrel of halvas beans.”

			“Halvas beans?”

			“Yeah, they give you energy. They’re pretty common at big tea shops.”

			“Gotcha. Medieval coffee.”

			“Med-eval, what now?”

			“Nevermind,” Dren said. “Yeah, I feel alive.”

			“Same,” Vox said. “I need to punch something.”

			Kara beckoned. “Well, bring it on, Unranked 6.”

			As Vox raised his guards, there was a loud growl-screech that Dren had come to fear.

			All three tensed.

			[UH OH] Max said, [THAT’S NOT GOOD.]

			The ground at the pillar’s base rattled, and they turned to see the unwelcome newcomer.

			Taller than an average person, a Gargoyle had landed on all fours and now rose to his full height. Stone claws curled and uncurled reflexively as if itching to cut them to pieces. Dren took in the rest of the creature: a fiendish face, bat-like wings, basalt-like skin with spikes, and creepy red eyes.

			[NAME: STONE GARGOYLE.]

			[RANK: SILVER.]

			[DESCRIPTION: STONE GARGOYLES ARE A COMMON DENIZEN OF THE STONE TRIALS!] Max announced. [OOO AND HE LOOKS MAD. REAL MAD. WHAT DID YOU DO TO HIM, USER? DID YOU KICK HIS DOG?]

			“Me? I didn’t do anything.”

			Dren was right. There was something … vengeful in the Gargoyle’s presence as his chest heaved, glaring at them all. Suddenly, and bizarrely, the Gargoyle spoke. “Greetings, fleshbags,” it said in a grating rumble of a voice that reverberated in Dren’s chest. “I have waited at the outskirts for too long … the others remained scared, yet I hunger.”

			Okay … this was a new development. Usually, they just attacked, killed, or died.

			“You can talk?” Dren called back.

			“I do not converse with food,” the stone Gargoyle snarled. “You have no idea how long I have hungered.” He took a step forward, saliva actually dripping from his stone fangs. “Three delicious morsels sitting just beyond my reach, guarded by a Gold. It makes no sense.” The Gargoyle glared at Ditch, who wore his usual expression of indifference, arms folded as if the giant Gargoyle was a mewling kitten and not a seven-foot-tall clawed monster. “I will not be cowed by the likes of you!”

			Clearly, it was intimidated by Ditch and was waiting to attack—fearing Ditch’s interference.

			Ditch, on the other hand, yawned.

			“Did you know about this?” Dren asked Kara.

			She was gawking. “Uh … no?”

			Vox hefted his hammer. “I thought they were just dumb beasts.”

			So did Dren. Clearly, there was a whole hierarchy they weren’t aware of. He should have guessed. The Lizardfolk in the Fire Trial had been the same. These creatures had been clearly angered by Ditch’s powerful presence. Though this one was no match for Ditch, as usual. Yet, oddly, Ditch wasn’t moving.

			“Uh, Ditch, buddy?” Dren asked.

			Ditch remained where he was with his arms folded. “I have trained you all. Prove yourselves to me now. There is no greater incentive for teamwork than adversity.”

			“Really? Getting sliced to ribbons is your idea of teamwork?”

			“Ditch is right,” Kara said. “We can do this.”

			Dren took in her resolute gaze and nodded. “Okay. Vox, you go in first. Try not to take a direct hit, but keep it occupied and pin it down if you can. I’ll flank from the left, and Kara—”

			“—I’ll provide support,” she finished. “Pushing it away with Wind Gusts if it gets too close and peppering it with Wind Arrows. On it.” Together, they attacked, just as planned. Vox ducked a swipe for his head, barely, taking Dren and Ditch’s advice to avoid blows whenever possible. The Gargoyle was fast, and it swiped again. Kara provided a Wind Shield, and the stone claws bounced off of it. Vox swung his hammer, smashing chips off the Gargoyle’s body. Only when the creature advanced on him, snarling, did Vox switch his approach. The big man dropped his hammer and, with his increased agility from his pillar runs, ducked under a swiping claw, got behind the Stone Gargoyle, and wrapped the creature in a bear hug. He successfully trapped the Gargoyle’s muscled arms to its sides.

			Dren saw his opening.

			He summoned Moon to his fingers and dove inside the creature’s range.

			[USER, SPELL INCOMING: STONE SPIKE JETTISON ATTACK!]

			[RANK: SILVER!]

			A dozen spikes that had covered the Gargoyle’s body suddenly shot out.

			Oddly, they weren’t any faster than Ditch’s pebbles, like Ditch had been planning this all along. Dren dodged, watching the projectiles whizz past his face, and attacked. His fingers on his Arsenal Glove hand, like purple claws, slashed. Once, twice, then he jumped away. It was just in time. The Stone Gargoyle roared and broke free of Vox’s grip, sending the big man sprawling. However, Dren saw his attacks had done their job. The slashes made a crack in the creature’s stone armor. It was bleeding, and Dren saw a black heart pumping dark blood.

			Dren looked to Kara, who nodded. She summoned her Wind Bow.

			The Gargoyle cackled. “You pathetic Humans think you can take me? Two pitiful Unrankeds and a measly Bronze against me, a Silver? I’ll show—”

			Kara put an arrow through its bleeding heart.

			The Gargoyle stared down at the arrow for a long moment, baffled.

			She put two more, hammering the black heart.

			The creature groaned, and then … 

			Collapsed into a pile of rubble.

			[SILVER STONE GARGOYLE DEFEATED!]

			Silence took the three. They all looked at one another as if surprised it was over.

			Dren broke the quiet and hooted, “Hell ya!”

			Vox picked up his hammer, then pumped a fist into the air, laughing in triumph.

			Kara ran toward them, throwing her arms around Dren, tackling him. Then she pulled Vox into the embrace. “Get over here, you big lug!”

			[TELL THEM I AM HUGGING THEM, USER! WE DID IT!]

			Dren felt eyes. They pulled apart and collectively looked over and saw Ditch.

			Ditch’s face broke into a smile. “Well done.”

			Dren rolled his shoulder. “Pshaw, that? That was nothing.”

			[UH … USER?]

			“Actually, that was kind of easy,” Vox agreed.

			“When we work together,” Kara replied, smiling.

			“We should take on Federis now,” Dren said.

			“And his two goons,” Vox said, grinding his fist into his palm.

			[USER!] Max said again.

			“What, Max? We’re having a moment here!”

			[I THINK YOU’LL ENJOY THIS … ]

			Dren turned and saw what Vox was staring at.

			Above the Gargoyle—a pile of rock and dark blood—was a huge cloud of orange essence. It filled the air.

			Spark.

			So much.

			“Why so much?” Dren asked.

			Ditch answered. “Because you dealt with the creature all on your own. You’ve gotten so accustomed to being around a Gold you’ve forgotten a Silver is incredibly powerful.”

			That made sense. Dren neared the reddish-yellow cloud, and as he’d done before, he tried to breathe it in, expecting to be filled with a sudden vitality. Nothing happened. The orange Spark just sat, floating in the air dumbly. The little globules of carroty light refused to be absorbed. “What’s happening? Why can’t I take it in? The Gargoyle is dead, right?” He kicked the fiendish head, and it dissolved into dust.

			[YUP, VERY DEAD] Max confirmed.

			Vox was biting at the air as if trying to swallow the orange motes, but they slipped around, avoiding him.

			Dren turned, feeling the other’s stares and reactions.

			If Max was a person, he’d be greedily rubbing his hands. [EXCITING!] He said in a sing-songy voice.

			Kara was grinning. “It’s about time!”

			Ditch, his muscled arms folded, gave a grunt of approval. “Well? Are you going to accept it or not?”

			Suddenly, Dren’s whole body tingled with a surge of excitement as he understood.

			Dren turned back to the orange essence and shook Vox, who was still trying to grab the floating orange particles from the air. “Vox, Vox! The reason we can’t bring it in is because we’re at our limit!” He grinned. “We’re advancing.”

			Vox’s eyes glimmered.

			Ditch grunted. “Not if you don’t accept it.”

			[YES, YOU MUST ACCEPT IT, AND THIS IS GOING TO BE GLORIOUS. WE’RE GOING TO CONQUER CITIES, RIDE DRAGONS—]

			Ditch growled. “Max.”

			Dren had forgotten Ditch could hear his glasses.

			[—OOPS YES, OKAY, QUIETING … QUIET, STARTING … NOW!]

			“Hold on,” Kara said. “You guys have advanced like ten times. I’m first.”

			“What … you’re advancing too?” Dren asked.

			She flicked her hair behind her shoulder with practiced swagger as she approached the glowing orange Spark that hung in the air. He could learn a thing or two from her. “Yup,” she said. “Watch and learn.”

			She breathed in, and Spark filled her body.

			Kara’s wavy auburn hair tousled in a sudden mysterious Wind. Her eyes were closed. Her tan skin seemed to glow orange, even through her white shirt—that was really more of a dirty brown from their days of training. Kara began to shake, lips parted, as a hum filled the air.

			Dren’s clothes wavered as well from the strange breeze. “Whoa … what’s happening?”

			[ADVANCEMENT TO HIGHER RANKS AFFECTS THE AMBIENT ATMOSPHERE!] Max declared, also sounding as if he was in a wind tunnel. [AKA, IT’S WAY COOLER!]

			Well, he didn’t have to add that last part.

			But it was cool.

			Vox shielded his eyes.

			Ditch didn’t even flinch.

			And then, just as quickly as it had come, it was done. The Spark sifted into her body, and the Wind vanished, and Kara opened her eyes. She looked … stronger. He didn’t know how. It was more of a feeling, like a spiritual presence. Any small wounds, scraps, or bruises on her body had been healed—her skin and hair flawless and smooth as if she had been rejuvenated.

			[DU DA DA DAAAA!] Max said, making a ridiculous trumpeting noise. [USER KARA HAS REACHED ELDER BRONZE!]

			Kara preened, wiped her shoulder as if imaginary dust was on it, then stepped away from the glowing Spark and joined their side. “Okay, now you can go.”

			“Show off,” Vox said.

			“Good. Now your turn,” Ditch said, eyeing Vox and Dren. “Close your eyes, both of you.”

			Vox shrugged, and Dren did so.

			“Now, let go,” Ditch said.

			Dren tried to do that. But after a moment, nothing happened.

			“Let go,” Ditch commanded again.

			[AGREED] Max whispered. [LET GO. YOU ARE HOLDING ON.]

			This time, it was Vox who spoke. “You keep saying ‘let go,’ but what does that even mean?! What am I trying to let go of?”

			“Show him, Dren,” Kara said, joining their side, staring at the orange essence.

			Dren scratched his brow and raised his hand. “Uh, actually, I’m with Vox for once.”

			“Wait, what? But you can touch your Sparkwell!” Kara contested.

			“What’s that have to do with advancing?” Dren asked.

			She gave him a flat ‘are you an idiot look?’ “Because the process is similar.”

			“Well then, pretty sure that’s dumb luck.”

			Kara rolled her eyes.

			[OR THE INTUITION OF A FUTURE MASTER SEEKER!] Max said.

			Ditch had joined their side as well and now cleared his throat.

			Dren realized they’d veered off-topic.

			“Can we get back on track? I wanna hit Copper,” Vox said.

			Ditch looked at Kara. “I’ll allow Young Mistress Kara to explain this.”

			“Me?”

			Ditch grunted. “Go ahead.”

			“Okay, um …” She bit her lip. “How best to explain this? Well, you must let go of the past. To do that, you have to allow yourself to feel every negative, every positive—all emotions—really anything that you’re suppressing or ignoring, then breathe into them and focus on your present body. When you do that, you can allow them to dissolve away, and you should advance.”

			Dren just gawked.

			Vox took the words from his mouth. “What kind of hippy, new age, mumbo jumbo nonsense is that?”

			“Honestly? I’m with Vox again. This sounds more like a therapy session. You sure this is gonna work?”

			“You two are afraid,” Ditch said. “You hide your fear in humor, anger, and clever deflections. The Spark senses this and will not accept you.”

			“Ouch. Harsh and totally not true. We’re not afraid. Right, Vox?”

			“Yeah. Ridiculous. Never been afraid in my whole life,” Vox said, folding his muscled arms.

			Kara gave Vox a flat look. “You literally were shaking for two nights after that Stone Spider killed you, Vox.”

			“That was different. I hate spiders.”

			Kara rolled her eyes. “Look, if you want to advance, it’s simple. You are clearly traumatized by this old world of yours. It sounds awful. But you have to let go of that anger, of that fear, of those memories … they don’t define you anymore. You are here now, and you are worthy of a new life. Of power. You just have to believe it.”

			Dren looked at Kara, wordless for a moment. “I …” Her words sunk in, through his skin and into his bones.

			Vox looked equally stunned. He was staring at his hands as if they were covered in blood.

			[MIGHT I SAY SOMETHING AS WELL?] Max said.

			“Sure, Max.”

			[USER KARA IS CORRECT, AS IS OUR GOOD FRIEND DITCH. THE BODY IS CONNECTED TO THE MIND. TO UNLEASH THE BODIES POTENTIAL, YOU MUST FIRST UNLEASH THE MIND. YOUR MIND, USER, IS TRAPPED. STUCK IN A FALSE REALITY. YOU CANNOT ACCEPT YOUR GROWTH IF YOU DON’T BELIEVE YOU’RE WORTHY OF IT.]

			Dren wanted to say it was a load of manure, yet … Something inside him knew it was true. In his heart, the words resonated with a soul-shuddering clarity.

			A sudden conviction filled Dren. “I’m ready.”

			Vox looked up from his hands and spoke, “Me too.”

			The orange motes still floated before their eyes.

			“Good,” Ditch replied. “Then I will guide young Master Vox. Kara, you and Max can instruct Dren.”

			Kara nodded.

			Dren sat down, legs folded.

			A dozen feet away, Vox sat before Ditch, both in a cross-legged position as the orange essence spread out to float around them like stars in the sky, but just above their head.

			“Okay,” Kara said. “Now, just like we said before, breathe slowly, in and out. Picture your past, then imagine it floating away, like a leaf on the Wind.”

			Dren nodded and tried to do that. He took a deep breath and pictured his old life, remembering being in the small hovel, cold, tired, and fearful. After a few moments, though, his limbs felt stiff, his mind began to race.

			“You’re tense, Dren. You’re holding on.”

			“No, I am trying to let go. I—”

			Max interrupted [—INCORRECT. YOU ARE HOLDING ONTO FEAR. DO NOT BE AFRAID.]

			“I’m not afraid!” But he felt the lie on his tongue. He wasn’t just afraid. He was angry. So angry. He saw Marcus’ face flash in his eyes. His rage welled, and an image of his sister appeared before he banished it.

			Kara’s hand squeezed his. “Whatever you’re feeling, feel it fully. Do not shy away.”

			Dren breathed out a tight breath, his chest constricted. In his mind, the image of Marcus burned, wreathed in flames, as the man climbed the tree, killing everything and everyone in his path. Even with his eyes closed, Dren knew his body was shaking.

			Max spoke, [FEEL IT, ACCEPT IT, THEN LET GO, USER.]

			“I can’t just let it go,” Dren said, teeth gritted. “If I do, I’m saying what he did was okay.”

			“No, Dren,” Kara said. “You’re just saying you won’t let your past be your master.”

			[USER KARA IS MOST WISE.]

			“I … I can’t …”

			“You must,” Kara said.

			“Why does it feel like I’m giving up a part of myself?”

			“Because you have formed an attachment to the past, to Marcus, to your anger. All of that is now part of who you think you are. But you’re more than that, Dren. Or you can be. But only if you’re willing.”

			Dren felt tears leaking from his eyes. “It’s hard …”

			With his eyes closed, he felt Kara smile. “No one said it was going to be easy.”

			[LEEEET GOOOOOOOOO!]

			And Dren felt. He accepted it all. The good, the bad, everything. He unleashed the floodgate of his emotions, and sudden visions flashed before his eyes, searing his mind. First was a small boy holding a box. A black box with all his pain. Inside, it held it all. In his mind, Dren pleaded with the boy to let go of the black box. He knew it was what held him back, kept him small, kept him in the butcher’s small hovel.

			Another image.

			White coats. Needles piercing his skin, filling his veins with a strange multicolored liquid.

			Through it all, he felt pain, fear.

			Another image.

			Large flat screens filled with numbers, charts, graphs, while men and women spoke in hushed whispers, and machines beeped and hummed.

			A person … Walking in, gray-flecked hair. He was handsome, and scientists whispered and bowed heads at his entrance. His presence was undeniable as he surveyed his creations, checking on their progress … 

			Marcus.

			Dren’s fury roared, and audible sound getting past his clenched teeth—

			—And then, miraculously, like Kara instructed, he let it go, exhaling deeply.

			Dren unfurled his clenched fists—fingernails that had been digging into his palms, and he let it go. Then he released the tension in his arms. Then his chest. Then his legs. Then in his mind. Finally, his soul. Somehow, he gave in, trusting. Accepting and feeling everything, knowing he could handle it. It was like wading through deep waters. Dren held only one thing back. An image of his sister. One small tether to his past, one steel-cord of anger to Marcus that he couldn’t quite let go.

			Everything else, he released in a breath.

			And as he did, his body began to tingle.

			Pain consumed him. He opened his eyes, but his vision swam. From his seated position, he fell forward onto his hands and knees. The stone of the pillar filled his vision. Then the nausea hit him. His whole stomach heaved. He couldn’t hold it back. He vomited. But not normal retching. This was different. One continuous stream of black bile. It pulled from his bones, his skin, his muscles, as again, he opened his mouth, jettisoning the foul contents.

			“Oh gods …” Bile dribbled from his mouth, and he passed out.
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			Chapter 18

			Marcus Hallan would bring her back. Even if it meant losing his soul. She was his treasure, his shining beacon … the only good thing left in this life.

			The Seraphs Key was his answer.

			He stared up, past The World Tree’s boughs, knowing it was up there, somewhere.

			To climb the tree, however, he knew he needed one thing above all: Power.

			So he trudged through the snow, ice, and sleet toward the smell of death to that end. He was a great distance from the grassy rolling hills found in the rest of this land, in the far reaches of Harin. It was the city of Ar’ingra’din, the home of a powerful relic.

			One that would swing the scale of power heavily in his favor.

			His heavy-booted steps trudged through chest-high, dark ashy piles of snow. Marcus was tall. Where an average man would be sunk to his neck, unable to move, enhanced strength from his Low Warden status made it as easy as moving through ankle-deep water. Frost clung to his thick beard as sideways sleet and ice plowed into him. Still, he pushed forward, relentless, teeth bared, until he smelled it … acrid smoke stung his nose.

			He crested a hill, and through the Wind and snow, he saw it.

			Death and Chaos.

			A once beautiful city that had spanned for miles, a gleaming jewel, now ruined.

			Chaos was everywhere, like fetid orange and black oil.

			A being with unimaginable power was coming. Likely, the most powerful thing in this world, aside from The World Tree.

			Blightwing.

			An Eternal, a being seeking to turn everything to mayhem.

			Marcus narrowed his gaze and spotted it.

			A rising turret of heavy stone, half black and half white, with turbulent dark blue clouds about it.

			The Great Mage Tower of Ar’ingra’din.

			“You sure they’re coming for it?” he asked his AI.

			[Fairly certain], replied the girl’s voice in his head. His AI was implanted in his contact lens, but could speak telepathically via a neurolink and a magical evolution. He could do the same, but he preferred speaking aloud.

			“Then we have to stop him.”

			He paused for a moment, debating his plan of attack as his breath frosted in the air. His body, as a Low Warden, could withstand any temperature now. Blistering heat, or sub-zero temperatures, felt no different, and he incurred no damage. However, his previous, more Human body—the one that had been imperfect before he came to this world—still remembered the feeling of cold and fire.

			[Wait. Are you sure you want to do this?] she asked.

			Screams continued inside the city. “I need that armor, or at least I have to stop him from getting it. One or the other.”

			Again, his AI spoke. The curious, kind voice of a young woman, [I don’t like this … He’s an Eternal. He’s too strong. If you face him, you’ll lose … and if you die … ]

			He replied, “I won’t die. Not yet. Not until you’re back.”

			[I know you don’t want to hear this, but you know I’m not asking for that. The key can do so much more it can—]

			Marcus cut her off. “No. We’re not having this discussion again.”

			She sighed and bitterly complained, [Always on your terms.]

			Gritting his jaw, he began to summon his Twilight Cloak. “I’m going in.”

			She added softly, [Be careful.]

			“I will.” Marcus summoned his Twilight Cloak—Moon tendrils enveloping his body.

			She read as he continued to push Spark though his channels:

			[Spell: Twilight Cloak.]

			[Ability: Variation 1.]

			[Effect: Teleport several miles. Location and distance are dependent on Seeker’s rank.]

			The last tendrils of Moon shrouded him, and he felt the world shift. When Marcus opened his eyes, the shadowy tendrils disappeared, and he was inside the city. He’d use the spell more, but his cloak drained a fair amount of his Spark, and he needed to conserve his power for what came next.

			As soon as the shroud fell, Marcus saw he now stood before the Tower’s door.

			And he took in the scene.

			Fires blazed, buildings—aside from the magical tower—lay crumbled, and corpses were strewn everywhere. At the foot of the door, a murder of crows feasted on the still-warm bodies, and with a bout of flame, Marcus sent the midnight black birds flying off, cawing in protest.

			They had made a last stand here.

			Humans, Kobolds, Kenku, Dwarves—all manner of folk, now dead. The defenders were in chainmail and leather, mages in dark blue robes. Amid them were creatures, strange-looking deer, foxes, wolves, giant spiders, all dead.

			Then Marcus saw it.

			Orange liquid festered on many of the bodies, oozing from their wounds.

			Chaos.

			“Are they?” he asked his AI.

			[No … they’re all dead.]

			He was afraid they had been turned into creatures of Chaos. Relieved, he took in the building itself.

			The Great Mage Tower.

			A vast turret of black and white stone. Above it swirled deep blue clouds and inside them lightning forked menacingly. However, the rest of the grounds he could tell had once been verdant, likely with burbling streams of water, plants of all types, and beautiful statues of priceless colorful marble.

			Now it was in ruins.

			The grass of the gardens was shriveled, the streams ran red, and the statues lay in crumbled pieces. He raised his hand. Gears turned and the massive vault door of the tower unlocked and swung open. Marcus moved inside, pushing deeper.

			Slicing down another thick door, he found himself in a kingly chamber, the very ground looked like hammered gold. The walls appeared to be glass—though he could tell they were something stronger and thicker, not easily broken—and they looked out on the ravaged city. None of that drew his attention.

			For in the center of the room, sitting on a stand, was the item he sought.

			The gleaming obsidian black armor was immediately recognizable as Warden rank. Though it was a pitiless black, when the light hit it, it shimmered with multi-colored hues—as if imbued with the nine elements. Clearly, it was made with Brightsteel of a different caliber from an age of legends.

			It was strange seeing it there, still whole.

			The city had been ravaged, but the tower hadn’t been breached and the armor remained untouched.

			[Well? What are you waiting for? Get it, and let’s get the hell out of here.]

			“We’re going to have to have a talk about your language when we’re done with all of this,” Marcus muttered, and felt her roll her eyes, like a typical teenager, but he grumbled and was already moving to grab the armor.

			When a sudden intense wave of spiritual pressure flooded Marcus—like the feeling of an impending storm—and it rooted him in his tracks.

			[No … ] His AI whispered. [Run, father!]

			But it was too late.

			The pressure lasted only a moment. A fraction of a second later, the room exploded.

			Marcus summoned his Twilight Cloak about his form, absorbing the spray of flying stone. When the clouds of dust settled, a man stood in the center of the room. He wasn’t alone. Two men and two women in deep blue robes whose eyes glowed orange stood next to him.

			Seekers of the Tower that had been turned.

			Chaos Humans.

			Little name tags appeared over their heads.

			[Diamond.]

			He knew they were already dead. He saw wounds from when they had died in battle. An arrow protruded from one man’s neck. Another was missing half his head. While they were alive, they’d likely only been Gold or Elder Silver. Yet the Chaos infusion had given them the smallest of the Eternal’s power. That’s what Chaos did. It gave decades worth of power and strength in an instant, to a broken body, or even the already deceased.

			One of the Chaos Human’s name tags flickered showing higher than Diamond.

			Elder Diamond?

			His focus was pulled back, however, as their leader rose and brushed himself off, yawning for effect, as he took in the scene, then Marcus. “Well, well, well, if it isn’t the intruder to our realm himself, the denier of the God of Chaos …  You must be Marcus.”

			Marcus readied all of his weapons, preparing if the man made even the slightest provocation. Not yet, he told himself. Patience. Maybe he could still get out of this alive. And yet, he didn’t want to just get out of this alive. He wanted that armor. Needed it. If he was to climb the realms and obtain the Key, he couldn’t let this twisted husk of a man take it. He chose his words carefully. “I’m afraid I don’t know you.”

			The man grinned. “That would make sense. I am from the realms above.” He glanced up at the ruined ceiling, The World Tree’s clouds, as if they could all see where he was looking. Then he shrugged. “Allow me to introduce myself.” He placed his hand on his chest and bowed. “Karifas the Righteous.”

			The man had tight skin, as if too little was pulled over the bony features of his face. His eyes were cruel, and while they seemed to take Marcus in admiringly, the condescension was clear. He wore a lavish red and black coat with a high flaring collar. He had a necklace made of teeth from no beast Marcus had ever seen, and another necklace that … was that … a Spark Pendant? A glowing crystal was embedded in the center that seemed powerful.

			He tried to read it with his AI, but only got back:

			[Unknown.]

			A conceal that he couldn’t break?

			That alone meant the pendant was incredibly powerful.

			[Father …  Careful …  That energy …  He’s giving off a strange tainted vibe as well. Not Chaos infected like the others, but something similar.]

			Marcus replied through their bond. I know why. The fool made a pact with a God of Chaos.

			Karifas sighed, looking up at the hole. “Did you like my entrance? He sent me here. When he did, I tasted it. Just a meager bit, but it made my soul yearn. The power of an Eternal.” He wet his lips. “That’s the thing with power, a taste doesn’t satiate. I want more.” Then he turned, eyes fixing on the armor in the center of the room. “And I know just how to get it.” He stepped forward.

			Marcus released a whip of fire, snatching Karifas’ wrist. “That’s mine …”

			Karifas grinned. “I was hoping you were going to say that.”

			And the four mage Seekers attacked.

			Marcus met them, sending out a deluge of fire that melted two icy spears, and erected a shield of metal from thin air that absorbed a boulder of rock from another of the mages. Stone, Ice, and … the last mage twisted his fingers, as if squeezing an invisible heart in the air. Immediately, Marcus felt his tendons and muscles tense, and the metal shield clattered to the golden floor.

			[Flesh Seeker!] His AI called in panic. [Elder Diamond!]

			Marcus got that much. Great.

			Flesh Seekers were rare and a pain to handle, and an Elder Diamond? He was the most powerful of the four, aside from Karifas—who Marcus couldn’t get a read on even with the help of his AI.

			Thankfully, Karifas hadn’t moved yet, standing near the armor. Instead, the man simply watched the battle play out with a cruel smile.

			Marcus, his muscles now tightly bunched knots from the Flesh Seeker’s spell, forced his hand to move, enough to touch the Fire Orb at his side. Another tongue of flame lashed out, and seared the mage as he worked his spell, burning his hands, melting his flesh. That should slow him.

			But the effort had cost Marcus, and the other mages had recovered.

			[Frozen Gust!] His AI shouted. [Jump!]

			Marcus obeyed, diving to the side in the nick of time, as a wintry gust froze everything in its path, creating a slick walkway.

			The Flesh Seeker still shrieked, howling from the pain of his newly melted stumps. Though the orange-eyed Chaos man was beginning to recover. Marcus’ flesh suddenly crawled, skin pricking. So Marcus ran, sliding on the slick floor, unsheathing his two-handed sword.

			[Item Name: Tempest, Blade of the Unyielding.]

			[Rarity: Unique.]

			[Rank: Low Warden.]

			[Effect: Chain lightning]

			Marcus reached the Flesh Seeker, and he swung, loping the man’s head clean from his shoulders. The spell the man had been casting vanished as the Flesh Seeker’s corpse hit the ground, and orange leaked from the eyes of the severed head.

			[More spells incoming!] His AI shouted. [No time to dodge!]

			Two more ice spikes and another boulder of rock slammed into him, and he summoned the Twilight Cloak in the nick of time, a shield of inky moon coating his back, blocking the attacks. The Twilight Cloak suffered damage. Holes riddled it like arrows in a sail, and one of the spikes hit the same spot, slicing through and cutting a gouge at his hip, deep and painful.

			Hot blood poured down his side.

			Marcus snarled against the pain, and turned on his assailants.

			One man was left standing.

			His AI read out the attunements of those left standing:

			[Male, Chaos Infected, Stone Seeker.]

			[Female, Water Seeker with an ice affinity] his AI read.

			They both readied spells, ice and stone rising into the air.

			Karifas suddenly clapped. “Impressive!”

			Marcus turned to face the snide man, clutching his bleeding side, while slowly trying to gather himself.

			The black-haired man had watched the whole battle, standing still too close to the armor. “I like your style,” he said, though there was a distinct mocking undertone in his compliment. “Taking out the most powerful opponent. Always a wise tactic. Only …  you didn’t take out the most powerful.” Suddenly, a violet aura radiated off Karifas, like purple tendrils, and with it a spiritual pressure that made Marcus’ knees tremble. Marcus shielded his eyes. When he opened them, Karifas was wielding two purple lashes in his hand that crackled with power.

			[Name: Karifas.]

			[Elemental Attunement: Moon.]

			Then whips came to his vision in his AI’s screen:

			[Spell: Moon Lashing.]

			[Effect: Burns like fire and saps the energy of nearby Spark Wielders, as well as the ability to temporarily distort the gravity of objects it touches.]

			[Rank: Low Warden.]

			A bloody Moon Seeker, Marcus snarled inwardly. Moon Seekers were incredibly rare and just as dangerous. There was something else there too. Karifas was from a higher realm—there was that too. His Spark seemed denser for a Low Warden. But it was more than that.

			Karifas sniffed. “I know that look. Seen it before … It’s the look of a man who knows he’s already dead.”

			“At least I still have a soul. You sold yours by lapping at the feet of a god …”

			“I did,” Karifas agreed. In his eyes, there seemed a hesitancy … a doubt. As if some part of him deep down questioned if selling his soul to the God of Chaos was worth the price. Then his eyes hardened, his jaw set, and he gave a snarl as purple flames rose higher from his body, “A power you could have had, but you denied it, like a fool. Now you’re going to die. What good does your high road serve you, hmm?”

			The other Seekers, the dead humans, readied spells.

			[Father … we can’t take them] she pleaded in his head. [We have to run … please … I don’t want you to die.]

			Only Marcus wouldn’t run.

			Not without that armor.

			Marcus lifted his Twilight Cloak and raised his sword Tempest.

			“A last stand … admirable, if idiotic,” Karifas said with a sneer.

			Marcus charged.

			Karifas lashed out with his Moon Whip and Marcus slashed it from the air. Another wrapped around his sword, and he sent the pent up electrical charge inside the blade. Like a thundercloud unleashing its might, a lightning bolt erupted from the sword and raced up the whip, electrocuting the snide man before he could react. Then the lightning leapt, striking the Stone Seeker, then the two Water Seekers, causing their shrieks to reverberate through the golden room.

			Marcus roared, pouring his will, his Spark, his entire soul into the attack. It was dangerous to use an item and one’s own spark like this, but he lost himself to the strike, hoping to finish Karifas and the man’s two acolytes in one fell swoop.

			Still, Karifas, rigid from the lightning, began to move.

			The snide, greasy-haired man reached out a hand and purple light surrounded the armor on the stand.

			[Father!] His AI warned, but Marcus already saw it, and understanding filled him as she spoke the words of the spell.

			[Spell: Gravity Alter.]

			[Rank: Low Warden.]

			[Effect: Manipulates objects mass, including, but not limited to moving objects at will.]

			The armor left the stand.

			Marcus changed tact. He couldn’t let Karifas put on that armor.

			He let go of his Chain Lightning, dropping Tempest, and he sent everything. Every magical item on his person, and all his power was poured into his next attack. The orb of Metal, and orb of Fire that rested in the pouches at his hip, glowed brightly, the Twilight Cloak activated—everything surged from his person, attacking Karifas. Tongues of flame, shards of metal lifted into a thousand needled spikes, the cloak sent daggers of Moon. All of them clashed, slamming into the figure that was Karifas. A thunderclap of magic and power erupted, shattering the not-glass windows and killing the other mages in the room.

			In its wake, there was silence.

			Then, out of the dust, again rose Karifas, adorned in the menacing obsidian black armor. Breastplate, greaves, vambraces, and helmet. A roar sounded in the distance, getting closer.

			The laughter of a god.

			“Now … now you die,” Karifas said, grinning, muscles tensing.

			[Father … ] She pleaded. [Run, we can fight again another day.]

			Marcus’ Twilight Cloak, riddled with holes, rose.

			In one last act, he used it and his AI spoke the words:

			[Twilight Cloak.]

			[Spell: Teleport.]

			But it was the last of his power, and teleport demanded a lot. If he’d done it earlier, he’d be fine. But he needed distance, and the only way to do that, was to pour his spark into the spell. Using that much spark in his drained state … He knew, if he didn’t die, he’d almost certainly rupture a channel.

			He had no choice.

			He swore he’d never run, and now here he was.

			[Please … ] His daughter begged him.

			And Marcus wrapped the cloak around his body, and summoned every last scrap of his power.

			At the same time, Karifas attacked. “Coward!” The man roared, racing forth.

			But he was too slow.

			The Twilight Cloak shrouded Marcus like a cocoon, and … he was gone.

			* * *

			When he came to, Marcus saw he’d landed in a grassy meadow, hundreds of miles away.

			“How long?” He groaned, slowly sitting up.

			She whispered to him, [Hours. You’ve exhausted yourself far too much. Your body took the toll, forcing you to heal or die.]

			He took a deep breath. He didn’t die. “Did I …”

			[Rupture a channel? Miraculously? No. Somehow … ]

			It felt like it’d been ages since he’d felt true pain, with his body that had been reforged many times over—now every muscle ached. He’d need to recover. With a groan, he sat up, looking south, to where the Tower was, and where the city burned. The armor was gone. In the enemy’s hands now. He would need to find other tools, other ways to get stronger. The moment to climb the tree was soon.

			So he rose.

			[What are you doing? You need rest!] She warned.

			“No,” he replied, “not until you’re back. Not until I hold you in my arms and know you’re safe once more.”

			[Well, if you’re going to be an idiot, there’s a small town to the east—a dozen miles or so—that had some creatures that could give us some Spark, and repair some of your damaged Sparkwell and bruised channels.]

			“See? That wasn’t so hard,” Marcus said. He tried to summon the Twilight Cloak. It came to life, wavering like a tattered rag, it was only a wisp, and he sighed. “Looks like we’re walking.” And together they set off, seeking power that would change the only life that mattered.
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			Chapter 19

			When Dren awoke, Ditch and Kara were standing over him, silhouettes against the blue sky.

			It seemed to be a common occurrence at this point.

			“Uh, good morning?”

			“It’s only been an hour since you’ve passed out,” Ditch said.

			[INDEED!]

			“And you were just watching me sleep?”

			Kara chuckled. “You wish. We saw you twitching and muttering something about pancakes in your sleep.”

			[THE MOST NUTRITIOUS OF BREAKFAST FOODS! ALSO, THE ONLY APPROPRIATE THING TO BE MUTTERING IN YOUR SLEEP.]

			Dren wiped the drool from his mouth, still tasting the bitter taste of bile on his tongue. “Just an hour?”

			“Yeah,” Kara said, holding a cup of tea. “Ditch made tea. Have you tried some? It’s really good!”

			Did … Ditch color under Kara’s praise? No, must be his addled senses. “Yeah, I know, it’s weird, and wait—uh, d’you mind filling me in on what just happened?” Shakily, he rose with Ditch’s help, then, gaining his senses, he saw he was still on top of the pillar inside the Stone Trial.

			“See for yourself,” Kara said, wrinkling her nose and pointing.

			Black sludge lay in a thick puddle nearby.

			“What … the hell is that stuff?” Dren asked.

			“Toxins,” Kara said, “a lot more than I’ve ever seen.”

			Max mused, eyeing the black sludge, [INDEED! QUITE FASCINATING. YOU MUST HAVE BEEN VERY UNHEALTHY.]

			Vox, still unconscious, also had a pool of black sludge, if not as much.

			Dren rubbed the back of his head, feeling oddly embarrassed at the black sludge that just … sat there. It didn’t seem toxic. It looked like oil, but not really. He was certain there was … other stuff in it. Like puss, bile, and … Dren’s stomach churned sickeningly.

			Kara spoke first, pinching her nose, “Okay, can you hide that at least, Ditch? I think I’m going to be sick next.” She looked queasy. Ditch lifted a hand, and thick grass covered the area, hiding the mess. “Thanks.”

			Dren cleared his throat. “So … I’m guessing that wasn’t normal?”

			Ditch shook his head.

			“No way,” Kara agreed. “Normally, Copper advancement doesn’t purge any toxins. That’s usually something that happens at higher ranks like from Bronze, Gold, Warden … even Eternal, though only the Gods know what that’d look like. Literally.” She ticked the ranks off on her fingers. “Every second advancement. Those are the big ones, anyway. The ones where you get something powerful too.”

			“Huh.” He looked over at Vox, still in his pile of filth. “So why are we so different?”

			Kara shrugged. “Clearly, you had a lot of stuff to purge. Bad diet?”

			“Yeah, you could say that. Living in sewers doesn’t really provide a healthy lifestyle.” It could have been a million things. The smog, the poisoned food, the … well, everything. Suddenly, something she said piqued his interest. “Wait, I advanced?”

			“You did,” Ditch said with a slight smirk.

			Sure enough, Dren felt … surprisingly better. Stronger, faster, even lighter. Max alerted him to titles of Silver and Gold rank in the distance. Stone Creatures, lingering, and he wanted to leap off the pillar and Gravity Punch them all. Elated, he declared, “Ha! I knew it! I’m a Copper! I can’t believe it …”

			“You’re … not a Copper,” Kara said slowly.

			“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Dren said, staring at his hands, feeling suddenly disheartened. “I’m still not Copper? That doesn’t make sense.”

			“No, you’re—” Kara began.

			“Elder Copper,” Ditch finished.

			[ELDER COPPER ACHIEVED!] Max echoed.

			“Oh,” Dren said. “That’s way better, right?”

			“It is,” Ditch agreed, “it’s just … rare that someone advances automatically into Elder territory.”

			Dren grinned. “What about Vox?”

			Kara looked to Ditch, who answered, “He advanced past Low Copper, but only to Copper.”

			“Oh, he’s not gonna be happy with that,” Dren said, smiling.

			“No,” Kara said. “But he will be happy about his element. So I think it’ll balance things out.”

			“Wait, he figured out his element? He’s not even awake!”

			Kara pointed. Over Vox’s right hand … his fist was covered in a glove of metal.

			[OOO THAT’S COOL] Max said. [THAT MIGHT BE COOLER THAN GRAVITY PINCH!]

			“Gravity Pinch isn’t a thing, Max, and how is that possible?”

			Ditch explained, “His hammer at his side that he rarely uses. He melted it down while he was advancing and used it to cover his hand in metal. It’s his first ability.”

			[METAL PUNCH?]

			“He’s definitely our tank now,” Kara said.

			“Yeah, no kidding.” Dren rubbed his head. “Huh. Why do I feel so … good?”

			“I told you,” Kara said. “Advancing makes you stronger. A lot stronger. Not to mention quicker, lighter, more clarity. It’s like a mini-rebirth.”

			Ditch grunted and said, “Max should be able to read out your exact enhancements.”

			“Max, buddy? What’d I gain?”

			[MMM, LET’S SEE. YOU GAINED INCREASED MUSCLE DENSITY AND MORE TWITCH NERVE FIBERS, WHICH HAS RESULTED IN THE FOLLOWING IMPROVEMENTS]:

			AGILITY INCREASED.

			AGILITY TWENTY-EIGHT IS NOW THIRTY-FIVE.

			STRENGTH INCREASED.

			STRENGTH EIGHT IS NOW THIRTEEN.

			CONSTITUTION INCREASED.

			CONSTITUTION SEVEN IS NOW SIXTEEN.

			“Whoa, that’s a big constitution jump,” Dren said.

			“Tell us!” Kara said.

			Dren read out his attributes a bit sheepishly.

			“Seven constitution to sixteen?” Kara said in amazement. “That is impressive. Maybe I won’t knock you out in one punch anymore. Also, wait, did you just say thirty-five agility?”

			“Yeah?” Dren said, wincing. “Is that … a lot?”

			“A lot?” she replied with a dumbfounded expression. “Uh, yeah, that’s insane! Right, Ditch?”

			“It is … adequate,” Ditch said.

			She waved Ditch’s answer away. “Nevermind, don’t listen to him. It’s a lot. The highest attribute I’ve ever heard of is from Arch Chancellor Arimon, who rules the nine cities. His is one hundred.”

			“So? Thirty-five isn’t even close to that.”

			“He’s a Diamond, Dren! A bloody Diamond! You’re an Elder Copper. That’s like … a whole world above you.” She crossed her arms, huffing. “Seriously, it’s not even fair. Well, c’mon, at least show me what you can do.”

			Dren shrugged and gave it a shot. He ran, did a few handsprings, then leaped into the air, spinning in a triple corkscrew backflip, then stuck the landing. He was breathing hard, not from exhaustion but from exhilaration. “Okay. That … was awesome.”

			She scoffed, arching an eyebrow. “Show off.”

			“What! You just asked me to!”

			[AGREED. THAT WAS VERY SHOW OFF-Y. BUT IT WAS ALSO REALLY AWESOME. DO IT AGAIN!]

			Dren tried to do it again. This time, attempting to do the full three rotations almost landed him smack on his face. He aborted the move at the last minute and landed on his hands and knees. Rising, he rubbed his neck. “Huh. Guess still not high enough agility.”

			“I don’t think that’s your agility,” Kara replied.

			[USER KARA IS CORRECT. YOUR STRENGTH IS LACKING. YOU WILL NEED TO INCREASE IT TO KEEP UP WITH YOUR IMPRESSIVE AGILITY.] That checked out. He didn’t have enough power in his legs to give him the height needed to do the triple corkscrew backflip with ease. Anyway, it was mostly showing off, though he was sure that flying kick would now land on Federis. Mostly, however, the added quickness was going to come in handy with dodging and attacking. He would need it since his constitution was still low. He made a mental note to improve it. Despite all this, even as he was, Dren knew he’d make any parkour master in the real world look like a kid fumbling on the jungle gym.

			Vox was still snoring, lying next to his puddle of black ooze.

			“Is he all right?” Dren asked. “Should we wake him up?”

			[OH, HE’S FINE. I DETECT HIS PULSE AND BREATHING RHYTHM AT NORMAL RATES.]

			“Let him sleep a little,” Ditch said. “You need to hear the rest.”

			“Rest?” Dren asked. “There’s more?”

			Kara nodded eagerly, and Max continued.

			[OH YES. MOST USERS AREN’T AWARE OF CERTAIN ENHANCEMENTS, BUT I CAN HELP YOU THERE! YOU GAINED 12% BETTER EYESIGHT, 11% BETTER HEARING, 10% BETTER TASTE, AND 9% BETTER SENSE OF TOUCH, AMONG OTHER SMALL GAINS!] Taste? Dren smacked his lips. Hells, he could taste his tongue! It tasted like last night’s dinner—jerky and tough bread. When Ditch handed him a waterskin, he could swear he tasted the minerals in the water. It was delicious. Max wasn’t kidding. Even the clothes on his skin. Dren could feel the black cloth fabric. It was coarser than he remembered. He ran his hand along the Arsenal Glove’s white-gray mesh, marveling at the heightened sensation, his skin tingling.

			Then he looked up, realizing Ditch and Kara were staring at him.

			Yup, it must have looked like he was on drugs.

			Still, this seemed the reaction they were expecting.

			“I could really get used to this,” Dren said. Deep down, power awaited in his core, his Sparkwell wanting to be used. His functioning Channels were wider, Sparkwell deeper, and he felt … more alive than ever before. “Wait, where’s that orange Spark from the Silver Stone Gargoyle we killed?”

			“You already absorbed it as you advanced,” Kara said.

			“One more thing,” Ditch said, bringing them back on track.

			“There’s more?” Dren repeated, aghast.

			“I can give you a hint,” Kara said. “It rhymes with ‘roots.’”

			Dren looked down at his boots. In his vision, a description appeared, and Max read in a more formal voice:

			[ITEM: HOVERBOOTS.]

			[CURRENT RANK: ELDER COPPER.]

			[REQUIRED RANK: ELDER COPPER OR ABOVE.]

			[RARITY: UNIQUE.]

			[EFFECT: WHEN THE USER JUMPS, THE BOOTS ACTIVATE. HOVERBOOTS EMIT A SMALL, STEADY JET OF AIR THAT PROVIDES A ‘HOVERING’ EFFECT FOR SEVERAL FEET. THE STREAM OF AIR LASTS A FEW SECONDS, THEN CUTS OUT.]

			“Did … did you just say hoverboots?” Dren repeated in awe.

			“Hoverboots?” Kara replied, jaw dropping.

			Instead of answering, Dren grabbed his boot to stare at the sole. He’d seen the little metal plates, but when he touched one now, the plate slid back to show a hole like a nozzle. They’d been hidden up until now. That’s where the air came out. Dren had a feeling they were fancy. That’s why he’d stolen them from Marcus’ mansion. But this? This was … freaking awesome.

			“That is a powerful item,” Ditch remarked. “At its current level, it will only be useful to lessen falls or slightly increase your jumping power. I believe at higher levels, those boots will become much more useful.”

			“If you’re insinuating I’ll be able to fly …”

			Ditch returned a flat look. “I am not insinuating that. Maybe a graceful, very slow fall.”

			“Still,” Kara said, “that’s … really cool. I’m jealous. I bet that’ll work really well with your Moon abilities.”

			“You’re still forgetting one more thing,” Ditch said.

			His Arsenal Glove. He didn’t really think about it much. It had just become a part of him, like a second skin.

			Dren looked down at the white-gray mesh of the Arsenal Glove.

			[ITEM: ARSENAL GLOVE.]

			[CURRENT RANK: ELDER COPPER.]

			[REQUIRED RANK: ELDER COPPER OR ABOVE.]

			[RARITY: LEGENDARY.]

			“Oh man, is legendary the highest?” Dren asked.

			“No,” Ditch said. “Artifact is believed to be the highest item rank.”

			“You’re an Artifact, right, Max?”

			[INCORRECT. I AM LEGENDARY.]

			“So my glove is as powerful as you?”

			[YOU TAKE THAT BACK.]

			“I can’t wait to hear what it can do. Okay, hit me with the description, Max.”

			[ARSENAL GLOVE: A GLOVE, SO WHAT.]

			[RANK: MEH.]

			[ITEM: STUPID.]

			[RARITY: AS RARE AS YELLOW SNOW AND JUST AS SPECIAL.]

			[EFFECT: USELESS. IT’S A GLOVE. WHAT DO YOU WANT? MAYBE USE IT TO CLEAN THE DISHES OR PRETEND TO BE MICHAEL JACKSON. NOT NEARLY AS COOL AS GLASSES.]

			Dren glowered. “Max …”

			[BAH, FINE!]

			[ARSENAL GLOVE: UNIQUE MAN-MADE MAGICAL ITEM.]

			[CURRENT RANK: ELDER COPPER.]

			[REQUIRED RANK: ELDER COPPER OR ABOVE.]

			[RARITY: LEGENDARY.]

			[EFFECT: USES MODIFICATIONS CALLED MAGIC CAPSULES THAT WILL ALLOW THE GLOVE TO PERFORM DIFFERENT MAGICAL FUNCTIONS.]

			“That’s … cool sounding? And incredibly vague. Okay, so I just need a capsule?”

			[CORRECT. YOU CURRENTLY HAVE NO MAGIC CAPSULES. THUS, ARSENAL GLOVE IS EFFECTIVELY USELESS.]

			“Useless?”

			[WELL, NOT ENTIRELY. THE GLOVE IS COMPOSED OF AN ADVANCED CARBON FIBER MESH THAT IS RESISTANT TO PIERCING AND SLASHING DAMAGE.]

			“And acid frogs,” Dren remarked. “Sounds like my boots are way more useful.”

			“For now,” Ditch said. “I think you’ll find your Arsenal Glove may even outstrip Max one day. If you don’t die.”

			[NOW THAT’S JUST OFFENSIVE] Max said. [TELL HIM TO TAKE IT BACK! I’LL FIGHT HIM. I MEAN, YOU’LL FIGHT HIM, AND I’LL WATCH. GET HIM, USER! ELDER GOLD, SCHMEDLER GOLD. HE’S WEAK!] Ditch’s eyes flared. Max stuttered, [ON SECOND THOUGHT, I DON’T MIND BEING SECOND PLACE TO A GLOVE. IT’S A GREAT GLOVE!]

			Ditch eyed the hoverboots. “Well? Give them a try.”

			“How?”

			Ditch looked at Kara.

			She smiled, clearly understanding.

			“Oh wait—” Dren began.

			“Too late!” Kara said and lifted her hands. Dren rose into the air from a sudden powerful upward draft. The Wind buffeted him, taking him higher and higher. Five, ten, then twenty feet suspended above the stone pillar, and he could see far out into the distance. His stomach curdled, knowing he’d most likely break a bone from this height. Dren shouted, “Okay, this was a very bad idea! I think you can set me down now!”

			She did. Well, not set. More like ‘let go,’ as if the Wind were hands keeping him aloft. The upward draft vanished, and Dren plummeted. Dren was going to break a leg. He cried out, and several feet before the ground, at the last moment, the hoverboots activated. A strong jet of air shot from the soles of his feet, and his descent was decelerated as if he’d pulled the ripcord on a magic parachute, and Dren lightly touched down on the ground, breathing hard. “Okay … I don’t know why, but that was one of the coolest things to happen in a while, and I literally punch with Moon powers.”

			Kara huffed. “Yeah, this is pretty unfair.” She raised her hands, Wind swirling about as she lifted off the ground a few inches, then floated back down. “I worked hard to be able to do something similar, and you get an item, and poof! You can fly.”

			[HOVER! NOT FLY … NOT YET.]

			Ditch put a hand on Kara’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. You’ll get plenty of items once you ascend the tree. Besides, don’t forget: you’re Elder Bronze. Dren and Vox need all the advantage they can get to catch up to you.”

			“You’re right. And good luck at that,” she told Dren, sticking out her chin.

			“Hold on,” Dren said. “Why didn’t I hover? Instead, my descent was suddenly slowed.”

			“That’s a hover, sort of, if only at the end.”

			“Yeah, but shouldn’t I glide like I’m on slippery glass? Max said it senses when there’s distance between my feet. At any point, it should have had me ‘gliding.’”

			“Good point,” Kara said.

			[OH, I CAN ANSWER THAT] Max said. [THERE IS A BUILT-IN CHIP THAT DETERMINES YOUR SPEED, TRAJECTORY, AND SURROUNDINGS AND THEN RESPONDS ACCORDINGLY. FOR INSTANCE, IT WILL ALLOW YOU TO GLIDE IF YOU ARE TRYING TO STAY THE SAME HEIGHT, DESCEND SLOWLY IF YOU ARE RECOVERING FROM A FALL, OR EVEN ALLOW YOU TO JUMP HIGHER IF YOU NEED A LITTLE BOOST.]

			Dren’s heart skipped a beat. That sounded … wow. “That sounds amazing.”

			[MEH. IT’S OKAY. BUT CAN THEY TALK? NO. I DON’T THINK SO. CONCLUSION: STUPID BOOTS.]

			Dren told them what Max related about the chip.

			“That isn’t simply magic,” Ditch replied. “It’s something else.”

			“Science!” Dren exclaimed. “Well, and probably a bit of magic.”

			[THE WONDERS OF TECHNOLOGY] Max said in awe.

			“Science?” Kara asked.

			“I’ll explain later. Suffice it to say, I’m really glad I stole these from Marcus.”

			Vox moaned in pain, waking up.

			Dren moved to his friend’s side, his hands on his knees. “You all right, big guy?”

			Vox groaned, looking up at him. “What … what happened?”

			Dren tsked, eyeing the black puddle near Vox’s face. “Looks like you made a little accident. I thought we outgrew that by now …” He looked back at Kara, shaking his head. “Honey, I guess we have to put the plastic sheets back on. Our little boy still hasn’t grown up.”

			Kara rolled her eyes. “You scare me when you’re like this. Also, I don’t want to be associated with whatever you’re implying.”

			Vox sat up, moving to wipe the drool from his mouth, and saw his metal-gloved hand. “What the hell!” He crab-crawled as if he could get away from his own hand, then he froze, and his eyes went wide, and a grin took over his face. “Wait, is this what I think it means? It is! Ha! I knew it!” He roared with laughter. “I knew it!” He rose, pointing at Ditch, who remained … unmoving. “What do you have to say now, Mr. Know-It-All Gold?”

			Ditch replied, “I always believed.”

			“No, you didn’t!” Vox said.

			Ditch shrugged. “No. I didn’t. But I hoped.”

			“Good enough for me.” Dren wiped his hands, the matter settled in his mind.

			Vox looked over at the black sludge. “Ugh, what the hell happened?”

			Dren explained.

			“That …” Vox said, eyeing the ooze. “That’s my toxins?”

			“Yeah. Something like that. I’m not sure about the scientific merit, but hey, I feel stronger. Clearly, we did have some bad stuff inside of us. Mostly you. I was clean as a whistle.”

			[LIAR!]

			Kara opened her mouth.

			Vox raised a hand. “It’s okay. I know he’s lying. I’m surprised there was anything left of you after you expelled your … whatever that is.”

			Dren huffed.

			“Ditch?” Kara asked, pinching her nose.

			Ditch lifted a hand, raising more grass to hide Vox’s black sludge.

			“Thanks. Now, can we address the giant dire wolf in the room?” Kara said.

			“Yeah, let me see this thing,” Dren said and neared, grabbing Vox’s metal hand.

			The three of them admired the craftsmanship.

			Max did his usual [OOOO] and [AAAAAH]’s.

			“This isn’t fair. You both have cool gloves now.” Kara formed Wind over her fist. “There, now I’m a part of the club.”

			[OH NO] Max said, [VOX’S ABILITY IS MUCH MORE THAN A METAL GLOVE.]

			“Really?” Dren asked.

			“Really, what?” Vox asked. “What’s your glasses saying?”

			“He’s saying … your glove isn’t just a glove.”

			“Then what is it?”

			“The spell is called Transmute,” Ditch said. “That was your doing.”

			Max answered [HEY! HE STOLE MY THUNDER! I WAS GOING TO SAY THAT!]

			In Dren’s vision, he saw words appear over Vox’s glove:

			[SPELL CLASS: METAL SEEKER.]

			[SPELL NAME: TRANSMUTE.]

			[RANK: COPPER.]

			“I like the name,” Kara said. “Simple, strong.”

			[OH, IT IS STRONG, USER KARA. VERY ACCURATE. IT’S ONE OF THE MOST POWERFUL METAL SPELLS IN ALL THE WORLD. THOUGH I SENSE VOX’S IS ONLY A COPPER RANK AND IS MUCH MORE LIMITED. HOWEVER, AT HIGHER LEVELS, IT IS … VERY IMPRESSIVE.]

			Dren translated this in his own words.

			“Impressive, huh? I like where this is going,” Vox said.

			“What does it do, exactly?” Kara asked.

			[SPELL: TRANSMUTE.]

			[EFFECT: TRANSMUTE ITEM INTO ANY METAL SHAPE OF EQUIVALENT SIZE.]

			[SIZE REQUIRED: SMALL TO SMALL-MEDIUM OBJECTS.]

			[TIME: PERMANENT.]

			[METAL REQUIREMENT: AVERAGE TO LOW GRADE. ]

			“Wait, can you make any shape?” Dren asked.

			[ANY! WELL, OF COURSE, IT STILL HAS TO MAINTAIN THE SAME GENERAL SIZE AND MASS. BUT, OVERALL, THAT’S THE GIST OF IT.]

			“Want to fill us in?” Kara asked.

			Dren told them what Max said.

			Kara cursed. “Seraphs take me! That sounds … really good. Yeah, you’re definitely our meat shield.”

			Vox groaned, “I … kind of figured.”

			“It’s sure not me,” Dren said, raising his hands. “Unless you like a cardboard shield for a front liner. ”

			Vox couldn’t stop admiring his silvery gauntlet. “So, how do I change it?”

			Ditch explained the whole ‘glowing sphere in his mind.’ This was Vox’s first encounter with his Sparkwell. It turned out, Vox’s sphere was a gray-black orb, unlike Dren’s purple one. Kara’s was white. Ditch informed Vox his Sparkwell was … average, in-depth. This, of course, was Ditch’s reply for everything, so Dren got a sense that Vox could actually be rather powerful. He’d also told Vox his Channels were ‘far less frail and feeble’ than Dren’s. Unnecessary, but Vox seemed to shine on that. Then Ditch told Vox to push the metal from his Sparkwell through his Channels.

			“Yeah, Transmute, buddy!”

			Annoyingly, Vox got the hang of it quickly. The metal-plated glove abruptly turned to a viscous silver blob like mercury. The metallic blob crawled up his arm and morphed into a helmet, complete with a visor. The visor snapped shut. “That’s … not what was intended,” Vox protested.

			“So cool,” Kara said. “How’d you do that?”

			“I did as Ditch said, with the thought ‘I don’t want to see Dren’s face,’ and this happened.”

			“Har, har,” Dren said. “Anyway, it has eyeholes. You can still see my face.”

			Vox lifted his hand, and the helmet became seamless with no slit. “There. Perfect.”

			Kara chuckled.

			Max exclaimed, [OOO, HE IS IMPERVIOUS NOW!]

			Vox then touched the helmet, it melted, and he let it go through a few more iterations, including: a small shield, an ax, a knife, a metal goblet, a frying pan, before finally returning to a square-headed hammer in his hand. He sheathed it in his belt loop. “Yeah, I’m gonna like this.”

			“You really should have stuck with the frying pan. That’d be pretty intimidating. Then you could have lines like, ‘I’m going to grill you into the ground!’ Dren said.

			“Or, ‘you lied, now you’re fried!’” Kara added.

			“That’s a good one,” Dren said. “Cooked has a lot of potential, too.”‘

			“Good point,” Kara replied, rubbing her chin in thought.

			Vox merely stared at them. “Seriously? Only you two could make something so cool so lame.”

			Ditch sighed. “I have fallen so far.”

			Dren patted Ditch on the back consolingly. “That’s okay, buddy. At least you got us.”

			Vox asked. “I just remembered. What are my attributes?”

			Vox’s stats had all gone up significantly, and Dren read them out:

			[Strength: 23.]

			[Agility: 12.]

			[Constitution: 29.]

			Dren read Kara just to see their progress:

			USER KARA: RANK: ELDER BRONZE. CLASS: WIND SEEKER

			[Strength: 21.]

			[Agility: 30.]

			[Constitution: 24.]

			Dren told her.

			“That’s just not fair,” Vox said.

			“Hey, you’re still tougher than me.”

			“Oh, big deal, you don’t have a single low attribute!”

			She brushed her shoulder. “Don’t blame me for being perfect all around.”

			“How are you thirty agility? I thought my thirty-five was impressive!” Dren griped.

			Kara placed her hands on her hips. “Uh, it is ridiculously impressive.”

			“You’re only five less agility!”

			“Yeah, that’s because I’m an Elder Bronze! You’re Elder Copper! That’s a jump and a big one at that.” Then she preened. “Also, I’m practically a prodigy and super awesome.”

			[AGREED!] Max echoed.

			Dren scratched his jaw. “Honestly, I want to rib you for your smugness, but I’m too impressed. It must be nice. You’re so … balanced. Vox and I are niche. I’m all damage but frail as glass.” Then gestured to Vox. “Whereas you’re tough as nails and soft as a kitten.”

			“I’ll show you, kitten,” Vox growled, glaring at Dren.

			[I’M CONFUSED] Max said. [IS USER VOX IMPLYING HE’S BEEN HIDING A KITTEN THIS WHOLE TIME? IF SO, THAT’S IMPRESSIVE. ALSO, A KITTEN WOULD MAKE A WORTHY ADDITION TO TEAM MAX! SOMETHING CUTE AND FLUFFY WOULD REALLY BALANCE OUT OUR FIERCE LONE WOLF NATURE.]

			Dren ignored Max, mostly because he knew they were Team Dren.

			Kara stood back, looking them over. “Now that you mention it, you two really are night and day, you know that?” she said, eyeing them standing side by side.

			Dren knew they made quite the pair, purple eyes and small, versus Vox’s giant, orange-haired bruteness and the size of a refrigerator.

			“Hey! That’s not fair!” Dren told Kara. “Remember what I looked like before we started? I’m practically a bodybuilder by comparison.” It was true, while he was still fairly … wirey, now—whether it was from his transformation or from the endless days of training—his body had packed on some hard muscle. He’d gone from “is he on a hunger strike?” to now, “I think he might hit the gym.” Arms showed some definition, and his legs felt more … more. He’d never felt more right in his own body.

			As Dren flexed, Kara put up her hands. “Wow, careful. The ladies are going to swoon wayyyy too hard.”

			Vox was staring at Ditch. “What’s wrong with the big guy?”

			Dren realized now the Gold had been quiet for a good while. “Stagatron? You okay?”

			Ditch had his hand to the ground, utterly in a trance. Every fiber in Ditch’s body appeared rigid, eyes fixed.

			He’d never seen Ditch like this before.

			“Uh, this is kind of weirding me out. Ditch?” Kara said.

			Dren followed Ditch’s gaze.

			Little pebbles all across the stone pillar were vibrating.

			A distant rumble and the vibrating grew until the pebbles hovered.

			Kara swallowed. “Um, guys? I don’t like this …”

			[OH NO. THIS IS BAD. THIS IS VERY, VERY BAD] Max said, sounding more worried than Dren had ever heard him. [USER? WE HAVE TO GO.]

			“What’s happening?” Vox called over the sound of the rising rumble.

			Ditch looked up toward the sky.

			Dren knew before Ditch spoke, and the words only confirmed the horrible truth. “He’s come.”

			Before Dren could say anything, a rolling thunder boomed across the Trial. It reverberated through the sky and crashed off the endless stone pillars, rolling over them like a tidal wave. Dren’s soul shuddered at the sound of it. No, not thunder, he realized. Laughter.

			The laughter of a God.

			Deep and ominous.

			The God of Chaos had come.
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			Chapter 20

			Blightwing had come.

			[USER?] Max called. [UM, USER, I THINK I’VE OFFICIALLY SOILED MYSELF.]

			Fear welled up inside Dren, raging against the barrier of his cool indifference.

			He looked at the others.

			Surprisingly, Kara and Vox were looking at him.

			“What do we do?” Kara asked.

			Dren turned to Ditch and called over the sound of laughter, “Ditch, do we run?”

			Ditch was silent as he knelt. Expression etched from granite, the stag-man pressed his hand to the pillar’s surface, and orange essence flowed in and out of his arms.

			“What’s he doing?” Vox asked over the rising rumble.

			[OOO, DITCH IS READING THE MAGICAL AURA OF THE TRIALS. THOUGH I DO NOT KNOW WHY.]

			Kara shouted, competing with the thunderous laughter, “He can’t touch us inside here, can he?”

			Ditch stopped whatever he was doing and stood, speaking over the echoing laughter, “He is, as far as you or I are concerned, the God of Chaos. He can unmake anything in his presence. We must get out.”

			“But if we die in here—” Vox began.

			Ditch cut him off, “—Then we die for good. Blightwing has changed the fabric of this place.”

			Dren’s heart skipped a beat, and he understood as Max said it aloud, [OH, THAT’S WHAT HE WAS SENSING FOR. HE MUST HAVE FELT A SHIFT IN THE TRIAL’S AMBIENT ENERGY. THAT’S … REALLY NOT GREAT.]

			True death.

			“Not good …” Kara said, backing up.

			[VERY NOT GOOD.]

			Vox was already at the pillar’s edge. “Like hells I’m staying here!”

			The world shook, the sky turning dark, and hundreds of Stone Gargoyles bounded into the air. They weren’t alone. Dozens of other stone creatures shambled over the landscape. Dren watched in awe and horror. As if spurred on by a forest fire, the creatures fled. Stone Spiders, including the one the size of a semi-truck, crawled past them, avoiding the pillar Dren and company stood on. Thundering through the passes below, Dren’s vision illuminated a name tag:

			[NAME: STONE GOLEM.]

			[RANK: ELDER GOLD.]

			The boss of this place, Dren realized. All of them, running, fleeing, as if in any direction away.

			Then the rumbling became a sudden crack, and in the distance, Dren saw it.

			The pillars.

			They crashed, one after another, like dominos, toward them.

			“Uh, yeah, we should definitely run!”

			“Go!” Ditch shouted.

			The single word was almost swallowed as the whole pillar beneath them shuddered, sending Dren and the others to their knees. Then, collapsing like a giant cut at the knees, their pillar began to topple.

			Oh gods.

			It was going to smash into another pillar.

			[JUMP, JUMP, JUMP, JUMP!] Max shouted.

			Dren jumped yet was smacked by something. Rattled, he twirled in the air and saw his attacker. Stone wings beat, and he saw a fiendish face with claws and red eyes. The Stone Gargoyle lunged for him again. Even while plummeting through the air, Dren saw the Gargoyle looked … off, tainted. It had black and orange skin that bubbled as if it was dunked in boiling tar and lava.

			[NAME: STONE GARGOYLE.]

			[RANK: BRONZE.]

			[EFFECT: CORRUPTED] Max shouted, confirming Dren’s theory, and the Gargoyle swooped toward him, claws extended.

			Suddenly a Wind Arrow smashed into the Gargoyle.

			This sent it off course just enough that another toppling giant pillar slammed into the creature, pulverizing it.

			That still left Dren with a fall to his untimely death.

			Wind rushing about him, Dren saw ground hurtling toward them with a swiftly dwindling counter in his glasses that read:

			[Eighty feet.]

			[Seventy feet.]

			[Sixty feet.]

			The numbers flashed by.

			Max shouted [WE ARE GOING TOO FAST, USER! HOVERBOOTS CANNOT SUSTAIN A FALL FROM THIS HEIGHT WITHOUT BREAKING LIMBS!]

			Gah dammit!

			[Fifty feet.]

			[Forty feet.]

			Time slowed. Dren pushed Moon through his Channels and into his fingers. He needed to get near the collapsing pillar as he fell, but it was too far.

			[Thirty feet.]

			Seeing a boulder tumbling at his side, Dren kicked off of it, then slammed his purple fingers like an ice pick into a pillar that was also crumbling. This did the trick, and it slowed Dren’s descent just enough.

			[Twenty.]

			[Ten.]

			Just when he thought he was safe, the ground beneath him broke open. A fissure split the stone landscape as if the ground were trying to engulf them all.

			“You’ve got to be kidding me!” Dren bellowed.

			[NOT GOOD!] Max called.

			Kara shouted, “Diiiiiitch!”

			Suddenly, roots burst out of the ground, weaving and intertwining in the last moment. The hoverboots activated, and Dren landed in the safety net of roots like a makeshift trampoline.

			Kara, with a gust of Wind, alighted at his side. “Are you hurt?”

			He lifted the boots to look at them. “Fine,” he breathed, barely believing it. Then looked over and saw Ditch and Vox plummeting. They landed with a thud, rattling the ground.

			Vox stood stock-still, staring about as the world rumbled. “Ash and shadow …”

			[OOO, DITCH SAVED HIM! HE MUST CARE MORE FOR VOX THAN YOU. THAT MAKES SENSE.]

			“Vox, you all right, buddy?” Dren asked.

			Vox nodded but shuddered. “Yeah, but let’s … never … ever … do that … again …”

			[WAIT, ISN’T OUR GOLD SUPPOSED TO NOT INTERFERE DIRECTLY?] Max asked.

			Yeah. Dren hadn’t forgotten that. Dren looked at Ditch. Something about Ditch’s interference and sudden rescue nagged at him. Ditch’s … arm? Was he hiding it behind his cloak? Dren didn’t have any time to question.

			Kara cried out. “Rocks! Lots of them!” Above them, the rumbling grew, and more pillars collapsed. Boulders and stone shards fell like a rain of arrows.

			Vines whipped out from Ditch’s body, bursting rocks to dust. “Go!” the stag-man ordered. “Make it to the portal!”

			Dren spotted the portal. It sat a hundred paces away, glowing bronze, while the pillars crumbled all about. “Come on!” Kara called, tugging on Dren’s arm, and together they sprinted. The Trials reverberated, the ground shuddering beneath them as more pillars leaned and fell. Stone showered them, cutting little slices into Dren’s body. When bigger boulders fell, Kara was there, hands glowing white. She summoned Wind Shields, and rock broke against the flowing barriers. She was weakening quickly. He did his part as well. Moon coating his fingers, Dren smashed chunks that got too near.

			[SPELL: AMETHYST CLAWS!] Max shouted.

			A particularly large boulder hurtled down. It crashed against the Wind Shield and sent Kara to her knees. “I can’t hold them all!”

			“Max, how do we get out of this!?” Dren shouted.

			[DITCH IS OUR ONLY ANSWER!]

			He growled. “I was afraid you were going to say that.”

			Kara’s Wind Shield shattered. A moment later, a rock hurtled toward Dren, and he was too slow to dodge. Then Vox was there. His hammer morphed into a shield of pure metal, and he smashed the rock aside.

			Dren nodded his thanks.

			Vox returned the gesture, only for more stones to fall like hail.

			Too many.

			“Ditch!” Dren shouted, searching for the stag-man amid the raining rock. “Help!”

			As if summoned by his cry, gnarled roots burst from the ground. Hundreds of them. Thousands, like a sea of wild brown tentacles. The flailing roots batted aside the falling debris, smashing them to dust. Still, the pillars fell, groaning. A huge stone the size of a skyscraper fell down toward them, and the three stood with nowhere to run. This was it … In a flash of movement, there was a cloak fluttering, and Ditch appeared. With inhuman strength, the stag-man held up the pillar, groaning against the colossal weight. The pillar groaned back, rocks shifted, continuing their descent, but a dozen roots as thick as tree trunks erupted from the ground. The thick roots shot out at all angles and entangled the giant pillar, keeping the shifting rocks in place. Ditch summoned more and more vines, creating a protected tunnel with a direct path to the portal.

			Again, there was something in Ditch’s eyes as he did it.

			A light in his eyes that burned brightly yet flickered.

			“Go,” Ditch said.

			Together, they dashed, fleeing the onslaught, the rumbling sound of laughter following them as they leaped through the bronze Portal of Stone back into Harin.

			Outside the Trials, they landed on the grassy plains.

			Ditch was the last one out, and he rose, emerald green eyes burning but slowly dimming.

			Max was panting in Dren’s ear. [OH MY, THAT WAS INTENSE. NICE JOB PUNCHING THINGS WITH YOUR FINGERS, USER. THAT WAS QUITE EFFECTIVE. I STILL DISAGREE ON AMETHYST CLAWS VERSUS GRAVITY FINGERS. BUT I THINK I’M COMING AROUND.]

			“Yeah, let’s keep the gravity bit to the punch.” It was true. Dren was surprised he’d used his Moon powers so easily. In tandem with his agility, he really felt his powers coming together. Yet Blightwing’s echoing laughter lingered like cobwebs in his mind.

			“You three okay?” Ditch asked.

			They each nodded.

			“I think so, but that was way too close,” Kara said, brushing her once-white shirt, now coated in stone dust.

			“You’re telling me,” Vox agreed, rising.

			“Dren?” Kara asked.

			Dren was distracted. He took in the scene. Bjorn, the giant warhorse, was exactly where they’d left him, munching contentedly on some grass as if nothing had happened. Then Dren looked at the portals. Something about them seemed alarming. Each colored gateway crackled with violent energy.

			[OH NO. I SENSE CHAOS INFECTED THE TRIALS TO THE CORE … ]

			All nine portals flickered and began to shrink. No!

			Dren ran back toward them as the colored gateways continued to diminish. “Someone help me!” He scavenged for something, anything to keep them open, but saw only grass and the ancient stone seating. “We need to keep them open!”

			“What are we supposed to do?” Kara asked, frantic.

			“Something, anything!” Dren growled and turned. He pushed Moon through his Channels and snarled, “I won’t let you close.” Forming his Amethyst Claws, Dren reached out, only for Ditch to catch his wrist.

			The others simply watched, knowing what Dren already knew.

			Ditch spoke the words, “Blightwing is unmaking the Trials. You cannot stop it.”

			Dren tore his wrist free from Ditch’s grip. He didn’t try again, letting the Moon retreat back up his Channels and into his Sparkwell. He could only watch as the portals diminished and then finally faded out. Dren sank to his knees.

			“This is all wrong,” Kara said. “We needed that time! Without the Trials, we’re stuck at these ranks. I mean, at least you both ranked up. Still though, a Copper, an Elder Copper, and an Elder Bronze against Blightwing and his hordes?”

			“There has to be another way,” Vox replied.

			Dren was still on his knees, trying to escape the finality of despair, when Max spoke.

			[UH … USER?]

			By now, Dren knew when Max was using that tone, he needed to listen.

			“It’s much worse than that,” Ditch said.

			They all followed his gaze. On the horizon was billowing smoke, orange and a terrible inky black.

			Dread filled Dren, and he joined the others, standing together.

			“It’s him … isn’t it?” Kara asked, breathless.

			“Ash … and … shadow …” Vox cursed. “That is death incarnate.”

			“Chaos,” Ditch corrected. “A God.”

			Max somehow sent the sensation of shivering as he muttered [OH MY. OH NO … OH … USER? CAN WE START RUNNING YET AGAIN?]

			Dren couldn’t deny his legs wanted to flee, and yet … He found himself speaking, “We have to face him.”

			[LOOK AT YOU, USER! BOLD, BRAVE, AND TOTALLY IDIOTIC!]

			Dren repeated, louder, to the others, “We have to face him!”

			Kara rubbed her temples. “That was the plan, Dren, when we thought we would get higher than Elder Copper and Elder Bronze. We’re pests to him. Not even that.”

			Dren watched the path of the inky clouds. He still couldn’t see Blightwing yet, but he felt that was a good thing. According to Ditch, seeing Blightwing in person could drive one mad.

			Dren stepped forward, seeing the path of the clouds. He looked back over his shoulder toward the cities surrounding The World Tree and the bubble that encased it all like an oversized snow globe. “It’s the cities and The World Tree. That’s what he wants, isn’t it?”

			Kara nodded. “The last bastion of Harin.”

			That’s what Dren remembered Kara mentioning when they had entered the city. That it was a holdout. A final stalwart defense against Blightwing’s destruction. They weren’t saved. They were just cattle driven to one spot for Blightwing to kill. He voiced this. “We can’t let him get any closer,” Dren said, feeling Moon churn inside him, deep and resonant. Unconsciously a little bit came to his fingers. “We have to try.”

			[OH MAN, WHY DID I BOND TO SOMEONE WITH A GOD COMPLEX?]

			“No,” Ditch said with finality.

			They all looked at the big cloaked Gold whose thick chain glowed.

			The stag-man watched the quickly approaching rolling orange and black clouds. He still hid his right arm, keeping it wrapped in his cloak.

			“What do you mean no?” Dren asked. “What are we supposed to do then? Why train if not to make a stand?”

			Ditch gripped Dren’s shoulder. “This is not your fight. You three must make it to the city and face the true threat.”

			“Wait, Blightwing’s not the true threat?” Dren asked.

			Grave lines transformed Ditch’s face. “You three aren’t the only Champions.”

			“You’re talking about Blightwing’s Champion, aren’t you?” Kara said in realization.

			Dren remembered Sepharina’s words. Eternals chose Champions. Blightwing was an Eternal. “Oh yeah, I forgot that giant winged turd could choose someone.”

			“Who did he choose?” Kara asked.

			Vox lifted his hand, his hammer morphed, covering his fist. “Who cares who it is? We just need to pound him into slag, right? Easy.”

			“Sure, Vox,” said Kara. “You’re sort of forgetting that Blightwing is gonna choose someone much higher rank than two Coppers and an Elder Bronze. Harin is limited by its powerful Seekers, but whoever he chooses, we should fear.”

			Vox snarled. “Bronze, Silver, Gold, who cares.”

			“I care,” Kara said. “You still don’t get it, do you? We’ll have no chance against a Gold, Vox. He doesn’t care about your stupid bravado.”

			Vox turned his metal fist back into a hammer and sheathed it, grumbling.

			Dren jumped in quickly, “Uh, hold on, guys, aren’t we forgetting something?”

			The three looked at him.

			[THE BUBBLE!] Max declared.

			“Blightwing’s Champion, Gold or not, can’t pass the barrier,” Dren said. “We’re safe!”

			There was a pregnant pause.

			Dren looked at Ditch, who was … uncomfortably silent. “Uh, right, Ditch? Buddy?”

			Ditch let out a long, heavy breath. “That might have been the case, but … not anymore. A week ago, Ar’ingra’din, home of the Great Mage Tower, was besieged by Blightwing and his horde.”

			“And … that’s bad how?”

			“Ar’ingra’din housed a powerful relic of armor. One that can negate magic.”

			Dren swallowed the growing lump in his throat, beginning to put the pieces together. “And let me guess this armor, it can even nullify an Eternal Rank spell?”

			Ditch grunted the horrifying truth.

			Kara went pale.

			Vox muttered a low string of curses. “Great, so this Chaos Champion can get inside. What then?”

			Ditch replied, “If they are powerful enough, a Champion of Blightwing can open rifts of Chaos.”

			[OH, THAT’S BAD. UH, USER, THAT MEANS BLIGHTWING’S HORDES CAN ENTER.]

			Dren had an image of men and women and beasts, infected by Chaos, flesh blistering with black and orange—just like the beetle, or that twisted Stone Gargoyle—running rampant across the cities, ravaging everything from the inside out like weevils inside a loaf of bread, eating it away. He shivered. “Okay … that’s not good.”

			“That’s not all,” Kara said.

			“Oh c’mon, what else could possibly be worse?” Vox asked.

			She looked up at the sun in the sky. “Today is the start of the Summer Solstice, isn’t it?”

			Ditch grunted. “It is.”

			“The council meets every year on the Summer Solstice,” Kara said in a cold tone. “Each of the leaders of the nine cities, all in one place …” A look of horror passed across her face as she looked at Dren, eyes wide. “Dren, he’s going to kill the whole council.”

			“Not if we stop him,” Dren said.

			“But Blightwing …” Kara began.

			“Do not worry about the God of Chaos,” Ditch said. “My Mistress has been preparing for this day of sacrifice.”

			Vox gulped. “Did you just say … sacrifice?”

			Ditch gave a slow nod.

			Kara shook her head. “I … I don’t understand. Sepharina’s an Eternal too. She can take Blightwing, can’t she?”

			Ditch’s green eyes blazed dimly as he watched the turbulent orange and black clouds. “Blightwing’s power only grows as his Chaos dominates the lands. His anger and strength are fed by unrest in the realms above. She is the Goddess of Life, and with Chaos ravaging the lands, her power has been … diminished, as of late. Weakened as she is, my mistress stands little chance in a prolonged battle, and all battles among Eternals are … prolonged.”

			These words sank into the three, and Dren shivered.

			[OH, THAT’S VERY BAD. LIKE, IF I HAD PANTS, THEY WOULD BE SOILED BAD.]

			“If she’s going to lose,” Vox said, echoing Dren’s thoughts bluntly. “We can’t let her fight.”

			Kara exclaimed. “And how exactly can we stop a battle between Eternals?”

			Vox rolled his shoulders. “Hey, don’t look at me. I’m just pointing out the obvious. If the Goddess of Life dies, I think we’re all pretty screwed.”

			[THAT IS A FAIRLY GOOD SUMMATION. A LIFE GODDESS DYING SOUNDS PRETTY BAD. ALSO, I LIKE SEPHARINA.]

			“Me too, Max. Me too.” Dren raised his hand. “Sorry, Max and I aren’t really on board with the whole Sepharina sacrificing herself.”

			“You cannot stop it,” Ditch answered.

			“But we can try.”

			Ditch rubbed his chin, trying to find the words as he replied, “This is a battle long destined, young Master Dren. Ages before you were ever born.”

			Dren shrugged. “So? I like getting in the middle of things I’m not supposed to. It’s kind of my thing.”

			Vox said, “That’s way too accurate.”

			“And getting others mixed in, too,” Kara said.

			Vox grunted his agreement.

			“Exactly! The more, the merrier,” Dren replied, slapping Vox’s back jovially.

			“Well, you just might get your chance,” Ditch admitted.

			“How so?” Kara asked.

			“Eternals’ fights are never short. The fight may last years.”

			“Years?” Dren asked.

			Ditch nodded. “They are Eternals. Without a clear path to victory, a clear weakness to exploit, it is never easy to take down a God.” Ditch looked up toward the branches spread from The World Tree’s impossibly wide trunk. They blended with the clouds, hiding the realms above. There was a glimmer in Ditch’s eyes. “Moreover,” a smile creased the man’s lips, “she won’t go down easy. Your task is set. You must stop Blightwing’s Champion and save the council.”

			As much as Dren hated it, he knew Ditch was right.

			Kara bit her lip. “Dren, I don’t know how long the council will meet. If we’re going to warn them, we need to get there before it’s too late.”

			[THE CLOCK IS TICKING, TICKTOCK, TICKTOCK!] Max declared.

			Dren nodded, and Vox hefted his hammer.

			They now all faced Ditch and a heavy weight filled the air … as if this was a turning point.

			Dren knew what it was.

			A goodbye.

			Ditch’s silhouette was outlined by turbulent black clouds. His clothes wavered in the Wind. His arm was still hidden, wrapped in his woolen cloak. Dren realized, even now, despite the commanding presence of the Gold, the agony he’d caused Dren with his endless pebbles, and his sparse accolades, Dren cared for the man, and he felt a heaviness in his chest as Ditch spoke, “It seems our time is up. It was an honor guiding you three. I admit, I was … doubtful,” he said with a small smile, “but proven wrong. I now see what Sepharina saw in you.”

			“This … this is all too soon,” Kara said, shaking her head and brushing away a tear. “We’re still not strong enough. We’re supposed to be more. Instead, we’re two Coppers and an Elder Bronze …”

			Ditch chuckled. “Not for long.”

			The way he said it. Dren felt a ray of hope when, only moments before, he was consumed with despair.

			Ditch glanced up at the tree. “I think the tree will change that if you three can survive this day.”

			[OOO, VERY INSPIRING! SEE, YOU GET MAD AT ME WHEN I SAY SOMETHING LIKE THAT, BUT WHEN DITCH SAYS IT, IT’S A ROUSING CALL TO ACTION. I SENSE A DOUBLE STANDARD.]

			Dren rolled his eyes. “You just tell me my chances to die, Max. That’s totally different.”

			As if in response to Ditch’s words, a blast of Wind rushed over the plains, pressing the grass flat and colliding with the four on the hilltop. Vox made his hammer into a sword, stabbing it into the ground. Dren slammed his Amethyst Claws to root him in place, peering through the sudden maelstrom. Kara stood as the Wind parted about her like a ship’s bow parting waves.

			[UH OH, NOT GOOD.]

			Abruptly, the Wind stopped, and an eerie silence replaced it.

			“His arrival,” Ditch said ominously.

			Dren felt a rumbling in his gut, teeth jarring as billowing black and orange clouds raced across the plains like a volcano’s eruption, rolling toward them.

			A tidal wave of thick, inky malevolence.

			“Oh gods …” Dren whispered.

			The others made similar sounds of fear.

			[UH USER? ARE WE RUNNING?]

			BOOM.

			The sound rattled his bones and turned his blood to ice.

			Dren knew what that was … 

			Footsteps.

			Laughter echoed from within the dark clouds.

			“Go,” Ditch called.

			“We can’t leave you!” Kara answered.

			“It’s too late for me anyway,” Ditch said.

			“What do you mean?” Vox asked.

			Slowly, Ditch revealed the arm that he had been hiding behind his cloak. Dren’s heart sank as he saw what he feared. Ditch’s arm was far from whole. Chunks of flesh were missing. Even now, the stag-man was fading, disintegrating, like ashen embers caught by a stray Wind.

			“No …” Kara said. “No, no, no, no.” Tears sprang to her eyes. “We have to stop it! We just have to find a powerful Flesh Seeker or Sepharina! She can heal you, right? You two are bonded in some way. I know it!”

			“We are one and the same, and yet different. It’s a long story. One I had hoped to tell you one day. Perhaps she can in my stead if you can climb the tree and end this …” Ditch said with a small smile.

			Dren’s heart felt cold.

			Vox roared. “Dammit! It can’t be like this!”

			Orange-black portals split the air, appearing all across the plains.

			Max spoke with a tremor in his voice,

			[SPELL NAME: ENDLESS VOID PORTALS.]

			[RANK: ETERNAL.]

			“Oh, hells …” Dren breathed in horror.

			Creatures marched out of the portals, aberrations of all kinds. Each a horrified fiend, walking on gangly limbs like spiders or squat like bears, yet each was twisted … unholy. With too many eyes or limbs sticking out at odd angles. Each had charred orange and black skin as if charcoaled and burning from an insatiable furnace inside of them. Their eyes glowed orange. The unholy beasts seemed to stare into Dren’s soul.

			Name tags flooded his vision, each with a variant title:

			[Chaos Spider.]

			[Chaos Bear.]

			They were each of a varying rank, most ranging from Copper to Silver.

			“What are those?” Vox gulped.

			“Aberrations,” Ditch replied. “Creatures of this land turned by Blightwing’s Chaos.”

			Then Dren saw them … and he shivered. Standing like generals beyond the legions were hollow-looking people, maybe a dozen, each adorned in battle-worn armor or ragged mage-like clothing, and a name tag appeared:

			[Chaos Human.]

			Dren felt his blood boil.

			“There’s Humans down there,” Kara said, seeing the backline of men and women with fiery burning eyes. “I’ve heard rumors … but I didn’t really think they were real …”

			“They’re real,” Ditch said, and his gravely monotone was now filled with a bitter loathing. “You must be careful of them. As they kill, they get stronger, and teams of Seekers band together. Any race can be turned, but Humans are the easiest. As they get stronger, they can hide their Chaos, pretending to look Human, aside from their eyes. But they are anything but. Each is consumed with the will of Blightwing. A single desire in their corrupted hearts: to turn the world to Chaos.”

			Dren shuddered. The notion was terrifying—of Chaos-infected beings pretending to be Human, hiding among them. Yet these men and women of Chaos standing amid the monsters looked Human but without souls. Even from miles away, their stares filled him with despair and horror.

			More creatures poured forth from the portals, hundreds. No, thousands, and they darkened the once-green plains. The clouds, black and orange, were drawing nearer.

			Dren realized he was being shaken. Ditch was staring down at him, face grave and perilous. How long had Dren been frozen in his trance? Ditch spoke vehemently. “Dren, listen to me, take the others, and flee. You must go now!”

			“We can’t leave you.”

			Kara spoke, sounding pained, “Dren … I think he’s right … we can’t stop this. Not here …”

			“Listen to her, Dren. This is not your final stand. I will hold them off and slow down their advance, but you three must live to fight another day.”

			Dren opened his mouth when—

			BOOM.

			Another wave of air smashed into them, sending him sprawling.

			In a daze, he looked up into the churning smoke and saw it:

			A claw, titanic and otherworldly, stomped down. Just a glimpse and lightning forked from where it imprinted in the ground. Where it stomped, a mountain was leveled. It hurt Dren’s mind, trying to comprehend the enormity and scale of the being within. Grass shriveled. He felt gravity upturn itself, and he grew light on his feet. Water from the waterskin at his belt drifted into the air. Everything was breaking.

			Ditch pulled him up with one hand. “FLEE!”

			The Gold had been shouting it, but they’d been rooted in place as if held by a spell once more.

			Distantly, Dren took in what had happened, seeing the name tag on the ability Ditch had created:

			[Spell: Nature’s Safe Haven.]

			[Rank: Gold.]

			A nature’s barrier—a glowing green shield—surrounded them in a cone, just like Sepharina’s, if far weaker. The Chaos was spreading around them, issuing out. Kara and Vox were both on their knees, clasping their heads in agony. Bjorn, the giant warhorse, was also inside the barrier, snorting in terror. Roots held the steed in place. Somehow Dren’s mind still clung to sanity, if barely. Max, however, muttered incoherently, and Dren understood. Max was taking the brunt of whatever Blightwing was sending at them. More importantly, Ditch was holding back Chaos. Yet even now, he saw the Gold was failing, disintegrating. The green glow that protected them was cracking. Ditch’s body was growing vague, his right arm fading away faster.

			“I can fight it. Let me help!” Dren shouted.

			Ditch held his gaze, and time seemed to slow. “It won’t hold, Dren.”

			Dren shook his head, and images of Tressa’s face appeared before him. Pleading, calling out to him. He shook it free and replied back over the roar, the smoke, and the aberrations marching closer. “I can’t leave you … I can’t … Not again.”

			“I know.”

			Sudden roots sprang up, encircling him. “No! What are you doing?” Dren called.

			Ditch neared and touched Kara and Vox. That simple touch and Kara and Vox’s eyes cleared, though it seemed to drain the Gold even more—part of his arm and chest fading into nothing. “Take him,” Ditch instructed, pointing to Dren, wrapped in roots. “I cannot hold Chaos back much longer.”

			Kara opened her mouth to protest, the billowing smoke and army of Chaos almost upon them.

			Vox’s jaw tightened, then he grabbed Dren. “I’m sorry, Dren.”

			“No!” Dren snarled. “No, don’t do this! Let me go!”

			Kara helped Vox, and with Wind, they bound Dren to the saddle and jumped on Bjorn. Kara was the last to mount the horse. Dren shouted, raging against his bonds, watching as Ditch unraveled the roots holding them and the terrified animal who tried to flee the nightmare that approached. Immediately, the fetters around Bjorn fell, and they bound forth toward the cities and The World Tree in the distance, a world-eating dragon and his army on their heels. As they galloped out of view, Dren’s last image was of Ditch—alone on that hilltop—the Gold’s barrier fading.
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			Chapter 21

			Sepharina looked down from her World Portal, her infinite place where she saw everything, and she knew it was time. Time to begin a war she was going to lose. Yet there was always a chance, always a ray of hope. That’s what Ditch would have said, at least.

			For so long, she’d watched at the edges, yearned to save, yet it wasn’t her place to interfere in mortal events directly. That’s what the Seraphs had made her vow as she undertook ascending to the rank of Eternal. As for the ‘why,’ they had been … elusive. Nevertheless, their words had rung true, the mortals’ need was palpable. Even now, the image of them was seared into her mind—those glowing ephemeral beings of transcendence. So she had conceded and vowed. Of course, there were minor ways to bend that rule. Choosing Champions had been one way. Sending out her right hand had been another. Now, all was in Chaos. There was no standing aside anymore, not as the home she loved, the realm she’d grown up in, was being torn apart before her very eyes.

			The World Portal had a diaphanous nature. A dreamy quality.

			About her was a simple room with even simpler furnishings.

			A wood table, a small hearth, and little pieces of her past. She’d created it all, a perfect replica of her room as a child in the Great Tree—a towering tree in the center of the forest where her family had once lived. That is before it became The World Tree.

			Every item about the room had a fond memory attached to it from when she’d been nothing but a frail Unranked with only a spark of hope.

			In her hands was a tiny rabbit figurine.

			Her thumb caressed the polished wood surface.

			It was a replacement. The original one her father had crafted was centuries gone … This one was as close as she could remember. Just like the one he’d gifted her on Alban Eilir, or The Spring Equinox. He’d cupped her chin as her people danced amid the falling autumn leaves, and in that moment, all had felt right with the world. A time before the Great War. Before she had become … what she is now. A time when everything was full of hope.

			Setting her teeth, Sepharina set down the small figurine she’d never see again and summoned her Eternal-rank Divine Emerald Plate. Thick vines swirled over her body. They solidified into flowing heaven-made armor with flares of vines and roots at the shoulder. She raised her hand, and a spear of pure emerald light formed in her fist.

			Name tags floated in her vision, her spell: Divine Nature—which was perhaps one of her most powerful abilities—one that could see both something’s inherent nature and, more importantly, its potential.

			ITEM: THE DIVINE EMERALD SPEAR.

			RANK: LEGENDARY

			LEGENDARY ENCHANTMENT: RAPID GROWTH

			POTENTIAL: MAXIMUM POTENTIAL REACHED.

			With a final heavy breath, she said goodbye to her tiny abode, hefted her spear, and flew from her World Portal. The Wind whistled in her ears as she spotted her destination. A tiny green dot amid a sea of Chaos-riddled aberrations.

			Aberrations filled her vision.

			That wasn’t the true threat.

			It was the giant dragon behind the dark army—a creature big enough to swallow mountains. Only glimpses of Blightwing’s black-orange and armored body could be seen inside the rolling inky clouds.

			Sepharina let out a cry and slammed her spear down into the ground in the heart of the advancing army with enough force to quake the land for miles. An ionizing wave made the nearest thousand creatures vanish into nothing. Not from hurricane-force winds but from the absolute force of her will. Still, thousands more swarmed. Blackened and orange-mottled bears, spiders, wolves, and other fiendish beasts, each cursed by Chaos. With a sharp breath, Sepharina struck The Divine Emerald Spear against the ground once more while green threads of Nature coursed through her vast ocean-like Channels.

			SPELL: NATURE’S SAFE HAVEN.

			RANK: ETERNAL.

			POTENTIAL: MAXIMUM POTENTIAL REACHED

			It was perhaps her second-strongest spell.

			The same spell that protected the Nine Cities.

			This one, however, she made much smaller. After all, she was only trying to protect one individual, not countless. Not yet, at least. A translucent force field like a bubble formed around her, shielding her and the one she’d come to save.

			Ditch rose, his clothes torn to ribbons.

			With a hand, she reached out, and his wounds knit. He was bound by her life force and her vow. He faded as she did by taking such direct actions, but there was no other choice.

			Ditch’s face was filled with a mix of guilt and conviction. “I couldn’t just watch …”

			“I know. You did exactly as I would have done.”

			“I see it now. What you saw in him and the others.”

			“I told you,” she said with a small smile. “I see potential.”

			Ditch grunted. “Is that a compliment?”

			Aberrations, monsters, and the like uselessly clawed at the translucent bubble, trying to tear it to shreds.

			Ditch grabbed the chain around his neck. “Do you mind?”

			“You can still live …”

			“I have lived again because of you.”

			It was true. She had found Ditch, a Warden, dying long ago—and had used much of her life force to bring him back. Now he was as much a part of her as she was of him. They were bound. She knew without Ditch’s life force—her life force—she’d never be able to contend with Blightwing’s strength. “Are you certain?” she asked, touching the chain at his neck.

			Ditch’s eyes were full of conviction, ignoring the clawing monsters and the dragon looming, nearing. “More certain than I have ever been.”

			Sepharina bowed her head and let her power flow into the thick chain. It snapped. Ditch’s power radiated like a second-sun.

			“Let us finish this,” Ditch said, touching Sepharina.

			And he faded, absorbing back into her.

			Immediately, immense power filled Sepharina—a part of her life force she’d long forgotten. It felt like a limb returning that had been severed. She still felt Ditch in her soul, and he spoke in her mind, more thought than anything, a feeling of eagerness, of impatience—a drive to decimate any and all enemies before them.

			She turned to face her ancient foe. Blightwing’s raging volcano of smoke had stopped, and his face appeared. He had a maw wide enough to swallow small cities. Twin eyes, each massive, malice, and loathing fixed on her as she stood, a tiny figure beneath him.

			Blightwing’s mouth spread in a grin, and his voice thunderous over his minions, “THERE YOU ARE. I HAVE BEEN WAITING …”

			“I have nothing to say to you.”

			“COME NOW, THAT IS NO WAY TO TREAT AN OLD FRIEND. WHY HAVE YOU COME?”

			“I will not let you take this land nor its inhabitants.”

			Blightwing’s voice rolled again, “IT IS TOO LATE. BESIDES, YOU ARE TOO WEAK.”

			She smiled. “I am not as weak as you think.”

			Sepharina lifted a hand and pulled from her seemingly bottomless Sparkwell. Then she pushed torrential amounts of Nature through her Channels.

			SPELL: ENTANGLE.

			RANK: ETERNAL.

			Thick roots of The World Tree, mammoth in their girth, shot out, wrapping around Blightwing’s body. They snared his limbs that were obscured in shadow and clouds of smoke. At the same time, she sent out a wave of healing.

			NATURE’S RENEW.

			RANK: ETERNAL.

			Aberrations that clawed at her spell began to snarl and screech. Chaos began to burn, then vanish—the bubbled skin, the orange eyes all faded, returning to normal. Their previous name tags returned in her vision.

			Giant Spiders.

			Savage Elks.

			Longtooth Bears.

			The creatures bolted—beneath Sepharina’s protection that kept Chaos at bay—the woodland beasts fled into the hills and woods.

			“ENOUGH!” Blightwing bellowed, snapping the gargantuan roots holding him back.

			Suddenly, a claw, the size of a hill, slammed into her, and she was catapulted through the air.

			They battled, clashing, rattling earth, shaking sky, resounding for miles.

			But Sepharina knew this wasn’t the place to battle. Their fight would tear Harin apart and destroy the very thing she was seeking to protect.

			So as Blightwing moved to strike again, she lunged and grabbed him and cast her most powerful spell.

			SPELL: NATURE’S ASCENDANCY.

			RANK: ETERNAL.

			A transport spell.

			They flew upward, faster and faster, past the other four realms, higher still … 

			Until they landed, breaking the final veil.

			Sepharina took in her new surroundings.

			Her vision read the title:

			Realm of the Celestial: the highest realm.

			An ethereal light suffused the air but above were wispy clouds. Beyond that was a night sky with a kaleidoscope of radiant stars. The floor was like mirrored glass and extended for miles.

			She knew this was only one area, one facet, to the vast Celestial Realm.

			In the center—if there was such a thing to this place—was a spindly Golden Tree.

			Floating in the tree’s heart, she saw it.

			The Seraphs Key.

			Glowing and resplendent.

			ITEM: ARTIFACT.

			The name and rarity of the item burned a bloody crimson in her vision with little motes of gold, giving the aura of a treasure chest glittering with coins enough to drown the world.

			Despite her rank, Sepharina yearned to touch it, to grasp its power.

			But it was untouchable by either of them.

			A spell stronger than even an Eternal guarded it … waiting for the one to seize it.

			She pushed aside the urge and faced her enemy. At the same time, she assumed her true form, letting her power materialize like a flower unfurling its petals to the sun, and she grew bigger and bigger until she matched Blightwing’s monumental stature. Her Divine Emerald Spear was large enough now that if she dropped it, it would level a city.

			The dragon was now revealed. The clouds obscuring his form had mostly disappeared with their assent.

			She saw him truly.

			Black and orange scales, wicked spikes protruding from his massive body of unparalleled strength. She knew a single claw of his could stamp out life in the tens of thousands, vanquishing kingdoms as if they were brittle twigs. His eyes, reddish like all Chaos-infected, were enormous as he stared hatefully at her. Two wings, leathery and ragged, spread out behind him, fanning out like impossibly wide sails. A colossal tail snaked back and forth like a cobra waiting to strike.

			He was the image of Chaos incarnate.

			Sepharina spoke, voice booming through the hallowed space, “This is our battleground. This is where your Chaos and death ends …” Though she knew the fault in those words as soon as she spoke them.

			Blightwing gave a toothy smile. “YOU KNOW AS WELL AS I THAT WHILE I LIVE, MY CHAOS SPREADS … IT CANNOT BE CONTAINED. IT SEEPS INTO EACH OF THE FOUR REALMS. YOUR LITTLE CHAMPIONS WILL BE SWALLOWED BY IT IF THEY ARE NOT KILLED BY MY OWN CHAMPION FIRST …”

			She scoffed. “Karifas is weak.”

			“AH, BUT WHAT IF THAT IS NOT MY TRUE CHAMPION?” Blightwing said, eyes glimmering with hatred and a flicker of amusement.

			She hesitated. “It doesn’t matter. They won’t fail. I know their potential … they will shake the very foundations of this world.”

			“YOU KNOW POTENTIAL IS NOT THE SAME AS REALITY …”

			That much was true. What she saw may not come to pass. It was only a potential future, a flickering candle’s flame amid the Wind and a breeze too strong would snuff all hope.

			She shook her head. “Enough,” she said and raised her spear, leveling it at the dragon. “This ends now.”

			She knew their raging battle would not end quickly.

			But it was time. She’d waited long enough.

			With that, the two Gods clashed, their collision rattling the realm of the Celestial as they battled for the fate of the world.
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			Chapter 22

			Sitting in the Archspire, the great meeting hall of the nine cities, Luke was surrounded by the most powerful men and women of Harin—each of the races of the nine cities and their respective monarchs, here to decide the fate of Harin, and he wanted to be anywhere else. Luke looked up. A glass ceiling was above them, giving a magnificent view of Sepharina’s barrier—the bubble that protected them—and above that, The World Tree’s branches.

			That was what they were meant to climb.

			Yet they were stuck here.

			Luke, at twenty years, was a lordling to a provincial household that had seen better days. Years ago, Luke had had the chance to run away, to abandon his house and his duties and join an outlawed Seeker’s guild. He still remembered that night. His brother had found him at the hideout’s door and convinced him to come back. ‘Our family needs us,’ Arley had pleaded.

			Since that fateful day, Luke had been mired in politics far above his head while his household continued to drown … all while a giant world-eating dragon threatened to devour everything.

			Arley was at his side now—black-haired, blue-eyed, and only a year older than Luke, Arley was the epitome of all his father wanted. Resolute and dutiful. The perfect son. Not like Luke. Arley was riveted, paying attention, straight-backed in his chair as the meeting commenced.

			Luke loved his brother, yet what he’d never admit … was that a part of him resented him. Not for his obedience, not even for his ability to be better than Luke in every way always. But because Luke should have been training, learning to climb the tree. In another life, if things had been a little different if he’d just ignored his brother while he’d stood before that Seeker’s doorway … Everything would have been different.

			Only now, he was here, stuck, while monarchs continued to bicker.

			Each sat in their grandstand section with their attendants, stewards, and entourages of similar races filling up their vast seating. Luke barely listened as the assembly continued to debate on the influx of refugees, the survivors from Blightwing’s destruction, as he rampaged across the realm, spreading Chaos. This would have been great if they were actually discussing defenses and battle strategies against the coming incursion—a dragon that was so powerful that Luke’s mind couldn’t comprehend his true strength. Instead, these, the most powerful of Harin, were bickering like petulant children. For a week now, they’d been meeting and gotten nowhere, all of them perpetually stuck on the topic of which city should take in the overflow of survivors.

			“And I say,” the Giant monarch Zavi, a Low Gold proclaimed. “No one has considered the aspect of size! We, the biggest of all races, are overrun with refugees so thick, they are like ants beneath our feet.” Luke felt his jaw clench at this comparison. Ants? How could she be so heartless? Others seemed to shift at this, yet Zavi continued, her blunt speech like a boulder down a mountain. “It is a simple fact. These survivors do not blend with our folk. This burden cannot be put upon us.”

			Gwyndolin, the Elf-Queen and an Elder Silver, spoke. Luke looked to her, the Elf’s immaculate white-blonde hair tucked behind her prominent, keen ears, as her graceful, strong voice carried over all those in attendance. “I hear your grievances, Zavi, yet they hold little weight for Humans and Elves, who are the vast majority of the survivors. All we ask is that the other cities open their doors, if but a little wider. We must all share this responsibility.”

			Zavi, the Giant, scoffed. She flipped a braid the size of Luke’s forearm over her shoulder and replied, “You are small. Puny. Your buildings are suited for the survivors. It is only fair. Besides, Humans, Elves, Dwarves, and Kobolds are the wealthiest of the nine cities. You should bear the greatest burden.”

			Dwarves complained at this, raising their voices.

			Humans all around Luke also rustled, complaining.

			Lord Vermillion, leader of the Human cities, an Elder Silver as well, narrowed his eyes, a sneer on his lips.

			Yet it was Nok, King of the Kobolds, a Low Gold, that shot back first, his blue face darkening to indigo with anger. “Ridiculous! You would have our success be our downfall? Besides, a Giant’s silos, just one of them, can feed a whole army!”

			“This isn’t right,” Luke whispered.

			Arley looked at him and lowered his voice fearfully. “Brother? Please don’t do anything foolish.”

			Luke was shaking. Blightwing was coming, and they were too busy jostling for rank or concerned about who was eating their grain supplies. Meanwhile, an ancient enemy was destroying Harin. These were the men and women entrusted to safeguard them?

			Hrothgar, the Dwarf King, an Elder Gold, bellowed, “I, for one, as Lord of the Ironfists, will not allow our halls to be overrun with thieves and miscreants! Humans, Elves, Kobolds, bird-folk,” he said using the derogatory word for Kenku. “They do not belong in our hallowed halls. Thieves ravage us, seeking our treasures under the guise of misfortune!” Luke’s blood grew hot. Guise of misfortune? Was the Dwarf heartless or brainless? Luke supposed it could be both. Arley grabbed his brother’s wrist, saying something, but Luke couldn’t hear it over the sound of idiocy as Hrothgar’s grating words continued, “I have reports of thefts rising every day, and I know it’s not from my people … it’s from these … newcomers.”

			Luke erupted, and he shot to his feet, speaking in disbelief. “Newcomers?”

			Everyone froze, staring at the Low Bronze, one of the lowest ranks in the hall.

			“Who is this low-ranking Human who dares to interrupt me?” Hrothgar voiced.

			Arley tugged on Luke’s wrist. Luke ignored him. His blood was hot, and he called out, “You say it as if they are not actual people who have had their loved ones and whole lives ripped from them by a world-eating dragon! And ‘guise of misfortune?’ We are lucky, not deserving! Without the barrier of nature—a creation from the Goddess of Life—you, me, all of us, would be one of those misfortunates, scrounging and begging for scraps. Instead, we are here, bickering like fools while the world is destroyed around us!”

			Hrothgar roared, calling for him to be silent or be removed from the Archspire.

			Dwarves in the stone stands echoed this.

			Others, too, called for a Low Bronze to hold his tongue in the presence of his “betters.”

			The whole assembly churned until a figure on a throne in the back, a lone Human man, raised his hand.

			Silence slowly took the hall.

			Luke took in the figure and swallowed.

			Archlord Arimon.

			A Sun Seeker and the only Diamond rank in all of Harin.

			While the nine cities were sovereign, and the position of Archlord was often seen as ceremonial, Arimon was no simple decoration. He was the final judge, blade, and executioner. Protector of the nine cities. “Speak,” Arimon said, his words exuding unquestioning power and authority. “What should this council deem worthy of its time?”

			Hrothgar and the other Dwarves grumbled.

			Luke felt all of their eyes.

			Elves, Dwarves, Kobolds, Giants, Trolls, Humans, Halflings, Kenku, Aranki, Minotaurs, Centaurs, Dryads, Dragonborn, and Lizardfolk.

			The whole assembly faced Luke, and he swallowed, suddenly terrified.

			Luke continued, summoning his voice, “This is stupid.”

			The whole assembly churned.

			“Stupid?” Arimon asked.

			“Yes,” Luke said. “Idiotic and foolish. Take whatever word you’d like. Let’s start with the obvious—we have barely discussed preparations for Blightwing’s arrival.”

			“Because we have an Eternal rank spell to protect us, and it has protected us for a thousand years!” said a black-bearded Dwarf at his king’s side.

			“That mentality is exactly what Blightwing is expecting. Don’t you see? He wants us to be complacent!”

			“You’re saying he will break it?” asked Tovrak, king of the Minotaurs, a Low Gold. He was huge with a bull head and fur-clad body of a man—if far more heavily muscled—and adorned in scars. One of Tovrak’s horns was sheared from battle and bore thick gold rings, just like the one that pierced through his flaring nostrils.

			Luke gulped under the Minotaur’s stare and replied, “Yes. Or … if not, break it … he’ll find another way in. I know it! If we idly sit back, we’re dooming ourselves to certain death!”

			“How do you know this?” another, a Kenku woman, asked from their parapet that looked like wings in flight.

			Luke didn’t know how. He just … felt it. It was a strange sensation in the air. A brittleness. A tension. The coming before a storm. “I don’t know how I know. He’s an Eternal. He didn’t get to be a rank that makes us all look like ants by accident,” he said, eyeing the Giant. “He is turning the world for Chaos.”

			“There is something else you’re not telling us,” Arimon said.

			The monarchs and crowds stirred.

			“I … I can’t explain it … I just … feel it.”

			“Premonition?” Arae asked, queen of the Dryads. The Sylvan folk had bark skin, moss eyebrows, and leaves for hair. Arae, a Gold rank, sat on her moss-covered throne. Arae was stunning, her silvery-purple leaves for hair falling about her shoulders and blending with her white gown. “You are far too young and inexperienced to have such a skill. It is said only Wardens have such an ability.”

			Premonition. Luke knew what it was. More legend than reality. It was the ability to sense things before they happened. It was a rare skill said to be only obtained by Wardens and above. Often it was just an inkling, a vague feeling. In all likelihood, Luke thought it was a collection of superhuman senses so keen they could pick up on minute ‘details.’ The result was an illusion that made it seem like someone could know the tides of the future. Either way, Luke … didn’t think he had that. He had something else. A good judge of evil. He’d seen enough of it.

			“Preposterous! He’s a Low Bronze, for Seraphs’ sake!” yelled a Dwarf from their stone balcony.

			Others jumped in until again Arimon stilled this. “I ask again. How do you know?”

			Luke answered, “I don’t know, I just … sense it. Even if I didn’t, I’ve read the accounts of Blightwing during the Ancient Wars. He is clever beyond our imagination. He won’t be content to stand by as we hide under our barrier. He will find a way around it. He will use our complacency against us. And just when we think we’re safe, he’ll strike.”

			Arley stood, joining Luke’s side. “I concur with my brother. We must plan for the unthinkable.”

			“We have contingencies!” a white-winged Kenku said.

			“Yes, and I’ve seen them,” Luke replied. “It’s not enough!”

			A Kobold spoke from their gilded balcony of brilliant blue. The Kobold, an older male, had a merchant’s air dressed in fine silks of many colors as if representative of the nine elements. “Why do you think we must trust in the barrier, anyway, Low Bronze? It is not cowardice. It is simple logic. Because we cannot fight and win against an Eternal!”

			“The Giants will not risk themselves unnecessarily!” a Giant shouted.

			This set off a thousand vying voices, arguments flying like arrows as the Archspire erupted with debate from all of the races simultaneously.

			The shouting continued, but Luke was watching Arimon.

			The Archlord had grown eerily silent. Arimon’s face, normally reserved, now seemed as if it could be etched from cold granite. The Diamond rank man rose out of his throne and looked up toward the glass ceiling and the bubble above. Behind his mask, in his gray-blue eyes, Luke saw it. Fear. Luke understood. It wasn’t coming … 

			It was already here.

			No … Abruptly, the air grew tense. A quiet seized the Archspire’s chamber. It started with the higher ranks, as they grew deathly still and looked up.

			“Brother?” Arley asked.

			“It’s too late,” Luke whispered.

			Then it happened.

			A cracking sound shattered the silence.

			BOOM!

			A blast of air slammed into Luke, and he was suddenly flying. His head smacked against the wall, and his senses went numb. A ringing filled his ears. When his vision cleared, he coughed, seeing only clouds of dust. A voice called his name. Blue vapor glowed within the mist, and then, piercing the veil, Arley appeared, his fists glowing with the element of water.

			“Brother! Are you alright?” Arley asked.

			Dazed, Luke nodded.

			Helping him to his feet, they both turned to face the roiling clouds in the middle of the large room. “Stay close,” Arley said, as if ready to turn the world to ice.

			Clouds of dust were swept away as powerful Wind Seekers cleared the air. In the place of the dust stood a lone figure. A solitary man adorned in strange dark plate armor with spiked pauldrons. His head was bowed and helmeted, his features were hidden from sight.

			Most of those in the balconies seemed unaffected, aside from Coppers and Bronzes, who had been blown back.

			“Who are you, stranger?” Hrothgar, the Dwarf King, bellowed. Dust dimmed the sheen of his copper beard while the Dwarf hefted a great ax in his mighty fists. As a full-fledged Elder Gold on the cusp of advancement to Diamond, he was a warrior whose renown had spread throughout Harin over the decades of his rule. Rumors swirled about Hrothgar’s great ax with its many notches—each notch a testament to his untold battles fought and countless victories.

			Luke felt safer, looking about, seeing the visages of Elder Silvers, Low Golds, and Golds, watching as the whole of the assembly bore weapons or readied their elemental Spark, hands, eyes, or bodies wreathed in their power.

			Though something about all of this still felt … off.

			Despite rational thought, seeing the veritable army of Seekers that surrounded the man, each ready to level the Archspire with a flick of their finger, a tremor of fear wormed its way into Luke’s heart.

			Like a premonition … 

			The stranger lifted his head, and his eyes gleamed within his visor.

			“Answer us!” Zavi, the Giant monarch, bellowed, wielding a huge two-handed war hammer, its head the size of a cask.

			The stranger’s armor absorbed all light as if pure darkness—an abyssal black that wanted to swallow the sun. Light coming from all angles was absorbed. That was clue enough … The stranger had a sword in his hand of equal malevolence, gleaming obsidian, that both fascinated and terrified Luke.

			Somehow, deep down, he knew this man was death incarnate.

			That sword and his armor. Luke had never seen anything like them, though he’d heard stories of the relics in the south. Specifically of an ancient armor guarded by the Mage Tower of Ar’ingra’din. It was said to be able to absorb all magic, its blade capable of scything through any spell. It had been a Warden’s armor from the Ancient Wars, left behind only to be locked away—too powerful for any to wield and too dangerous to let fall into any other’s hands.

			Clearly, no more.

			Arley was at Luke’s side, shaking—as if understanding the same thing—and the tension rose.

			Finally, the man looked up, eyes glowing with Chaos, ignoring Arimon. “I am … your reckoning.”

			Chaos exploded from his form, unleashed on all those in the room.

			Dark purple lashings.

			Something about the spell reeked of terrible power.

			Arley was quicker than Luke, driving his brother to the ground behind the stone railing. A sickening splash of blood was all that followed. There were one or two cries. And Luke, Arley shielding him, heard a voice.

			There were two of them.

			One was cut short.

			Then another.

			“Damn you!” Hrothgar bellowed, summoning his Elder Gold Stone Seeker abilities. “I’ll bury you in stone!” The ground rattled, and it felt as if the Dwarf king was planning to tear the world in two and then—

			Another vwoom, deep purple flashing in the air above, and the rumbling stopped.

			Silence returned.

			Dread filled his veins, turning his fiery Channels to ice. Still, Luke needed to see. He shoved his brother off of him and carefully peered over the stone railing to the center chamber. Horror filled him. Pure and unadulterated. Tears stung his eyes, and his stomach heaved. Revulsion and dread. That’s all he felt. “Oh gods … oh Eternals above save us …” he muttered, unable to help himself.

			Only, there was no salvation.

			Balconies dripped with blood as corpses littered the Archspire.

			Zavi, the Giant, was now in two … Her upper body lay on her giant throne, hands still coated in ice, unable to level her spell; while her lower torso and legs rested at the foot of the throne. All of her Giants, except for those who were Copper or Bronze, were sliced to ribbons.

			Trembling, fingers digging into the stone railing until his nails bled, Luke saw the rest. Blood flowed in rivers from corpses that now littered the stands. Elves torn apart, Dwarves sliced and cut, Kobolds, Kenku, Humans … all of them, anyone and everyone who had been powerful, had been obliterated. Destroyed by a strange power of black and purple.

			That terrifying scythe of death.

			Luke knew what the man was. He’d read accounts—there weren’t many of them left.

			A Moon Seeker.

			One more powerful than he’d ever seen. Still, he’d never heard of a spell like this. This … shouldn’t be possible. Not unless he was a Warden or above. Something about the spell itself seemed … corrupted. Tainted.

			Chaos.

			He should have known.

			A few moans sounded here and there, but the stranger, standing in the center of the Archspire, unleashed his whip and finished them off.

			Then it was done.

			The stranger looked down.

			At his feet was a red-bearded severed head of the once Elder Gold.

			Hrothgar.

			The stranger picked up the decapitated Dwarf’s head.

			Luke sensed his satisfaction.

			He was momentarily preoccupied. Luke breathed, low and fierce, “Brother, we should run. I don’t think he’ll stay distracted long.”

			Arley made a choking sound at his side.

			Luke looked down. Arley lay back against the low stone wall of the railing, a deep bloody gash across his chest. For a moment, Luke could only stare at the terrible wound in utter disbelief, shaking his head, his panic rising.

			Arley struggled, laboring for breaths.

			“No, no, no, no,” Luke said, finding his shaking voice. He pressed his hands to Arley’s wound, only for warm blood to spill around his fingers as he tried and failed to staunch the flow of blood. The wound was too wide, too thick. Why wasn’t it cauterized like the others?

			Arley smiled back, agony etched across his features, dark hair now slick with sweat. “We both know I’ve lost too much blood already.” He eyed the dark purple wound coated in ice. “Your Low Bronze status … almost saved me …”

			A dark understanding settled over Luke. He knew what Arley meant. The stranger had attacked anyone Silver and above. Anyone who was remotely a threat. In tackling him, Arley had melded with his brother, partially disguising his Silver aura and saving him from an instant death. Only it hadn’t been enough. He’d still been sliced, and the wound was too deep. There was too much blood. “No,” Luke breathed, “I … I’ll find someone. A Flesh Seeker. Someone!”

			The truth was obvious, however. Any Flesh Seeker powerful enough to heal this kind of wound was likely in this very hall lying in a pool of their own blood, gazing into the veil of the beyond.

			No! Luke had to do something. Anything.

			He’d find a Flesh Seeker still alive. Maybe a Copper or a Bronze? They were all hiding from the Stranger as well. It was unlikely anyone Copper or Bronze was powerful enough, but he had to try. Luke moved to rise when Arley, with some found strength, gripped his jacket with a bloody fist, pulling him down. Somehow, even now, his brother’s Silver strength was too much. “No,” Arley urged. “You cannot.”

			Luke’s voice cracked. “I can’t let you die!”

			Arley opened his mouth, and blood trickled past his lips.

			“Don’t speak!”

			“Let me, please,” Arley managed, breath coming staccato now. “I was … w-wrong, brother. You were right. I shouldn’t have … stopped you that day …”

			“It’s okay,” Luke said, tears falling onto Arley’s cheek. “I wanted to be—” He couldn’t say it.

			“You c-can climb the tree now w-without me,” Arley managed.

			Luke could only stare. “Shut up. You’re not going to die. This doesn’t end here.”

			Arley grinned through the fear in his eyes. “Liar …” Then his head slumped, and he was gone.

			He lay there pale, unmoving. Those ice-blue eyes staring without seeing. It didn’t seem real. It couldn’t be real. Disbelief, terror, horror, anger, and a tidal wave of unfathomable sorrow stripped Luke to his soul. “No …” Luke breathed. Then louder, “No …” Louder still, “No!” He rose and saw the stranger.

			Fury amidst sorrow welling, Luke acted.

			He skipped over the railing onto the center platform and charged the dark-plated man, roaring, summoning all of his Sparkwell through his Channels, throwing bouts of terrible flame. The stranger turned nonchalantly. Flames connected with the dark plate, and they vanished. His attacks absorbed into the stranger’s armor, causing no harm.

			Coolly, the stranger snatched Luke’s throat, lifting him into the air, examining him like a bug pinned against the board. “You have … conviction. That is good,” his voice rasped, dry and grating, making Luke’s skin crawl.

			Yet Luke’s anger was still all-consuming. Everything he saw was tinged with red. He summoned as much fire as he could and attacked. “Die, you worthless monster!” Luke slammed a fiery fist into the stranger’s helmeted head. Knuckles broke. The stranger’s head didn’t even flinch. More, his anger demanded. Again Luke punched, over and over, until there was nothing left inside of him, and his fist was a bloody broken mess. When his rage was spent, his power exhausted, he remained dangling in the stranger’s grip, suspended by a gauntleted fist.

			The stranger spoke as if simply waiting for Luke’s rage to exhaust, for sorrow to take hold. “You … I heard you from above. You tried to rally them, didn’t you? To convince these pitiful souls to be more vigilant … The fools didn’t listen, did they? Though really, there is nothing they can do to stop a God.”

			Luke panted, half-sobbed. “You … bastard, you murdered my brother!”

			“Yes … yet your brother’s death will serve a greater cause. Moreover, he does not have to stay dead …”

			“How …”

			The stranger’s eyes shined behind the visor. “Blightwing can bring back those willing.”

			Luke understood, and his hope shattered. “You mean as a twisted monster like you.”

			“Monster?” the stranger asked, amused. “I prefer my true name.”

			“Monsters don’t have names,” Luke spat.

			“But they do have power,” the stranger said, and a sudden purple light filled the room. Awe-inducing, it radiated, burning and decimating all it touched like a dark-sun’s rays. Then the power dimmed, returning to the man’s body.

			When Luke caught his breath, he managed, “Power at the cost of your soul.”

			“So you decline?”

			Inside, Luke warred. Was the stranger toying with him? He felt as if he was, and yet … even the mere prospect of a second chance to bring Arley back … it tugged at Luke’s soul, begging his mouth to form the word ‘yes.’ Anything to bring him back. At the same time, deep down, Luke knew his brother. Knew him well enough that his answer would have been unequivocal and immediate. “He would never want that.”

			The stranger’s eyes smiled. “Then he can remain dead, as can you.” The dark purple power welled—

			Just then, a lance of pure light shot out of the shadows and pierced the stranger through the shoulder, nearly stabbing Luke. The stranger dropped Luke to the ground, turning to face his new opponent.

			Luke took the moment to flee, dashing to hide behind the Dwarf-King’s throne of stone. He wanted to keep running, yet he couldn’t, and he watched as a new figure appeared out of the rubble of a destroyed balcony. Enveloped in molten yellow lines, Arimon, Archlord of the nine cities, emerged. Blood dripped from Arimon’s scalp, mixing with his long fall of silver hair. Yet even now, the wound knit before Luke’s eyes. Arimon leveled the stranger with a hateful glare, the Sun Seeker’s eyes glowing gold.

			Light take me … Luke thought. It was a glimpse at the power of a Diamond Sun Seeker.

			“Impressive … I had hoped I hadn’t killed you yet … old friend.”

			Old friend? Luke wondered.

			Arimon’s eyes tightened as well at this phrase.

			“You forget your friends so quickly, do you? Archlord,” the stranger said mockingly.

			“Who are you?” The threat of violence was thick in Arimon’s voice.

			“You can call me … Karifas. Karifas the righteous,” the stranger said as if just coming to the conclusion and liking the sound of it. “Yes, that has a pleasant ring to it.”

			Arimon’s eyes went wide, and he spoke slowly, “Karifas … I knew a Karifas.”

			Behind the visor, Karifas’ eyes gleamed. “Yes, Arimon. You knew a version of me. The old me.”

			“What … what has happened to you? What foul dark pact did you make?”

			Karifas pulled the sun lance from his shoulder and tossed it to the ground, blood dripping from it. Luke saw now the lance had pierced through a small gap in Karifas’ armor at the shoulder, though the wound didn’t seem to slow the Moon Seeker at all as he navigated the room filled with bodies. Karifas stepped over a Kenku wing and a severed Kobold limb, ignoring the carnage—his eyes fixed on Arimon, who remained glowing, waiting.

			Karifas spoke, a reminiscent tone to his voice. “I was just a simple Diamond Seeker like you. Some revered me, yet as you know, in the higher realms, I was not the God I’d hoped to become. I was … stuck. I could advance no more. I knew I would never rise to the realm of the Celestials and would never claim the Seraphs Key. Seeing my life’s goals and ambitions drying up like water upon the sands … I fell into a pit of despair that I could not rise from. I tried to take my life. Yet a Diamond’s life is not so easily thrown away. Then, in the darkness of my despair, there was a whisper. Blightwing. A God … He called to me through the depths of my misery, breathing in my ear a promise of … more. So I followed, and it has led me here.”

			“You sold your soul,” Arimon spat.

			“What is a soul if it cannot advance? These Coppers, Bronzes, Silvers … they are a candle too dim to ever cast light upon what else is out there … what else they are missing. And believe me, Arimon, there is so, so much more.”

			“How could you?” Arimon sneered as he looked around the bloody room. “Some of these people you once called friends!”

			“No one so weak could be called that. Not as I stand now. Though I must thank you. Gathering all the most powerful Seekers in one room? You made it rather … convenient for me.”

			“You are a hound sent by his master. This wasn’t your plan.”

			“I am but a servant,” Karifas agreed.

			“And? What is your master’s aim? You cannot break the barrier.”

			“I already have,” Karifas said, amused. “My armor ignores all magic, even an Eternal’s.”

			“Yes, Armor plundered from Ar’ingra’din. Armor that is not yours.”

			This set Karifas’ fists glowing a deep, ominous purple. “It is mine, old friend. It belonged to a Warden long dead. After all, he wasn’t using it, and what better purpose than a mission from a God?”

			By now, the chamber was empty of the living—those remaining Copper and Bronzes had all fled.

			All save Luke.

			Arimon’s gaze flashed to Luke, if only for a second, and Luke read what was in his eyes.

			A single word: run.

			His mind raced as Karifas cackled. Arimon had said something that Luke hadn’t caught, and Karifas was replying. “Bold, Arimon. Even for you. But there is no hope for Harin. No hope for any of the realms. Blightwing will unmake them, one at a time, and reshape them to his will. To his image. I will allow you to live if only to watch the world burn.”

			Arimon sent out a shackle, a golden chain that burst forth, surrounding Karifas like a constricting snake. “I will end you,” Arimon said, raising his renowned blade Aurora, a Legendary item. “If only for the pity I had for your lost soul, for the friend I once knew.”

			Within his visor, Karifas’ eyes blazed. “Do not make empty threats, old friend.” The pitiless black armor seemed to glow, then the bonds snapped. Arimon roared, charging, and the two titans clashed.
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			Chapter 23

			Alice was humming away at the forge when the city was attacked.

			She felt it before it actually struck. It was one of those annoying attributes at her rank, sensing events before they happened. Not everyone had it, but she did. Some called it Premonition, though that was a different skill altogether. In reality, her skill was an extremely advanced Heightened Senses—an evolution when you reached Diamond and beyond. This time, her Heightened Senses flared, so much so that it prickled the hairs on the back of her neck and sent a shiver down her spine. She knew what it meant.

			He had come.

			Cries and bells sounded in the distance.

			With a sigh, Alice set her hammer down on the well-worn anvil, feeling its countless grooves, much like her.

			The dark truth was that she had hoped to pass long before this day had come, yet the depth of her Sparkwell kept her going.

			Removing her blacksmith’s apron, she folded it calmly on the nearby table as the bells continued to toll. Boots thundered by her shop as the guards rallied. The kettle whistled, and she unhooked it, setting it on the hearth beside the fire to keep it warm. Then she set out her favorite glazed cup. Then … two more, for good measure. “I’ll be back for you soon. Don’t you grow cold on me.”

			Then she neared the battered old chest and flitted her fingers.

			The locking mechanism responded to her Metal abilities, tumblers falling into place. With a swish of her hand, she swept back the chest’s lid. Extending her hand, she summoned her armor. It attached itself to her body like scales on a fish, seamless and gleaming, one piece at a time, until she was adorned in the white-gold plate from head to toe.

			Armor she’d made for herself, forged from the scales of a Warden-rank metal dragon what felt like a lifetime ago. For most, that many years was a lifetime.

			“Some things never change,” Alice said to herself.

			After the dark smithy, stepping outside, the light blinded her momentarily. The bells were louder, carried on the Wind. With the breeze came the sharp smell of fear, and she wrinkled her nose against it.

			Her gaze swiveled to the Archspire and saw the hole in the bubble above—Sepharina’s Eternal spell had been pierced like a hot awl through old leather.

			“Well, that’s not good,” she clucked to herself.

			Citizens watched her.

			The sight of her armor was … something to behold.

			They murmured in awe.

			That was until she pulled off the Conceal on her Sparkwell. Not all of it. But a fair amount. It felt strange, like working a stiff muscle or pumping air through a dusty forge bellow that had grown rusty with time. The spell peeled back, and she dipped her mind into the rich, steel-gray sparkling waters of her Sparkwell.

			Citizens whispered.

			“Alice …”

			“Forgebreaker …”

			Alice touched the rare Wind Orb at her side—a Legendary Item that could mimic several high-rank spells, including Wind Shift.

			Unfortunately, the orb required a vast amount of Spark to listen.

			Fortunately, she had that to spare.

			Alice pushed her steel-gray Spark through her wide Channels, and a fierce maelstrom swirled about her seemingly frail body.

			Immediately, the world disappeared.

			When it reappeared, eddies dropping from her form, she was standing before the lone building of the Archspire, perched on the rise that watched over the city. The wide stone pathway was flanked by rows of iron lamp posts, their oil flames dancing ominously. Then, a terrible roar sounded, a battle coming to a climax—

			And the whole of the Archspire exploded.

			Huge stone blocks hurled outward.

			Alice dipped a little deeper into her Sparkwell and pushed Metal through her Channels. The nearby lamp posts melted like slag hot out of the forge. She reshaped it into a metal bulwark, and the flying stone smashed against it. The smaller shrapnel hit her and bounced off as if she was made of steel herself.

			A familiar figure in scorched white robes flew through the air, sliding along the ground to rest at her feet.

			Archlord Arimon.

			She knelt at Arimon’s side and saw he was still breathing and otherwise okay. A Diamond didn’t die so easily. Gritting her teeth, Alice set the bulwark aside to take in the rest of the aftermath of what had once been the Archspire.

			Standing in the ruins was a man wreathed in a purple aura.

			That armor … 

			Alice’s blood went cold.

			“Get up, Arimon,” Alice chided, dragging the man to his feet. “This is no time to nap!”

			“Alice?” Arimon said, blinking at her.

			“No, it’s the town baker. Yes, it’s me, you idiot.”

			“What are you doing here? You shouldn’t—”

			“—I’m saving your hide,” she interrupted. “Now snap out of it. I know it takes more than that to kill a Diamond. You cannot be felled so easily, or all that training I thrust upon you is surely a waste.” She did admit Arimon had a pretty nasty wound on his head, and she sensed the man’s Sparkwell was running dry. She had arrived in the nick of time.

			Maybe … though, something felt wrong.

			Arimon groaned, standing on unsteady feet with Alice’s help. “Master, it’s Karifas,” Arimon said. “This is no fight for you. He has—”

			“—The Mage armor. Yes, yes, I see that, Arimon. With my two eyes.”

			Karifas watched them, amused.

			Arimon’s face was grim. Streaked with soot and grime, it’d been decades since she’d seen the Diamond even break a sweat. His pretty face was always ‘aloof.’ Now it held the grip of fear as he spoke. “You cannot face him. Leave this to me.”

			“How very brave,” Alice said, patting his cheek. She licked her thumb and wiped the blood from his scalp. “And very, very stupid. I always loved that about you, Arimon. I seem to attract the noble idiots.” If her apprentice were here, he’d likely try to charge down the demon in the ruins with his newly found Copper strength and nothing but his bare fists. It was no wonder Sepharina had chosen them. Heart and courage of that scale were hard to find.

			Arimon growled, opening his mouth to retort.

			Unfortunately, their moment was taken as the purple-wreathed Karifas strode out of the ruins as if stepping out of the ribcage of a slain beast. “Look who it is,” Karifas said. “A trio. The three of us reunited once more … Two of your humble students. We’re simply missing …”

			“Do not speak his name!” Alice snapped.

			Karifas raised his black gauntleted hands. “Oh, still touchy after all these years.”

			Alice’s jaw tightened. She readied metal, liquifying the bulwark and making five dozen spears in the air that hovered before her.

			“I see you haven’t lost your touch, Master …”

			Alice’s mouth soured. “You don’t get to use that title anymore.”

			“Oh, but why not, Master?” he crooned and circled her and Arimon as he spoke, her spears tracking him as he did. “I have earned it as much as anyone. How many times did you beat me into the ground? How many times did you hammer me until I couldn’t move … I never really did thank you for pushing me to such heights. Only, I was at my limit. It was Blightwing who showed me the door to a new world of power. A world you can scarcely imagine. And a world you were too afraid, too selfish, to show me yourself.”

			Alice sighed. “All I took away from your little rant is that I make poor choices in apprentices. That is my mistake. One that I will rectify.”

			Karifas snarled. “So righteous. You said you saw potential in me.”

			Alice admitted, “I did. In my youthful arrogance, I thought I was Sepharina. That I could take a small glimmer, hammer out your impurities, and make you something more. I only realize now how naive I truly was. Some metal is too flawed to be wrought into anything of value.”

			Karifas cackled. “What a twisted version of the past you have! You hungered for power just as much as I did back then! Now you sit high and mighty upon your throne of morals. How nice it must be, after all the blood and death you have left in your wake, to cast your judgment on others.”

			She swallowed the hard knot in her throat. “I … understand … what I was. I live with it every day. And while I know I’ll never atone for my sins, I still try to make the world better.”

			“How touching. A monster with a heart of gold. Should I clap?”

			Alice laughed. “Amusing. At least I retained some shred of my humanity. You never learned. You will never try to rise above your lust for power.”

			“Power is everything.” Then Karifas’ eyes widened. “You should know you desired the same thing once.”

			The Seraphs Key. Every muscle tensed in her body.

			“Yes,” he said, stopping his circling. “The key itself. With the Seraphs’ wishes—I will ascend from this plane of existence. You and I both know there is so much more out there.”

			“Even I couldn’t ascend to the Celestial,” Alice said. “What makes you think you can?”

			“Because an Eternal is on my side.”

			“Fool! Chaos is on no one’s side.”

			“True enough, but I made a vow. We are bound now, Blightwing and I.”

			Alice shivered. “You are a greater fool than I imagined. What dark pact did you make?”

			“Oh, simple. Isn’t it always the same? Blood.”

			Alice looked back at the ruined Archspire. She’d been deliberately ignoring the carnage up until now. The dead bodies of powerful Seekers. So many. Despite all the death she’d witnessed in her life, it still tore at her calloused heart. “And now you’ve gotten it. Is it enough to slake your new master’s thirst?”

			“The hypocrisy,” Karifas said, laughing richly. “Was it ever enough for you?”

			She ground her teeth. “Yes. I reached my limit. Some things aren’t worth sacrificing for.”

			“Says those who live unsung lives.”

			“Take it from one who has walked this road. It’ll never be enough, Karifas,” she said tiredly. “Trust me.”

			“We shall see. For now, just a few more bodies, and my vow is fulfilled.”

			“Yes. And you think you’ll be rewarded when the world is ash and Chaos?”

			Karifas narrowed his gaze, looking doubtful. “He vowed.”

			“A liar’s vow. It means nothing.” She suppressed her emotions. “Anyway, I tire of moral squabbling. I would tell you to put down that stolen sword of yours, yet you and I both know you won’t. So let us end this, shall we?”

			“End this?” Karifas laughed loudly. “You can’t stop me. Not anymore. You’re old and weak from your time in this place. I can taste it in the air,” he said, licking his lips. “The magic is thin. No, I’m afraid not even your worthless apprentice can stop me.” He sneered at Arimon, who was trying to rebuild his strength, slowly glowing a little more gold, as if ready to level a mountain to stop Karifas.

			Though Arimon should have known it was pointless.

			Karifas’ armor.

			A full set of Abyssal Void Plate.

			Even Alice knew she could not Transmute that armor. She needed to find a fault, a crack, a weakness.

			Alice’s spears tracked Karifas, and she beckoned, summoning a tidal wave of magic from her Sparkwell. “Enough trying to bore me to death. My tea grows cold.”

			Karifas roared, and the world shuddered.
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			Chapter 24

			Dren rode on Bjorn, secured in Kara’s bonds of Wind, outpacing the tide of darkness on their heels. He snarled and squirmed, straining against his invisible tethers. “Kara, let me go, dammit!”

			“No!” Kara called over her shoulder, lashing Bjorn’s reins as they raced across the hills. “Not until you convince me you’re not going to jump and run back!”

			Dren growled, mostly under his breath. “I’m not an idiot! Not always.”

			“Sorry! Not good enough! Don’t trust you!”

			Vox, sitting behind Dren, called out, “Yeah, that wasn’t very convincing!”

			“Whose side are you on?” Dren snapped over his shoulder.

			“The side that doesn’t have you sprinting back into the jaws of certain death,” Vox called.

			“Yeah, instead, we’re racing toward it!”

			Suddenly, Max spoke. Only a few words were comprehensible amid Max’s string of rambling: [BLIGHTWING], [ETERNAL], [CALCULATIONS.]

			Dren’s pulse raced, and he whispered conspiratorially, “Max, buddy! Are you with me?”

			Max continued to mutter in his ear, [BROKEN … PROTOTYPE … FAILED … EXPERIMENT. PANCAKES … ]

			Dren cursed in frustration.

			“What’s wrong?” Kara asked.

			Dren called out over the rushing Wind as Bjorn raced down another rolling hill. “Where should I start? Max is gibbering like he’s been hit upside the head with a bat. Oh yeah, and our mentor just sacrificed himself to a damn dragon!”

			“He’s not dead, Dren!” Kara shouted back.

			“I’m with Kara,” Vox replied. “Ditch isn’t so easy to put down!”

			Dren tensed beneath the cords of Wind around his torso. “Was I the only one that just witnessed him being surrounded by an apocalyptic army?”

			Kara shouted over her shoulder, “He’s more than a Gold, Dren!”

			“Not with his collar restraining his power,” Dren said, though this was said under his breath in vexation, emotions churning inside of him. He didn’t know what to think. Part of him knew Ditch wasn’t so easy to take down. Knew that slowing down the enemy had been a worthy act—but Ditch wouldn’t throw away his life just to buy them a little time. Would he?

			They crested the last rolling hill. Sprawling farms and ramshackle villages came into view, spreading all the way into the surrounding grassland.

			A name tag appeared in Dren’s vision:

			[THE NINE CITY OUTSKIRTS.]

			Max’s usual jaunty tone didn’t accompany the words … Still, Dren marveled. He could read the names of places too? Usually, it was just people. This was a first. It gave him hope that Max was alright; he just wished Max would give him a straight reply and stop rambling like a crazy person.

			He shook himself, seeing the true sight that took his breath.

			Beyond the outskirts, were the nine cities, all surrounded by the giant bubble. In the center was The World Tree, piercing the clouds.

			Looking down, he took in the outskirts, noticing the commotion like a kicked anthill.

			Citizens evacuated in a frenzy, heading toward the giant bubble and the cities within.

			“I guess they’ve seen what we’ve seen!” Vox called as Bjorn’s hooves made a blur beneath them.

			They descended the hill and reached Kara’s house—a white-bricked abode with a squat chicken coop and barn. As they neared, Kara leaped off Bjorn. “I need to warn my parents.”

			Dren pushed Moon into his Channels and slashed his restraints with his Amethyst Claws.

			“Seriously? You could do that the whole time?” Kara asked.

			“Yeah. I wasn’t going to run back to my own demise, Kara.” It still pained him, the idea of Ditch slowing the enemy and risking his life. Dren hadn’t cared for anyone, really. Not in a long time. Now he found that familiar ache, like a hollow in his chest. “I’m reckless, I’ll give you that, but I’m not going anywhere until I climb that damn tree and grab the Seraphs Key.”

			Kara grew a small smile, eyes glimmering with mirth. “Cautious and clever? Who is this new Dren?”

			Dren glowered at her. “Go get your parents, Kara. Meet us at Alice’s. If I’m right, that’s the safest place in the city at the moment.”

			She hesitated. “Where are you two going?”

			“Following Ditch’s orders,” Vox said.

			Dren glanced over his shoulder at Vox in surprise but nodded. “What Vox said. We’re gonna stop Blightwing’s Champion.”

			“How?” Kara asked.

			Dren grinned. “I have a plan.”

			She arched her brow. “Why don’t I like the sound of that at all?”

			Vox slapped Dren on the back. “Don’t worry. Dren might be cocky, brash, idiotic—”

			“This isn’t helping— ” Dren said.

			“—But you can always trust a Dren plan,” Vox finished.

			That … was the last thing Dren was expecting Vox to say.

			Kara’s brows knitted together, and her forehead creased with more wrinkles than a month-old prune, but she gave a small smile. “Please be safe, alright? I’ll catch up with you.”

			Vox scoffed. “Don’t worry about us. We survived in a hellscape far worse than this.”

			“Yeah. What he said.”

			Kara nodded.

			Dren flicked the reins. Vox at his back, they galloped toward the bubble, threading through the crowds.

			“When’d you learn to ride?” Vox shouted.

			“I read a book on it!” Dren said, veering around a Kobold family getting onto a wagon.

			“A book?” Vox called back. “Who reads a book on that kind of thing?”

			“I did, thank you very much! Also, I owe ya! Thanks for covering for me back there.”

			“Yeah, about that,” Vox called. “I figured there’s no plan, so what are we going to do?”

			“You’re trying to make a plan again!”

			“Yeah, I am! I like plans! Nice, solid, concrete plans! They keep me from getting swallowed by a giant damn dragon!”

			“Bah! Plans are overrated!”

			[PLANS ARE OVERRATED!] Max said suddenly.

			“Max, you’re back!” Dren exclaimed, and he touched his glasses. Reassuringly? Affectionately? Immediately, the act felt weird. Then Max did an odd thing, and Dren felt his AI return a similar gesture of affection. “Ah, buddy, you had me worried!”

			[FEAR NOT, USER, I AM BACK! HUZZAH! LIKE A PHOENIX RISING FROM THE ASHES! ALSO, I AM A FAN OF YOUR ANALYSIS! I SHALL SPEAK LOUDER SO USER VOX CAN HEAR MY DEDUCTION!] Max spoke, his voice echoing out of the glasses as if they were a small speaker: [HELLO, USER VOX!]

			“What the hell? Since when can you talk aloud?” Vox questioned as they raced toward the city walls.

			Dren also growled. “Yeah, what the hell?”

			[OH YES, I FORGOT TO MENTION. THIS IS A RECENT DEVELOPMENT UPON YOUR ADVANCEMENT TO ELDER COPPER! EVEN BETTER, I BELIEVE I WILL GET MORE FUNCTIONS AS YOU CONTINUE TO PROGRESS. THAT IS … IF YOU DON’T DIE A GORY DEATH IN THIS UPCOMING BATTLE. ANYWAY, AS TO YOUR PREVIOUS POINT, USER, I HAVE TRIED TO CALCULATE A SUCCESSFUL PLAN OF ATTACK TO ACHIEVE GLORIOUS VICTORY. HOWEVER, A CHAMPION FAR SUPERIOR TO YOU AND USER VOX’S CURRENT STRENGTH MAKES ANY PLAN SEEM … IMPROBABLE. I WILL REFRAIN FROM ESTIMATING YOUR SURVIVAL CHANCES AS PER YOUR PREVIOUS REQUEST. HOWEVER, I BELIEVE WE WILL HAVE TO QUALIFY OUR ROUTE AND CHOOSE A MORE EDUCATED COURSE OF ACTION ONCE WE HAVE MORE DATA.]

			“AKA …” Dren said grandly, “plans are overrated! See?”

			“So let me get this straight,” Vox said. “We’re trying to stop some insanely powerful bad guy, and we’re just going to … what, waltz in there and wing it?”

			“Yeah!” Dren said.

			[WING IT! KENKU STYLE!] Max exclaimed.

			“Ash and shadow, I knew this was going to happen!”

			“Relax!” Dren shouted. “We both know I’m notoriously good at thinking on my feet!” He wagged a hoverboot for emphasis.

			They made it to the bubble, and the familiar tingle of magic rushed over them as they passed inside. As they passed the city’s towering walls, Dren gawked, pulling short on Bjorn’s reins. Everywhere, they saw Chaos. Not Blightwing’s Chaos, just … pure commotion and turmoil. Guards rushed by them, seeking to fortify the tall walls. People filled the streets, some looking to the sky as if expecting Blightwing any moment, though almost all headed in one direction.

			“Alice first,” Vox called.

			“Right,” Dren replied.

			[OH, I’M EXCITED TO SEE ALICE AGAIN!]

			Dren was too. He’d only met her briefly, but she seemed powerful. Maybe she could help sort out this madness.

			When he forgot the way, Max helped: [LEFT. RIGHT. LEFT!]

			They came to a dead end.

			[OOPS, SORRY! I THOUGHT IT’D BE A SHORTCUT] Max said, this time aloud for Vox’s benefit.

			Dren face-palmed. “Really?”

			[HEY! NOT MY FAULT THAT MY KNOWLEDGE IS RESTRICTED BY YOUR RANK.]

			“Uh-huh. And this has nothing to do with you being a touch … faulty?”

			[I PREFER THE TERM AMUSINGLY UNPREDICTABLE.]

			“That’s okay, glasses,” Vox said. “We’re close enough. I recognize these streets.” With Vox’s help, they stumbled upon a four-way intersection filled with people. A lofty watchtower loomed over the milling masses.

			Dren spotted it over the crowd’s heads. A familiar swinging sign with a gilded hammer, ‘The Golden Hammer,’ sat at the far end. Pushing their way through the crowds, they reached the door. Vox jumped off, running into the smithy. Dren stayed with Bjorn, patting the warhorse’s flank reassuringly, though it was more for him than anything. The big horse seemed unnaturally calm despite the madness, which he supposed made sense considering he was Alice’s steed.

			Dren, meanwhile, watched the crowds.

			Men and women of all races hurried, clutching loved ones—all their worldly positions in their arms or on their backs—all heading in one direction like fish in a stream.

			Where are they headed?

			[THEY’RE GOING TO THE CITY’S BUNKER] Max declared. [THERE ARE BRIGHTSTEEL REINFORCED FORTIFICATIONS BENEATH THE CITY. THEY’RE GOOD, BUT IF THOSE ABERRATIONS BREAK THROUGH, THEY MOST DEFINITELY WON’T HOLD.]

			“Great,” Dren said. “So stop the dark army, or we’re all fish in a barrel.”

			[PRECISELY! AN APT METAPHOR!]

			A moment later, Vox came out, shaking his head and cursing.

			“Not there?”

			“No,” Vox growled. “Though the fire’s still hot, and there’s mugs set out for tea. It looked like she was expecting to be back soon.”

			Dren thought about this. “Maybe she just stepped out?”

			Another boom rattled the streets. “To where?”

			He shrugged. “I don’t know. To get some milk?”

			Vox glowered. “Not helpful.” Then he hefted his hammer, staring out at the terrified throng. “If she’s hurt somewhere …”

			“Whoa, whoa,” Dren said, cutting him off. “Let’s not play that game. I only met the woman briefly, but from what I gathered, Alice can handle herself and then some. We, on the other hand, have a job to do.” There was another boom, this time much closer. Like, much, much closer, enough that it made Dren’s teeth rattle. “And I think that job is coming to us …”

			“Bring it on,” Vox snarled.

			[USER … IMPENDING BATTLE. I SENSE SOMETHING HURTLING TOWARD US AT INHUMAN SPEED!]

			Max barely finished saying this when the four-story watchtower exploded. Chunks of all sizes pelted the crowds. The innocent civilians cried out and tried to flee, but rocks and large stone chunks rained down.

			Dren pointed. “You get the big stones. I’ll get the small ones!”

			“Wait, what?!” Vox said. “That’s not fair!”

			But Dren was already galloping off, spurring his heels into Bjorn’s flanks.

			Stone hurtled down toward a group of Dwarves, but they raised shields.

			Well, that’s convenient.

			“We got this!” a Dwarf shouted and pointed. “Help them!”

			Stone fell toward a group of Elves.

			Dren directed his mount and summoned his Amethyst Claws. He slashed at the falling projectiles, bursting stones apart. The Elves were showered in only dust and pebbles. A dozen feet away, he saw Vox Transmute his hammer into a metal shield and deflect the blow of a huge boulder that nearly crushed a cowering Kobold merchant.

			[GOOD JOB, USER! YOU ARE USING TEAMWORK!]

			Max was right. It was working.

			And … then he realized he had spoken too soon.

			Dren heard a cry.

			“Up there!” someone called, pointing.

			A blonde-haired woman in guard mail and leather dangled from what remained of an upper story.

			“Someone help her! She’s slipping!”

			They were right. The guard clung on desperately, but she was moments from losing her purchase, and Dren knew a fall from that height was fatal. Kneeing Bjorn into a gallop, he rose in the steed’s saddle—balancing with every scrap of agility he had. The tower crumbled. At the last moment, Dren jumped—his hoverboots propelling his jump—then grabbed the falling guard and rolled on the ground. When he gathered himself, he saw she was half-Elf. Pretty, with fair skin, a dapple of freckles across the bridge of her small nose, and almond-shaped eyes.

			“Thank you,” the Elf said. “You saved me.”

			“Uh, yeah, I mean,” he cleared his throat, “no big deal. Just doing my job.”

			She gave him a small laugh, then turned serious as the stone rubble shifted. She stood and pulled out her sword.

			“Go,” he told her. “Help them. We got this.”

			[UM, NO, WE DON’T] Max whispered.

			She nodded and ran off.

			[UM, USER? I BELIEVE THAT WAS A FABRICATION.]

			“Yeah, but I’m not gonna tell her we’re scared,” Dren said. “That doesn’t sound nearly as cool.”

			[YOU ARE JUST SAYING THAT BECAUSE SHE WAS ATTRACTIVE IN NATURE.]

			“Psh, you’re ridiculous.”

			Vox joined him and complained, “Of course you get the pretty Elf, and I get the squat old Kobold.”

			“Hey, he looked pretty cute, too,” Dren said.

			Vox rolled his eyes. The rubble of the watchtower moved again, something clearly buried beneath.

			Dren pushed Moon through his Channels, his Amethyst Claws glowing. They faced the half-ruined guard tower, and Dren lifted his hands. “Whatever comes out, don’t give it a chance to attack.”

			Vox hefted his hammer. “Deal.”

			As the cloud of dust cleared, a figure stepped out of the rubble, decked in resplendent golden armor, brushing herself off. The familiar wizened face and keen blue eyes. Alice. She shook her head in exasperation, muttering something about ‘fool apprentices.’

			“Master?” Vox questioned.

			[ALICE!] Max said aloud.

			Alice rubbed her head, then finally seemed to see them. “Ah! My other fool apprentice. Trouble comes in threes. Oh, and his friend,” she said, seeing Dren, as if he was an afterthought. “I am pleased to see you three are unharmed.”

			“Thanks?” Dren questioned.

			She nodded and continued as if this was a normal conversation, and she hadn’t just fallen from the sky. “Anyway, while I think my old Apprentice Arimon can contend with that Chaos-blighted fool for a while, you three should head to the bunker at once. I’m afraid it’s not safe here any longer.”

			“Safe? Isn’t that a bit of an understatement? Also, wait … did you say three?” Dren asked.

			[OH MY! SHE’S TALKING ABOUT ME TOO!] Max said excitedly.

			Dren scratched his head. “Wait, can we back up a second? Did you just … explode that guard tower with your body?”

			Alice glanced back at the guard tower as a beam fell. “Mmm? Ah yes … I did, didn’t I?”

			“Aaaaaand you don’t have a single scratch,” Dren finished.

			“Bah! That’s what armor is good for!” She rapped her knuckles on her majestic gold-white breastplate.

			“Armor doesn’t—” He was going to say something about armor not making you impervious to blowing up a stone building like a giant cannonball or the fact that she wasn’t even protected by a helmet, but he didn’t get his words out as Alice pushed through the two of them as if they weren’t there and exclaimed joyously.

			“—Bjorn!” Alice grabbed the big horse’s bridle, stroking his muzzle and murmuring words to which the big steed knickered and bobbed his head as if they were chatting.

			[AH, MAN, SHE WAS REFERRING TO THE HORSE!]

			Dren shrugged. “Okay, guess we’re moving on from that.”

			Vox shook his head, watching the two have a seemingly full-blown conversation. “I knew she was powerful, but … hells …”

			“Tell me about it. Also, does … she still know we’re here?” Dren asked.

			“Unlikely,” Vox replied.

			Suddenly, Alice interrupted her reunion with Bjorn as her shrewd eyes looked up to the sky where another boom sounded, then she spoke without looking at Dren and Vox. “You three should get out of here. Now.”

			[OKAY!] Max said aloud.

			“No,” Vox said. “We’re not going anywhere.”

			[ALSO OKAY.]

			“Oh really?” Alice asked.

			“Really.” Vox made his shield into a hammer, then a sword, then an ax, then back to a heavy-headed hammer.

			“Well, look at that! You figured out your power!” she said with a playful light in her eyes. “I knew you would!”

			“Yeah,” Dren said, joining Vox’s side, and wagged the letter opener that was at his hip. “And I know Vox looks like a kitten, and the letter opener is a liiiiiittle deceiving, but we’re here to help, and we’re more than we seem.”

			She turned to him. “Oh, I know.”

			“Wait, what? You know?” Dren asked.

			“Oh yes. You’re Sepharina’s Champions,” Alice said. “A good choice too. She has a way of seeing true potential. Not like me. I just … seem to see those troubled souls like my own. Though I think I did it right this time,” she said, eyeing Vox. “Third time really is the charm, I suppose.”

			[OOO, I REALLY LIKE ALICE! SHE’S SO DEEP AND MYSTERIOUS. I FEEL LIKE SHE HAS A WAY COOLER PAST THAN YOU, USER. QUICK, SLIP ME IN HER POCKET WHILE SHE’S NOT LOOKING!]

			Dren didn’t point out that Alice’s seamless golden armor didn’t look like it had much room for pockets. He was more curious about her words. A third apprentice? Dren took the moment to read her, seeing her name tag pop in his glasses’ vision, only it … fuzzed.

			[NAME: ALICE.]

			[ATTUNEMENT: METAL.]

			[TRADESKILL: GRANDMASTER BLACKSMITH.]

			[RANK: UNKNOWN.]

			Yeah, that isn’t suspicious at all.

			Vox hefted his hammer. “This is our fight too. Let us help you.”

			Alice smiled and cupped his face. “You are sweet but a fool, very much a fool.”

			Vox glowered.

			“But!” she said, smiling and pulling back. “I do hope I survive so I can teach you enough so you’re not totally worthless.” She neared and slapped Bjorn on the flank, sending the huge horse off. Then she turned to them, her face stern, and something changed about her—like a sudden mantle of power and authority that made Dren’s knees weak. “Now I suggest you go. Follow the crowds and get to the bunker before it’s too late. I’ll get these people—” she froze, eyes going wide. “Oh no …” Then she ordered, “Run! Now!”

			It was too late.

			A meteor of purple and gold hurtled through the air and slammed down with earth-rattling force.

			The world shook. Dren flew. He slammed his Amethyst Claws into the ground, rooting himself. When he looked about, he saw Vox. His friend had been blown back on the other side of the courtyard, looking dazed though otherwise unhurt.

			Dren turned his attention back to the figure who had landed amidst them.

			A man knelt in the ruined street. Black seamless metal armor fit him like a second skin, as imposingly baleful as Alice’s was resplendent. Most notable, however, was the faint aura of purple wreathing the man’s body.

			[USER … IS THAT WHAT I THINK IT IS?]

			“Yeah. Moon,” Dren snarled in a low voice.

			A name tag popped above the man’s head.

			[KARIFAS THE RIGHTEOUS.]

			[RANK: ELDER DIAMOND.]

			[ATTUNEMENT: MOON SEEKER.]

			[EFFECT: CHAOS INFECTED.]

			Unlike Alice, Karifas wasn’t hiding his aura, power, or title. It seethed off of him.

			Karifas waved his hand, and his helmet melted away, plates of metal sliding back into place, revealing the man beneath. Immediately, the sheer burning fury in his eyes made Dren take a step back. A wicked scar ran from Karifas’ temple to his chin, twisting his right lip into a perpetual sneer. A sharp nose, angular eyes. As his gaze surveyed the scene he’d landed into, his pupils turned a fiery orange. Dren saw Chaos—like a black and orange wound—eating away at Karifas’ cheek and neck.

			“Haven’t you learned by now?” Karifas said, his voice a dry rasp. “You can’t run from destiny … Master.”

			Master? Dren thought.

			Alice sighed. “Bah! I wasn’t running, you blithering fool. As always, you’re just too slow.”

			Karifas spoke in a voice just like Dren expected—a dry, menacing rasp. “Yes, well, I had to find a way to keep your other apprentice … occupied.” Then Karifas’ gaze fell upon Dren, and a shiver traced his spine. “But I see you’ve had my best interests at heart all along, dear Master. You’ve led me to the one I was looking for.”

			He eyed Dren almost hungrily.

			“Why’s he looking at us that way?” Dren asked.

			[UM, I DO NOT THINK HE LIKES YOU, USER.]

			Karifas summoned a thick purple cord that glowed, searing anything it touched like a writhing snake.

			Dren gulped. “That’s not good …”

			[NOT GOOD] Max agreed.

			Karifas raised the whip and attacked.

			[ATTACK: MOON LASHING.]

			[RANK: ELDER DIAMOND.]

			The whip struck.

			However, in a blink, Alice was there. She snatched the purple whip out of the air just before Dren’s face. The purple cord of death circled her forearm, searing her armor, burning but seemingly not hurting her. Alice’s eyes burned with equal fervor as she addressed Karifas, “You will leave him alone. This is our fight. Have your vengeance, but you will not harm another while I have strength in these bones.”

			Max made a sound of awe. [ALICE IS … AWESOME.]

			Dren would have done the same, but fear rooted him in place.

			Vox was still lying a dozen feet away.

			If he ran, he’d need to grab Vox.

			That wasn’t going to be easy … 

			Karifas sneered at Alice, undaunted. “Oh, I will have your blood upon my hands. You will pay for throwing me into that dark hellhole. The fire that burned me every night, that tore away at my skin until I renewed it, only for it to begin again … Yet, even that paled to your betrayal. There is no pain greater than knowing the one you most trusted turned on you, locked you away because she was afraid of what she’d created …”

			[OOOO SINISTER BACKSTORY!] Max declared.

			“I didn’t make you a monster,” Alice shot back.

			“No, I just followed in the footsteps of one.”

			Alice’s eyes flashed with rage and sorrow. There was guilt there. Alice … a monster?

			“Okay …” Dren breathed. “This is way bigger than us, Max.”

			[AGREED. ALSO, ALICE IS COMPLICATED.]

			Dren concurred. Even now, Alice’s face was forbidding as the Moon Lashing continued to burn at her armored limb. Some of her Spark—an orange essence—faded into the air as if the whip was draining her, though when she spoke, her voice was calm. “I think you should go, young man. This is going to get … unpleasant.”

			“Yeah, sorry, I’m not gonna leave you with a rage-filled madman. Not my style.”

			Alice chuckled. “Ah, that’s very sweet and very … misinformed. You two are far out of your league. Go, take care of Vox,” she said, gesturing to the slumped form of Vox. “He’s fine. Just get him out of here while you still can.” As she said this, a faint steel-gray aura began to emanate off her body like shimmering heat waves, and Dren’s mouth went dry. His legs wanted to buckle from a feeling of what he could only describe as intense pressure. Was this Alice’s power? With her other arm not held by the Moon Lashing, Alice raised a hand, and metal liquefied from all around. Street posts, a broken wagon wheel, swords.

			Any nearby metal melted—aside from his letter opener, which, like Max implied, seemed to be made out of a different alloy.

			The liquefied metal reformed as a giant metallic mass, then became dozens of floating spears, each large enough to be wielded by a titan.

			With a flip of her hand, Alice sent the spears flying.

			Karifas didn’t flinch.

			At the last moment, his dark plate gave a faint shimmer of steely-gray. The huge spears melted to hot slag, becoming no more than a puddle at his feet. “You might have been able to stop me once, Master. Not anymore. You’ve grown soft and weak from this pathetic land.”

			With a sword that appeared from thin air, Alice sliced the lashing which held her forearm. “I’m still strong enough to put a petulant child back in his place.”

			“Maybe … but I have Chaos on my side now.” Karifas’ other hand extended, orange Chaos roiled along his arm, and a jagged rift made of flames opened.

			[CHAOS RIFT.]

			A creature the size of a bear burst out of the rift, all claws and gnashing teeth. It looked like … an evil baby Ditch, if more demonic and sleek. Hundreds of spikes sprouted from its head like a giant porcupine. Twin glowing golden eyes leaked Chaos.

			[CREATURE: YOUNG CHAOS FIEND.]

			[RANK: ELDER GOLD.]

			With a shriek, the Young Chaos Fiend crossed the distance and leaped at Alice. With the slightest slip to the left, dodging its dagger-like claws, she skewered the clawed beast with her sword. The Young Chaos Fiend twitched, screeled, then spasmed and died, no more than a worthless heap of flesh.

			Dren gulped.

			Max gulped.

			“Did that just happen?” Dren whispered to Max.

			[UH-HUH … ]

			Alice, with black and orange blood smeared across her face, gave a small, amused smile, and with blood dripping from her sword, the effect was terrifying. “Tsk tsk, you foolish child, how little regard you have for your old master. You truly think a simple Young Chaos Fiend is going to stop me?”

			Karifas’ hateful visage broke through his grin. “Oh, I know what you’re capable of, Master. So no … I didn’t …” His arm shook, his face straining, sweat dripping from his scarred lip as the portal widened. And … widened. Okay, when was it going to stop widening? Like now would be a good time!

			[USER … RUNNING? WHEN ARE WE RUNNING? I LIKE RUNNING. RUNNING IS LIFE.]

			Dren ran to Vox’s side and tried to wake his friend.

			But Vox only groaned, lids fluttering.

			At that moment, a beast the size of a barn lumbered out of the jagged rift, rattling the ground with its footsteps.

			No. It was bigger than that.

			Dren swallowed, and despite himself, he stood and staggered a few steps back. The beast was big. Like really big. Dren’s gaze panned up, neck craning to take in the two-story muscled demon. It was much like the Young Chaos Fiend, only bigger, stronger, and meaner-looking. Its head was similarly covered in long spikes, though the spikes were far larger, trailing nearly down its back like evil dreads. Four eyes, not two, set deep in its broad face burned with orange Chaos. Two empty nose holes snorted steam. A jaw wide enough to sleep on stretched as if the beast was waking out of a long slumber. Rows of dagger-like teeth dripped with saliva. Instead of patches of plates, the creature was covered in chitinous armor.

			Max spoke: [OH MY … OH MY … PERMISSION TO SOIL MYSELF?]

			Dren gawked at the name tag.

			[CREATURE: ANCIENT CHAOS FIEND.]

			[RANK: ELDER WARDEN.]

			“Max?” Dren said, voice cracking. “Holy hells! That can’t be right. Please, for the love of all that’s good and true, tell me you’re glitching!

			Max spoke, as if automatically: [ANCIENT CHAOS FIEND. A BEING THAT HAS EXISTED NEARLY AS LONG AS THE DRAGON OF CHAOS HIMSELF. BORN IN THE REALM OF CHAOS, THEY SPEND THEIR EXISTENCE FEEDING ON THE SPARK OF OTHER LESSER CREATURES, GROWING STRONGER, SURVIVING IN THE HEART OF THE VOID ITSELF. THEY HAVE NO KNOWN WEAKNESSES. AND NO, I AM NOT MALFUNCTIONING. UNFORTUNATELY.]

			“No weaknesses?” Dren said. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

			Alice sighed. “My tea is most definitely going to grow cold …”

			The creature roared, spittle flying, the sound splitting and nearly rupturing Dren’s ear drums.

			Despite its massive bulk, the beast launched forth with impossible speed and slammed into the old blacksmith, sending her careening into a building that exploded from the impact.

			“Alice!” Dren cried, running toward her.

			He only took two steps when he saw, bafflingly, Alice was holding the jaws of the beast in her gauntleted hands, even as it tried to devour her. Through grit teeth, Alice called out, “I’ll handle this thing … Just … don’t … die … !” The creature swiped, sending her careening through buildings, out of sight.

			Dren whispered under his breath, covering his mouth with his hand as Karifas stared off as if watching Alice’s fight. “Max? Weaknesses? Help me out here! I need something, quick!”

			[I AM SEARCHING, USER!] Dren watched as his AI scanned Karifas’ body, who was still looking into the distance. “Xs” appeared where he was scanned as if there were no weaknesses. Great. Until, finally, Dren saw something around Karifas’ neck. It had slipped free when he’d been battling Alice.

			“That’s it …” he whispered, knowing it in his heart. “What is that?”

			[ITEM: SPARK ORB.]

			[RANK: ETERNAL.]

			[EFFECT: USER, I BELIEVE THAT IS POWERING HIS ARMOR, ABSORBING ALL MAGIC.]

			“Got it, steal the Spark orb, draining his armor of power, then … kill an Elder Diamond, simple as that,” he whispered under his breath, a tremor in his voice he couldn’t hide.

			[SIMPLE! SIMPLY SUICIDE!]

			“Accurate and not helpful,” Dren shouted back.

			Karifas slowly turned to face Dren as if finally noticing him. “We’re alone, finally, little ember.”

			Little ember? And finally alone? What the hell did this guy want with him? Before Karifas had mentioned something about Dren being the ‘one he was looking for.’ There was probably an appropriate response right now, but Dren didn’t know it. So he went with his usual tact. Walking closer, eyes fixed on the glowing pendant around the man’s neck, he replied, “Hey, guy, if you have a crush, there’s better ways of going about this. Y’know, instead of trying to kill me and my friends.”

			Karifas glared, two purple Moon Lashes appearing in either fist, burning the ground. “Take another step, and I will flay your skin.”

			Dren swallowed and froze.

			[SPELL: MOON LASH.]

			[RANK: ELDER DIAMOND.]

			Max made a nervous sound. [USER, MIGHT I SUGGEST NOT ANTAGONIZING AN EVIL ELDER DIAMOND WHO CAN EASILY TEAR YOU LIMB FROM LIMB?]

			“Eh, I think he wants to do that anyway,” Dren said aloud. “Don’t you?”

			“What arrogance! And from an Elder Copper.” Karifas laughed. Though he sounded amused as he circled Dren, still, his Moon Lashings seared the ground, trailing him. “From my old master, I can understand. She once was something that made men tremble with fear …” He looked over as if searching for the unconscious Vox. “How far she’s fallen. What pathetic pets she’s chosen.” Only … Vox wasn’t there. Dren saw his friend standing on the rooftop, peeking over. Karifas sneered. “Where’d that other weak friend of yours go?”

			Dren tried to hide a grin as he tapped his lip as if deep in thought. “Good question! I don’t know. Maybe he went to find your mother, maybe he went to find out if unicorns are real, or maybe he …” He stalled nervously, rambling, until finally Vox was in position, and Dren shouted, “Now!”

			Vox roared, leaping from the rooftop, his hammer connecting with Karifas’ head with terrible force.

			Karifas barely reacted.

			Only the man’s neck bent from the hammer blow.

			Vox, having landed behind Karifas, was already raising his hammer again.

			But Karifas turned, grabbed Vox by the throat, and threw him.

			Vox flew through the air, cracking against the building and going limp once more.

			“No!” Dren bellowed though he was already charging. He vaulted, hoverboots sending out a burst of air. Summoning from his Sparkwell, Dren reached deep and pushed Moon through his Channels, transforming his fingers into Amethyst Claws as dense and sharp as he could, and he swiped.

			[AMETHYST CLAWS ATTACK!]

			Dren’s purple claws connected, only to rake uselessly across Karifas’ black-plated armor.

			With a gauntleted hand, his fingers grasped Dren’s neck and squeezed. “That wasn’t very nice, little ember.”

			Dren continued to choke, gasping for breath.

			Eyes glowing orange with Chaos, Karifas scoffed. “Is that everything, little ember? Is that all you’ve got?” He released his grip slightly, seeing Dren try to speak.

			“Kinda, yeah,” Dren coughed.

			He breathed. “Pathetic. You will die, forgotten, nothing.”

			Everything was starting to go black, the corners of his vision fuzzing. Fear rose. He was going to die. “But … at least …” He pushed down the rising dread just enough to snarl, “At least … I’m not an asshole.”

			Karifas sighed, squeezing tighter. “Goodbye, little ember.”

			The last of his vision narrowed to a pinpoint, but in that tiny field of vision, he saw it—

			Something slammed against the side of Karifas’ head. Then again and again.

			Wind Arrows.

			Piercing the side of Karifas’ skull, scoring thin but bloody grooves. Karifas turned, only for a dozen more to collide with him, the hail of arrows knocking Dren out of his grip. Dren gasped for air, his vision flooding back.

			Karifas reached for him.

			But Dren was quicker. With all his agility—which was little more than a drunk backward stumble—he leaped. His hoverboots activated, and aided by the sudden Wind Gusts, Dren catapulted away. He shook himself and saw he was sitting at Kara’s feet.

			[USER KARA! HUZZAH! OUR ONLY VALUABLE MEMBER OF TEAM MAX!]

			Dren cried tears of happiness, clutching at her legs. “Oh my, you have no idea how happy I am to see—”

			Kara cut him off, “—Not done, Dren!”

			Sure enough, Karifas had summoned two purple whips and was raising them, snarling, and stalking forward. His walk turned into a run as he roared. Only Kara matched his cry. She flung her hands. Wind shot from them like a hurricane. It was a visible white force that sent stone pavers flying and obliterated the corpse of the Young Chaos Fiend. Dren saw the Wind was shaped like a colossal spear, bigger than even the ones Alice had formed.

			[SPELL: TITAN’S WIND SPEAR.]

			[RANK: ELDER BRONZE.]

			The spear slammed into Karifas and sent him flying high and fast, cracking and shattering through the window of a building.

			[OKAY. IT’S OFFICIAL, USER. EVERYONE IS COOLER THAN YOU.]

			Dren turned to Kara, who wavered on her feet, smiling.

			“What the hell was that?”

			“Oh, nothing. Just something Ditch and I have been working on for the past few weeks. Was hoping to surprise you.”

			“Well, consider me surprised,” Dren said in awe.

			“Good,” she said, then collapsed to one knee. Her smile waned. “But … honestly, I don’t know how much more I have … I kind of gave it my all there …”

			“Take a minute. You’ve at least bought us some time. Where’s Vox?” Dren asked.

			Kara pointed. “Uh …”

			There was a grunt. Turning, Dren saw Vox rubbing his head.

			“Vox, buddy! You’re alright!”

			“It’s going to take more than a little kick from some puny Elder, whatever the hell he is, to keep me down.”

			“That’s the spirit,” Dren said.

			“Can you take the blow next time?” Vox asked, wincing. “Pretty tired of being thrown against walls like al dente spaghetti.”

			Though tired, Kara clapped Vox on the back. “Meat shield, remember?”

			Vox grumbled. “We’re going to revisit team roles after this.”

			[HUZZAH! THE TEAM IS BACK TOGETHER! NOW WE CAN ALL GO OUT IN A FINAL BLAZE OF GLORY!]

			Dren winced. “Max, we really gotta fix your nihilistic side.”

			“Wait,” Kara said, eyeing Vox. “You got kicked by an Elder Diamond, and you’re still alive?”

			“Yeah. No big deal.” Then Vox groaned, clutching his chest.

			Kara felt at his side. “You idiot, you broke half your ribs.”

			“Eh, maybe a few,” Vox confessed.

			Dren slapped Vox on the back, and he winced in pain. “Who needs ribs? They’re overrated!”

			[AGREED! I DON’T HAVE ANY, AND I’M DOING JUST FINE!]

			“Ribs are definitely not overrated,” Kara replied, shooting him a look. “Here, drink this.” She removed a bottle from her waist, pulled the stopper, and poured it down Vox’s throat. “It should increase healing and keep the bones from piercing your lungs and killing you.”

			[THAT IS A NET POSITIVE! ALSO, TEAM MAX, I DON’T WANT TO INTERRUPT OUR STUPENDOUS REUNION OR SOON-TO-BE HUGGING SESSION, BUT SHOULD WE FOCUS ON THE EVIL ELDER DIAMOND WE ONLY TEMPORARILY INCAPACITATED?]

			Kara looked at the broken building on the far end of the yard. “I don’t think he’ll stay down long. We need a plan and quick.”

			Dren grinned. “Did you say ‘plan?’” Then he wagged the item he’d been holding in his palm, the one he’d slashed and ripped off of Karifas’ neck. The pendant glowed, or more accurately, the Spark Orb. It burned with such a fierce light it actually kinda hurt Dren’s eyes, and the others squinted as well.

			“What is that?” Kara asked in disbelief.

			Dren smirked. “Oh, this? It’s that bastard’s little trinket. I think Blightwing gave it to him. Without it, his magic immune armor isn’t so magic immune. He thought I was trying to strike at him, but I cut it from his neck without him being the wiser with my trusty letter opener of destruction that you ALL laughed at. Well, who’s laughing now!?”

			[WE ARE. HA, HA, HA, HA, HA!] Max cackled.

			Vox groaned. “Wait, that’s it? That’s your plan?”

			Dren growled. “C’mon, are you seriously complaining? I just single-handedly Achilles’ heeled our nemesis. All you did was get punted like a soccer ball.”

			[TWICE!]

			Vox gripped his hammer. “If I didn’t get kicked, you would have, and you would have died.”

			“Well … that’s fair, but still, why are you griping? C’mon, don’t you see? Now we take him out!”

			[UM, USER? THERE IS A FATAL FLAW WITH THAT PROJECTED METHOD] Max said.

			A roar shook the air, and the ground trembled beneath their feet.

			Kara knuckled the small of her back, voice shaking. “Yeah, Dren, you know that means he’s still an Elder Diamond, right?”

			Dren felt his stomach drop. “Yeah.” He rubbed the back of his head. “I kinda overlooked that.”

			The rumbling grew in the building where Karifas had been thrown.

			“I thought you downed him!” Dren called.

			“Are you kidding? We just went over this! He’s an Elder Diamond! He’s not that—”

			Whatever Kara was going to say was cut off as the building exploded. All the debris abruptly froze in midair. Thick wooden beams, chunks of the stone foundation, chairs, tables, everything—all floated above Karifas, rising higher, each coated in the aura of Moon. The mad Elder Diamond was in the center, burning with a terrible violet light. In either fist, Karifas held a Moon Lashing. Blood from Kara’s arrows still marred the man’s cheek.

			Karifas’ gaze fixed on them, all fury and seething hatred.

			[OH MAN.] Max said in awe. [FIRST OFF, HE LOOKS MAD. LIKE REAL MAD. SECONDLY, THAT’S AN AWESOME ABILITY. WE’RE ABOUT TO BE RIPPED APART BY MOON WHIPS RIGHT NOW, BUT OTHERWISE, I’D SUGGEST YOU TOTALLY LEARN HOW TO DO THAT, USER.]

			“Dren?” Kara asked, raising her Wind Bow, arms shaking. “Please say you have a plan!” her voice shrieked.

			“Yup, got one! It’s called run, and run fast!” Dren said, already turning and bolting.

			“Ash and shadows!” Vox growled, sheathing his hammer and following.

			[THIS IS A GOOD PLAN!] Max said. [A VERY GOOD PLAN.]

			Then the building overhead blew up.

			[ … THOUGH MIGHT I BE SO BOLD AS TO SUGGEST GOING FASTER?! MUCH FASTER?]

			“This way!” Kara called, passing them and entering the alley. She was faster with her Elder Bronze speed and stamina.

			“Did I mention that I hate running!” Vox shouted as they turned down empty alleys.

			“Well, you probably also hate dying, so I think this is the lesser of two evils!” Dren called.

			“FLEEEEE COWARDSSS!” Karifas boomed.

			Buildings exploded around them like ripe melons, and they were showered with debris. “Dren!” Kara called as they took another street and down an alley. “We need a better plan than just running!”

			Dren shouted back. “Well, if you can think of something, I’m all ears! But ‘keep the magical pendant of power away from the super evil guy’ is about as far as I’ve gotten, so I—”

			[—USER! STOP! STOP! STOP! STOP!] Max shouted.

			Dren echoed this, each sliding to a stop as a Moon Lashing slammed down ahead of them where they would have been. Then Karifas landed in the alley, a dozen feet away, eyes blazing with venomous red light. “You will pay for stealing that …” he snarled. “I will take my time on you. Savoring each scream.”

			[THAT IS SO OMINOUS AND SERIAL KILLER-LIKE.]

			Each was backing up, breaths coming hard and fast. They could turn and run, though Dren knew they’d just be cut down, slashed in the back. They needed a distraction, now. Only there was nothing in the alley aside from a wagon piled high with kegs.

			[UH, USER? IT WAS NICE KNOWING YOU. I ONLY HAVE ONE REGRET.]

			“It’s pancakes, isn’t it?”

			[INDEED! IT IS PANCAKES. PANCAKES WITH MELTED BUTTER AND MAPLE SYRUP.]

			The wagon … Dren had an idea. He squeezed Kara’s hand whispering. “I don’t know if this is gonna work, but follow my lead …”

			She looked confused but nodded, squeezing back.

			Karifas raised his Moon Lashings, stalking forward.

			Dren delved inward. Inside his mind sat his vast Sparkwell, wanting to be used. There were three purple dots in the black field of his mind. One, he knew, was his Amethyst Claws, which weren’t too useful at the moment. Two was his Gravity Punch, too difficult to summon as his Channels now lay. It was the third he reached for, pulling it into him as the Elder Diamond neared.

			Karifas sneered. “Is that all? I was wielding Moon before you were even a glimmer in your mother’s eye!”

			“I was a test tube baby, sorry,” Dren said and slammed his glowing purple hand into the wagon.

			[SPELL: GRAVITY ALTER.]

			[RANK: ELDER COPPER.]

			Coated in violet Moon, the wagon shimmered and began to float.

			“Now!” he shouted.

			Kara shot out a torrential Wind Gust. The wagon hurtled through the air, barrels and all. In the last moment before it crashed into Karifas, Dren released the spell, which sent its full weight smashing into the Elder Diamond.

			“An object in motion stays in motion,” Dren said with a grin.

			[PHYSICS!] Max shouted.

			Dren turned and ran, Kara and Vox at his side.

			“We just hit him with a wagon!” Kara shouted.

			“Yeah, that admittedly was awesome,” Vox called.

			“Thanks!” Dren said.

			“Still, the guy can literally fly! How the hell are we supposed to avoid him?” Vox shouted.

			[NOT FLY] Max said aloud. [JUMP HIGH. HE IS ELDER DIAMOND. ONLY WARDENS CAN FLY!]

			“Oh, that’s a whole lot better!” Vox panted. “Thanks, Max!”

			[YOU’RE MOST WELCOME, USER VOX!]

			“Wait, when the hell did Max learn to speak aloud?” Kara called.

			[OH, USER KARA, DO YOU LIKE MY VOICE?]

			“Actually, I do. It’s nice,” Kara said, breathing hard as they ran. “A little more cheery than I was expecting and—”

			“—Not the time, you two!” Dren interrupted. “I don’t think a wagon is gonna hurt this guy mu—”

			Again, Dren didn’t finish his sentence.

			A building blew up on their left.

			Karifas was standing there. With a roar, his Moon Lashings sliced sideways.

			“Duck!” Kara called, shoving them with Wind Gusts.

			Dren fell flat to the ground.

			Lashings flew above their heads, tearing the whole building behind them in half.

			[OH GODS] Max said. [DON’T STOP!]

			Vox stood up first. He grabbed Dren, hauling him to his feet.

			They continued, ducking and dodging, careening down side streets while the city blew up all around them.

			“How the hell are we going to defeat this guy, Max?” Dren called.

			[USER, I HAVE ALREADY GIVEN YOU MY FIRM DECLARATION THAT FIGHTING ANYTHING TWO RANKS ABOVE YOU IS FUTILE. WE SHOULD CONSIDER MY ALTERNATE PLAN OF DEFECATION AND SURRENDER. AND—] Max interrupted himself [INCOMING MOON LASHING—]

			“Dren! Watch out!” Kara called, shoving him back with a Wind Gust.

			[SPELL: MOON LASHING.]

			[RANK: DIAMOND.]

			Dren fell onto his rear, back smacking against the building just as the Moon Lashing landed, carving up the street that would have split Dren in half.

			Dren, sitting on his rear, was frozen at the announcement, a chill running down his spine. “Wait … Did you just say Diamond? I thought he was Elder Diamond?”

			“Don’t just sit there!” Kara called as debris rained about them. “Move, you idiot!”

			As another Moon Lashing whipped toward Dren’s face, Vox intercepted. Standing atop a roof, the big guy threw his hammer. It smashed into the side of Karifas’ head, allowing Dren to slip away. Karifas snarled and tried to snag Vox with another Moon Lashing, but Kara was there, grabbing Vox’s arm. With a burst of Wind, the two leaped, barely evading another whip that ripped apart the building beneath them. Karifas vaulted after them.

			Dren yelled, wagging the pendant and the luminescent Spark Orb. “Wrong people, idiot!”

			Karifas’ eyes, filled with Chaos, narrowed in fury, and he bounded into the air toward Dren.

			Oh, hells … he was fast.

			[CONGRATULATIONS! YOU DID IT! YOU GOT HIS ATTENTION. NOW WOULD BE A GOOD TIME TO RUN!]

			Dren dove just as the two-story structure exploded beneath him. Gratefully, his hoverboots sent him catapulting into the air. As he fell, another small discharge of air slowed his descent. He rolled and kept running. “Okay,” Dren said, calling out to Max as they ran. “If I just heard that right, his Moon Lashing … is it Diamond now?”

			[YES, USER. OHHHHH, I SEE—]

			“He’s getting weaker, isn’t he?”

			[YES! YES!]

			“So then, all we need is time!”

			[CORRECT! WITHOUT THE SPARK ORB, HIS ARMOR IS USELESS AND CANNOT ABSORB THE MAGIC OF SEPHARINA’S SPELL. BUY US ENOUGH TIME, AND HE SHOULD KEEP WEAKENING UNDER THE POWER OF THE BUBBLE. THEN WE CAN BEAT HIM!]

			It was a decent plan … in theory. If Dren could live that long.

			Feet pounding, Dren pushed Moon through his Channels, seeing a closed door ahead.

			[DOOR, DOOR, DOOR!]

			Dren summoned his Amethyst Claws. He slashed, then shoulder-checked the door, bursting inside, then out the other side just as that building exploded into a pile of debris from glowing purple whips and a cackling madman. Dren sprinted, and still, the mad howls haunted him, gaining.

			“Gods, he’s too damn quick!”

			[YES, FASTER, USER! HE’S RIGHT ON OUR HEELS! OH, MAN! OH JEEZ! USER JUMP!]

			Dren trusted Max and leaped. A Moon Lashing that would have sliced his feet off at the ankles instead burned down a lamppost that Dren jumped over. Then he slid under a fruit vendor’s stall that exploded, through a window, bounding with all his strength and landed on top of a two-story house. Each time, however, Karifas was right behind him. In the distance, Max tracked Kara and Vox. Dren was trying to run away from them, only with Kara’s Wind Gusts and Karifas’ clear path of destroyed buildings, they were gaining. “Dammit! Stop it!” he shouted to no one in particular. “Let me be the damn hero!”

			[YOU’RE GOING TO BE THE DEAD HERO, USER! WE NEED A SOLUTION!]

			Over his shoulder, Karifas bounded into the air, whipping his Moon Lashings to devastating effect. Dren cursed and ran, barely slipping past another lashing, though feeling the terrible heat of its passing. A few more destroyed buildings and ravaged streets until Dren felt something grip his leg.

			Dread turned his hope to despair.

			He’d failed. Dren knew this was the end. Still, he wouldn’t go down without a fight. He prepared himself to smash his Amethyst Claws right into Karifas’ stupid haughty Chaos-filled eyes. He hoped that’d be enough to blind the man and save Kara and the others. That was his plan, at least. The thing around his ankle yanked, and he slipped on the roof, tugged down into a side alley, but instead of hitting hard stone or seeing Karifas’ scarred, hateful visage—a gust of air caught him like a feather on the Wind.

			Kara clamped her hand over Dren’s mouth. At the same time, Vox pulled out his metal hammer.

			“Do it, now!” Kara ordered.

			Vox nodded, and Max whispered:

			[SPELL: TRANSMUTE.]

			[RANK: COPPER.]

			The steel hammer in Vox’s meaty fists turned into a thick metal box, and he put the Spark Orb pendant inside and snapped it closed. There was a roar of anger, and the explosions abruptly stopped. Kara, finger on her lips, tugged them away, swift and silent, down a few more streets and into an abandoned tavern. As soon as they entered, Dren realized it was the same damn tavern where they’d fought Federis Finehorn and his cronies.

			“Seriously?” Vox muttered a little too loudly. “This place again …”

			Kara shot him a withering look. Her eyes saying: Shhhh.

			Dren, too exhausted, just followed them behind the bar, and the three hunkered down, trying to conceal their heavy breathing.

			Vox handed Dren the box containing the Spark Orb pendant and whispered, “You should hold onto this.”

			“Someone wanna tell me what you did back there?” Dren breathed, clutching the box tight to his chest. “It’s like he can’t sense us.”

			[INDEED! MOSTLY INVISIBLE!]

			Kara grinned, still breathing hard, and answered in a similar whisper, “Brightsteel conceals magical items. Vox’s hammer has a good amount of Brightsteel. I think that bastard can still vaguely feel the Spark Orb’s presence, but it’s much fainter now.”

			Sure enough, a voice cried out, “Come out, come out, little mice! You can’t scurry forever!”

			Dren peeked over the bar littered with broken bottles and out the window of the tavern. Karifas descended from the air onto an empty intersection of streets.

			“What now?” Vox breathed.

			“We keep running,” Kara said.

			Dren shook his head, whispering. “We’re not gonna outrun him!”

			“Well, we have to keep trying,” Kara replied.

			Vox sighed. “Well, if we’re not running …” He grabbed a half-drunk mug off the counter and took a long swig, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Ugh, flat.” Then took another sip and offered the mug to Kara.

			“Really? Now?” Kara asked in a low breath.

			Vox rolled his heavy shoulders. “What better time if we’re about to die?”

			“We’re not gonna die,” Dren whispered back.

			[OOOO OPTIMISM! TEAM MAX NEVER QUITS!] Max whispered, though only loud enough for the three.

			Kara handed them each a small vial from a necklace.

			“Where’d you get these?”

			“Alice,” Kara explained. “I think she knew we’d need them.”

			Vox smiled fondly.

			[VIAL OF LIQUID, IT SEEMS A MIXTURE OF SPARK ESSENCE AND GROUND HALVAS BEANS!]

			Medieval coffee! Dren remembered. Nice.

			They each drank them. It gave Dren some energy.

			Dren remembered he still had his orange bottle that Vox had filched off Federis. He palmed it in his other hand.

			“Not yet,” Kara said. “Too much Spark Essence, and your Channels still need to recover.”

			He grumbled and stuffed the bottle back in his pocket.

			Karifas roared. “Come out, little ones!”

			“Plan?” Vox asked, and both looked to Dren.

			“Maybe. If only—”

			Dren was cut off as Karifas’ voice rang through the streets. “I know you’re near, little mice! I think I have something you should see…” Dren peeked around the bar and…His blood turned to ice. Gods, Karifas held a child. A little dark-haired Human girl. A mother cried, running towards her daughter. 

			Karifas, a cruel light in his eyes, one hand on the girl, lashed with his other and the purple whip snapped.

			The mother gasped, then staggered, her run faltering as her eyes went wide with horror…

			No…

			The woman collapsed, her blood spilling on the dark cobblestones.

			The little girl shrieked in terror. 

			For a moment, Dren was frozen. Cold dread, like splinters of ice, rooted him. 

			The mother gazed lifelessly at Dren.

			Then the horror filled him.

			Followed shortly by seething rage.

			Dren’s vision turned red.

			He was moving before he knew it.

			Immediately, Kara bound him in Wind, stuffing a gag of air in his mouth. Despite the tears in her own eyes, she shook her head, hissing. “You know that’s what he wants!”

			She let the gag slip, and Dren snarled. “Damn what he wants! That bastard! I need … I have to …” His shoulders shook. “Kara, I can’t just sit here and let this happen …”

			Peering through the bubbled glass window, Dren saw that this part of the city hadn’t been fully abandoned, and people cowered, terrified faces peeking through windows as they hid inside shops and houses. Karifas shouted again, “Come out, little mice! Or I’m going to kill them all until you do!”

			Dren’s whole body shook, and he looked down at the brightsteel box. Inside was the Spark Orb, full of power. Then he remembered Max’s words. Spark Orb can either be consumed for power or used to power devices. Spark wasn’t his issue. He had it in reserve. It was his narrow Channels that held him back. Gravity Punch was still out of reach. Without stronger spells, he couldn’t possibly defeat Karifas. What they needed was time. And they were out of it.

			[USER, IF YOU’RE PLANNING TO DO WHAT I THINK, IT WON’T WORK. IT’LL KILL YOU. RIP YOU TO PIECES. WE JUST NEED TO WAIT LONG ENOUGH UNTIL HIS POWER DRAINS BENEATH THE BARRIER.]

			“Wait, what’s Max mean?” Kara asked.

			Dren explained, “That bastard’s armor absorbs magic. But it’s powered by our little trinket.”

			[IT IS AS USER DREN SAYS! WITHOUT THE ETERNAL SPARK ORB, KARIFAS WILL GET WEAKER INSIDE THE BARRIER! WE JUST NEED TO WAIT UNTIL HE IS WEAK ENOUGH TO FACE!]

			The little girl cried as Karifas yanked on her braid. “Come out now, or I’ll kill them one by one, and you’ll hear every dying scream!”

			“Unfortunately, we don’t have that long, Max.” He looked at Kara and Vox. “Do you three trust me?”

			“Nope, not at all!” Kara said immediately.

			Vox finished the last dregs of his beer. “Yeah, sure.”

			“Wait, really?”

			“No,” Vox replied. “But I’m in. You know I am.”

			Dren grinned. “Good. That’s what I was hoping you were going to say.”

			Kara bit her lip, glancing about. “Gah! This is so stupid! But yeah, of course I’m in. Still, whatever it is, it better be good, Dren.”

			“Oh, it’ll be something,” Dren said, then gestured to the box.

			Vox raised a thick orange eyebrow. “Are you sure?”

			He shrugged. “More or less.”

			Vox sighed and acquiesced.

			[SPELL: TRANSMUTE.]

			[RANK: COPPER.]

			The metal formed back into a hammer, and Dren quickly slipped the pendant over his head. Power filled him. He didn’t absorb it, not directly, but instead channeled it into his items. The pendant’s power overcharged the magical objects he wore as if plugged into the power of a star about to go supernova. At once, the Arsenal Glove hummed, and so did his boots, glowing with an otherworldly light.

			[OH, I LIKE THIS IDEA A LOT MORE] Max said. [HOVERBOOTS AND ARSENAL GLOVE BOTH OVERCHARGED BY THE ETERNAL RANK SPARK ORB! YOU MIGHT HAVE ONE CHARGE OUT OF THIS … THAT IS IF THEY DON’T EXPLODE.]

			“That’s all I need.” He looked at the others. “When I say so, grab onto me. Tightly. A Wind Shield might be a good idea, too,” Dren told Kara, then rose.

			[USER, INCOMING!]

			A Moon Lashing exploded the side of the building.

			Karifas stood in the new opening, eyes bloodshot with rage, Moon Lashing in one grip, the little girl in the other, ready to end them.

			Dren lifted the pendant around his neck. “This is what you want, right?”

			Karifas snarled, tossing the little girl aside—an older couple dipped out from where they’d been cowering behind a cart, grabbed the girl, and fled to safety.

			Then Karifas attacked.

			[NOW!] Max said.

			“Hold on tight!” Dren shouted.

			Kara and Vox grabbed onto him, a Wind Shield surrounding them, and Dren leaped.
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			Chapter 25

			And holy hells, did Dren leap. As Dren pressed off the tavern floor, floorboards shattered. Tables and chairs blew back as they shot up like a rocket.

			Vox cried out, “Roof! Rooof!”

			It was too late. Dren grimaced as they collided with the roof. The Wind Shield took the brunt of it as they broke through and shot up into the air, higher and higher.

			Karifas snarled, a dwindling figure, Moon enveloping him as he chased them.

			Still, they shot higher.

			All the while, Vox bellowed, and Kara cried out, clenching her eyes, fingers digging a little painfully into Dren’s chest.

			Max, meanwhile, shouted, [WEEEEEEEE!] Pausing only to catch his breath, and again, [WEEEEEE.] Only to pause and point out, [OH USER, LOOK AT THAT! OH WOOOOOWW. THAT’S SOME BEDLAM IF I EVER SAW IT. REAL CHAOS. WHOAAAAAA.]

			Sure enough, Max was right. Scattered rifts had opened all over the cities. It was pandemonium. Aberrations—the mutated forms of forest creatures—poured out of the jagged orange rifts, laying into defenders, a mixture of citizens and guards.

			Kobolds, Draconians, Humans, Kenku, half-Giants—all fought and fell, clashing in scattered but pitched skirmishes all about the city. The creatures they battled were burning beneath the bubble’s atmosphere, but still, the swarm didn’t seem to be slowing.

			A figure stood out amid the Chaos.

			Radiant and golden.

			Based on Kara’s descriptions of the fire during the training, Dren knew who this man was. Archlord Arimon. Sure enough, Dren saw the man who looked like he was fighting an army of the Chaos creatures all by himself.

			Then, to the southeast, he saw Alice.

			Whole swaths of the city were leveled as she raged against the Warden-rank beast.

			With a sinking realization, Dren understood this fight was more than just them.

			The whole city was on the brink of collapse.

			As they flew, Kara opened her eyes long enough to see and cursed, “Realms above …”

			[USER, THIS IS SOOOO FREAKING COOL! WELL, NOT THE PURE CHAOS BELOW, BUT THIS! HOLY HELLS, WE’RE FLYING! WE’RE REALLY FLYING!] Max said in his ear. [ALSO, I SHOULD MENTION THAT WE ARE REACHING THE ZENITH OF OUR FLIGHT.]

			They nearly scraped the bubble’s apex.

			Then … they started to fall.

			The feeling was … a little more intense and terrifying. The ground began to race toward them.

			Stomach lurching into his throat, Dren thought, Oh gods. Not good. Not goooood!

			“Dren!” Kara shouted, seeing and clearly feeling their sudden descent.

			Vox’s eyes remained clenched, cursing a long, guttural foul stream.

			Max was still whooping in glee.

			“Yeah?” Dren called back over the rushing Wind.

			Kara’s eyes were wide, watching the quickly approaching terrain below. “You better know how to land! I don’t think I have enough Wind to soften our blow!”

			Frantic, Dren scoured the city, then grinned through his rising fear. “Don’t worry! I got this!” he shouted, his voice a little too high to sound confident. They fell like a meteor, the Wind Shield dampening most of the rushing sound of air, though still, his eyes watered.

			“Max!” Dren shouted. “Calculate my descent! Am I going to reach it?!”

			[OOHHHH, IS THAT WHAT YOU’RE AIMING FOR, USER? A GOOD IDEA, I THINK … UNLESS IT’S A VERY BAD ONE. IN WHICH CASE—]

			“Max! Much more math, much less chatting!”

			[CALCULATING … YES! NINETY-EIGHT PERCENT CHANCE IF YOU KEEP AT YOUR CURRENT TRAJECTORY AND SPEED!]

			The buildings that had been tiny only a moment before were getting larger. Faster. But Dren angled the three of them and their shield, rushing headlong toward his destination.

			[AT A RATE OF SIXTY METERS PER SECOND, WE ARE—] Max called out.

			“What are you, British? Use feet!” Dren called.

			[OH, NOW WE’RE BEING PICKY!]

			“Really? We’re doing this now?!” Kara shouted.

			Vox just howled.

			[OKAY, OKAY, OKAY. EIGHT HUNDRED FEET, YOU BLOODY YANKEE!]

			[600.]

			[400.]

			[200! DO IT! DO IT NOW!]

			Dren flipped them. The Wind Shield dissipated around them, and Dren aimed the hoverboots at the ground. The Spark Orb on his chest flared to life, and the hoverboots activated. Air blasted out from them, roaring with enough force to land a rocket until there was a loud POP! The boot’s air stream stuttered, and they were dropped unceremoniously a few feet from the ground, tumbling with the last of their momentum.

			Dren sat there for a moment, shaken and only a little bruised. Then he looked at the hoverboots that glowed red-hot, and his glasses gave a description.

			[ITEM: HOVERBOOTS.]

			[RANK: ELDER COPPER.]

			[ITEM RARITY: UNIQUE.]

			[STATUS: BROKEN.]

			He touched them and recoiled, fingers burning as if they were molten and cooling. “Wait, no, no, no. No! I need them! They can’t be broken!”

			[ALAS] Max said, [THEY WERE NOT MEANT TO HANDLE AN ETERNAL RANK POWER SOURCE. NOT AT THEIR CURRENT RANK. THAT’S LIKE STUFFING A NUCLEAR POWER PLANT UNDER THE HOOD OF A BEAT-UP STATION WAGON. IT’S … GONNA HAVE CONSEQUENCES.]

			Dren doubted his rare hoverboots were exactly a station wagon … not that he really knew what a station wagon was. Something old, he figured. Still, he sighed. They had bigger problems.

			Dren rose, dusted himself off, and took in their new surroundings.

			They stood at The World Tree’s base. It loomed before them, so broad that the trunk looked more like a gnarled brown wall. Twisted roots spanned out leagues into the distance, extending beyond Sepharina’s bubble. Where Dren and company stood was in ruins. Weeds sprouted through ancient stone, and only knee-high structures remained of what looked like an ancient city.

			They’d been here before when they’d first entered the city.

			That’s why Dren had angled here.

			A hundred feet away sat the door of The World Tree, covered in thick vines.

			Behind him, Vox made a groaning sound. “Oh gods …”

			Dren looked back over his shoulder. “You alright there, big guy?”

			Vox opened his mouth to answer and promptly vomited. Once he caught his breath, face pale and still a little green, he muttered. “Never … do that … again …” He fell over on his side, moaning in pain.

			“Oh, don’t be such a big baby,” Dren said, stretching. “I saved your life. Besides, that wasn’t that bad. It was like skydiving.”

			“Without a parachute,” Vox added in a low growl, still in a fetal position. “That’s called suicide, Dren.”

			[ADVENTEROUSLY SUICIDAL!] Max chimed in.

			Dren wasn’t being entirely truthful. He was a little shaken too. His whole body practically vibrated. Am I really alive? He could scarcely believe it. He looked to Kara, who, after a moment of soaking in the same conclusion—her hands touching the cracked, ruined ground, then her body, as if to confirm the reality of it, she jumped into the air with unrestrained joy. “That was amazing!”

			Vox exchanged looks with Dren.

			“Really?” Dren asked.

			“Yeah! I would totally do that again! You know, under different circumstances. Seriously. Wow. New plan, if Wardens can do that regularly? We all need to advance to Warden and quickly.”

			[KARA IS MOST CORRECT! I HAVE ADDED A NEW GOAL FOR US TO MY DATABASE, USER. GOAL #1: OBTAIN MOIST, FLUFFY PANCAKES. GOAL #2: LEARN HOW TO FLY!]

			“You really have your priorities backward,” Dren said.

			[INDEED! MAKE NO MISTAKE, I LISTED THEM IN THE APPROPRIATE ORDER. IF IT WAS RATIONAL, I WOULD HAVE LISTED PANCAKES AS GOALS #1—5 FOR EMPHASIS, BUT I ASSUMED YOU UNDERSTOOD THAT GOAL #1 TAKES SUPREME PRIORITY.]

			Kara interrupted. “How did you know you could do that?”

			Dren gripped the pendant that hung around his neck. The Spark Orb still emitted a blazing radiance, not even fractionally dimmed by the hoverboots usage. “I didn’t. Well, not fully. I sorta put a few pieces together at the last minute. I knew Karifas’ magic armor was powered by this thing, so I figured, why not my boots? I debated trying to absorb the Spark, but seeing as it’s Eternal rank—”

			Kara finished, “—It would definitely kill you.”

			Max declared enthusiastically to the three [OH MOST DEFINITELY! LIKE A WATERMELON FILLED WITH DYNAMITE! POP! POW!]

			“That’s … graphic. Whatever dynamite is. Thanks, Max,” Kara said.

			[YOU ARE MOST WELCOME.]

			“Max, if someone thanks you, let’s just assume they’re pretty much saying the opposite,” Dren said.

			[OH, THAT’S NOT VERY NICE. I TAKE BACK MY WELCOME.]

			Vox was still groaning on the ground.

			Then Kara’s jaw dropped, her eyes panning upward as if finally soaking in their surroundings. “Wow. I’m always impressed by how big it is.”

			They looked back to the base of The World Tree and the two-story door.

			[DOOR TO THE WORLD TREE.]

			[ENTRANCE: LOWEST REALM, HARIN.]

			[SPELL: VINE WALL.]

			[RANK: ETERNAL.]

			[EFFECT: I’M NOT REALLY SURE. BUT IT’S POWERFUL. CHAINSAWS, AXES—THEY DEFINITELY WON’T WORK HERE. CONCLUSION: SORRY, USER, YOU’RE NOT GONNA BE ABLE TO BREAK THIS SPELL.]

			Dren whistled softly. “The entrance to the tree.”

			“Yeah, blocked for the last thousand years, so if you’re planning on running up it …”

			“Not yet,” Dren said. “I just needed to buy us time, and I had a feeling that the closer we got to the tree, the greater Sepharina’s magic.”

			“Why does that matter?” Vox asked, still lying on the ground.

			Dren explained, smiling. “Because we’re going to defeat an Elder Diamond. Well, maybe a Diamond or an Elder Gold.” He shrugged. “Hopefully a Silver, but that might be a reach.”

			“What do you mean? He may not be invulnerable anymore, but he’s still an Elder Diamond—”

			Dren shook his head. “Not for long. Actually, I’d bet he’s below Diamond.”

			“How?” Kara asked.

			“His armor,” Vox said, wiping his mouth, eyes widening as he propped himself up on his elbows. “His armor made him invulnerable to Sepharina’s spell, but you stole his power source.”

			Kara’s confusion melted into realization, then a similar sly smile crossed her features. “And now he’s getting weaker under Sepharina’s spell.”

			Dren did finger guns at Kara. “Bingo.”

			Kara’s eyes panned up, taking in The World Tree stretching toward the heavens and piercing the dome. “Wait, you didn’t just send us here to buy time, did you? The closer to the tree, the stronger Sepharina’s power. You’re thinking he’ll be drained even quicker when he gets here.”

			Dren folded his arms and asked. “Max?”

			Max cleared his throat, announcing for them all, [INDEED! AS THE SPELL WAS FORMED HERE, WE ARE AT 89% GREATER AURA FROM SEPHARINA’S SPELL NATURE’S HAVEN. AS A RESULT, IT SHOULD DRAIN THE ONE KNOWN AS KARIFAS AND HIS POWER AT A SIGNIFICANTLY INCREASED RATE.]

			“See?” Dren said. “Look at that. Eighty-nine percent! Exactly as calculated.”

			“You had no idea,” Kara said.

			Dren shrugged. “I’d hoped.”

			“Lucky,” Vox replied.

			“Eh, call it an educated guess.”

			Kara shook her head. “But how do you know he’s going to follow us and not just destroy the city with his remaining power?”

			“Two reasons. He wants this back,” Dren said, swinging the Spark Orb like a hypnotist’s watch. “The longer it takes, the weaker he gets. I don’t know if he’ll die beneath the bubble’s spell, but if he’s an Unranked or a Copper, he’s not really a threat.”

			“Okay … that’s assuming he drains that fast,” Kara said. “What’s the second reason?”

			Dren winced, rubbing the back of his head. “Because I’m pretty sure we’re his main target anyway.”

			“What do you mean?” Vox asked.

			“Oh, nothing. Except he mighhhht’ve let slip something about wanting to end us before we get stronger.”

			Kara’s jaw dropped. “That … makes sense. Blightwing sent him here, right? As Sepharina’s Champions, then he probably sent Karifas here to crush us before we’re actually a threat.”

			Vox groaned. “Cheap bastard.”

			“Cheap but clever,” Kara said. “Why give us a chance to climb the tree when he can smother us now?”

			“Also,” Dren added. “I’m pretty sure we need to take him out soon. As an emissary of Blightwing, those rifts all over this city? I think that’s his doing. I’m hoping—”

			“—Kill the source, close the rifts, save the city,” Kara finished.

			“Exactly!” Dren wiped his hands. “Easy peasy.”

			[VICTORY IS IN OUR SIGHTS!] Max declared aloud, then added: [OR DEATH. FIFTY-FIFTY. IT’S A COIN FLIP, REALLY.]

			Vox flopped onto his back. “I think imma sit this one out.”

			The gleam in Kara’s eyes returned. It was the same one Dren had seen when he’d first met her. “I don’t have much strength left either, but … if we’re gonna do this, we fight together.” She reached down, offering a hand to Vox, who took it, rising. Then the three of them looked south, and Dren could practically feel Karifas’ rage as he was likely tearing a path toward them, leaping through the air, using the whips to pull him toward them. “Do we have a plan?” Kara asked.

			“Do you have to ask?” Vox questioned, raising a thick orange brow.

			“Yes, I have a plan,” Dren said. Then shrugged. “Win.”

			Silence stretched.

			Dren’s heart hammered.

			Vox licked his lips. “How long do you think until he gets here?”

			“I’d say probably—” Dren began.

			Crashes sounded, and hundred-foot-long purple whips lashed outward, grabbing buildings as Karifas used them to propel himself forward, destroying everything in his path. The air whistled, and Karifas smashed into the ground, rattling the ruins and breaking stone with the impact of his landing.

			“Oh, there he is,” Dren said nonchalantly.

			Though inside, he was a boiling cauldron. Rage and hatred warred, and he let it fuel him.

			Two purple whips burned in Karifas’ grip, searing at the stone beneath him as his eyes fixed on the three standing before him.

			[MOON LASHING.]

			[RANK: GOLD.] The lashing was clearly not as bright.

			Dren grinned.

			“You welcome your own demise, do you?” Karifas asked, seeing his reaction.

			“Eh, we all gotta go someday,” Dren said. “What better way than to go with friends?”

			Kara looked at him with a smile.

			Vox rolled his eyes, groaning.

			[AWWW, THIS IS REAL BONDING! I EXPECT SOME SERIOUS HUGS LATER!] Max said in his ear.

			Karifas mused. “You’ve had your fun. This ends now. Goodbye, little ones,” he said. He raised his Moon Lashings and struck. Dren’s heart raced, and as the Moon Lashing arced downward, he reached out and grabbed the whip in his Arsenal Gloved fist.

			It burned, though the glove seemed to be able to handle it.

			Karifas’ eyes went wide.

			Dren grinned. “Our turn.”

			And the others charged.
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			Chapter 26

			Arimon attacked with everything he had as Chaos rifts opened all about him.

			Karifas had set a spell in motion, using the power of the Spark Orb. Now they’d continue to open until it was too late. Chaos fed off the increasing bedlam as well, making the monsters more fearsome by the moment.

			Aberrations swarmed out, beasts turned dark by Chaos, eyes burning with a terrible orange light.

			Spells issued from his vast Sparkwell.

			But more rifts opened, jagged cuts and hideous monsters poured out. He leveled a swath with a Sun Ray—a concentrated beam of golden light—searing many in half. An Elder Silver Chaos-inflicted moose, a creature with two heads, blistering orange skin, and eight eyes, stampeded toward him. Arimon summoned another spell: Solar Flare. It scorched the beast from antler to tail, melting the creature into black ichor. More came, however. So many. Most were Copper, Bronze, or Silver, but their vast numbers were too much. Arimon turned to his sword Aurora to conserve energy as he sliced, cut, and dodged, muscles burning with exhaustion.

			Suddenly, claws raked down his back with searing agony.

			Arimon roared in pain and pivoted.

			A six-legged monstrosity loomed over him.

			A Gold.

			It was probably once a bear. Now it had slipped through the tangled mass of low ranks. Arimon avoided the next swipe of its claws and touched the beast’s head with his outstretched hand.

			That was all he needed.

			“Nova,” Arimon snarled.

			Nova, a powerful sun spell that required touch, did its job.

			Blistering skin and hate-filled Chaos eyes didn’t have a second to register its own death. The Aberration Bear shone with the light of a burning star and exploded. It didn’t matter. Hundreds more Chaos-filled beings belched forth from the depths.

			There was a reason he was overwhelmed.

			Karifas, the bastard, had torn a bigger rift of Chaos here that still spewed creatures.

			At first, Arimon had tried to close it. Then he’d stopped. Deep down, he knew with the greater concentration of rifts here, there’d be less elsewhere in the city. So he’d leaned into that and used one of his more advanced spells, Birthing Star, to center as many of the rifts here as he could.

			This was his city, and as Archlord, it was Arimon’s duty to save every living being he could.

			And he would until his dying breath. No matter the cost.

			Only now did he realize the magnitude of Blightwing’s residual power here as the Chaos rifts kept opening.

			It was too much. He was going to be overrun.

			“I refuse,” Arimon growled as he cut down another charging cluster of aberrations. He was a Diamond. He had a Sparkwell like an ocean and a Channel like a rushing river. He wouldn’t fall here. Not just for his people, but if he fell here? The disappointed look on Alice’s face would haunt him in the afterlife. He could almost hear her sharp voice.

			‘An apprentice of mine?! Cut down by a legion of low-rank beasts!? Pathetic!’

			Alice would never fall here.

			So he kept fighting.

			More and more, Arimon slashed and stabbed with his mighty sword until he felt a glimmer of hope.

			Were their numbers finally and slowly waning? How?

			As he thought this, a cluster of Aberration Spiders broke through his defenses.

			Fangs reached for him before he could turn and crush Aurora down.

			The Aberration Spiders burst by some other force than Arimon.

			Then another group cut down by double-wielded blades and flames.

			Fire burned in long lines all around Arimon as he panted, a momentary rest.

			The fire died, and the seething throng of Aberrations was vanquished.

			A man stood amid the corpses. He stabbed the last twitching Aberration Giant Spider with his dual swords, then yanked the blades out and flicked aside the blood. Cloaked as he was, Arimon couldn’t see his face, but he felt his power. Shrouded. Like his master’s, a difficult thing to do in Harin, where magic was too thin for most Conceal spells. But there was a familiar tinge to this aura, like a scent he’d smelled before.

			“You … I know you …” Arimon said, Aurora still burning in his grip.

			The man neared, pulling back his hood to show a familiar face.

			“You’re Sepharina’s right hand.”

			“Yes … Ditch,” the man said in greeting.

			“Ditch,” he echoed, bowing his head. “I am Archlord—”

			“—I know who you are,” Ditch said. “You’re famous. The stoic Archlord Arimon. It is an honor.”

			Arimon felt oddly tense around the man, which was strange for a servant of the Goddess of Life. Stranger still since Ditch had laid waste to the Aberrations with devastating power, a pretty clear indication of his allegiance. Again, Arimon wished he could read Ditch’s rank, knowing he had to be at least Diamond at full power. It didn’t matter. The man had saved him, and … Arimon was being rude. So he forced a tired but genuine smile. “The honor is mine. I should thank you,” Arimon said. “My master would never have forgiven me had I fallen here.” Then he looked about at the charred corpses of twisted creatures, flayed and still smoking. “I must admit, I thought that would never end.”

			“I’m only glad I came in time,” Ditch said, nearing, and a flicker of something ghosted across the man’s handsome face. It rippled, undulating as if not quite right.

			Arimon’s blood went cold. He pretended to turn away. His heart started pounding, thundering against his ribcage. The tingling sensation of wrongness grew. Whatever this man was, wasn’t right. Yet he was powerful, so Arimon needed to catch him off guard. “Well, either way, I owe you and Sepharina a debt of gratitude. However, I sense the others are still fighting. It seems we should—” Arimon didn’t finish the sentence. He turned, summoning every bit of his power, and a Diamond Rank Solar Flare—a beam of radiant burning light—shot out from his hands, directed at the newcomer.

			In the last moment, the shape-shifting man raised an object.

			A swirling sphere of Moon.

			A Void Sphere? The legendary item soaked in the pure radiant sun, negating his spell. Arimon didn’t hesitate, switching tactics, swinging forth Aurora, seeking to end this quickly.

			Arimon slashed downward. The orb in the imposter Ditch’s hand vanished, and a sword appeared in either hand. The newcomer moved with staggering speed, parrying Arimon’s strike. The newcomer’s second blade was only a breath behind. He lunged, and Arimon tried to slip it. It was too fast. Sharp agony pierced his chest. Arimon gasped. A radiating pain … How? Arimon was a Diamond. Long ago, his skin had thickened enough to deflect steel. Even most Brightsteel weapons. How could this man pierce his flesh? Unless it was something more. Blood filled Arimon’s lungs, crawling up his throat and pouring out his mouth. He tried to speak, but he could only cough and gasp. All he managed was a single word, “Why?”

			The betrayer still held his sword in Arimon’s gut.

			At the same time, a fist-sized flesh-colored sphere arose from one of the pouches at his waist and floated into the air.

			The man spoke, and this time, his voice, a deep rasp, was sincere, though it bore a terrible weight. “I’m sorry, Archlord. You see, I can’t hold another’s visage with this, at least not for long. Not unless they are actually dead. This one fades even as we speak. And trust is a powerful tool.” The man’s face morphed, losing its shape as it assumed Arimon’s own face—a mirror image—staring down at him, calm and imperious. “You must understand, Archlord. I am not seeking absolution. I know I have done terrible things, though it is all for one purpose. One day, I will pay for it and do it gladly. But for her life? No sin is too great.” Despite his heavy voice, his eyes were cold and unyielding. Then his face rippled again, becoming that of another … 

			Arimon knew that face, but as his lips tried to form words to speak the man’s name, night was falling, dread rose and fell as he entered oblivion.
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			Chapter 27

			Dren held onto the Moon Lashing with his Arsenal Glove as Vox and Kara both launched into action.

			Kara sent out a hail of Wind Arrows.

			Karifas raised his hand.

			Max shouted, [SPELL: GRAVITY PORTAL.]

			[RANK. GOLD.]

			The arrows disappeared into the swirling dark vortex. The vortex stuttered and vanished as soon as it appeared.

			Karifas’ scarred lip twisted as if confused and angered why his spell failed to last. Kara’s Wind Arrows had only been a distraction anyway. A gust of Wind sent a running Vox soaring into the air, hammer raised, and smashing down into Karifas, who caught Vox’s hammer mid-strike.

			[GRAVITY ALTER—]

			Then immediately [—NEGATED!]

			“What? How?” Dren breathed.

			[VOX’S HAMMER!] Max explained, and a little red circle appeared in Dren’s vision, highlighting the one-handed weapon in Vox’s grip that hovered above Karifas’ head. [IT HAS A GOOD PORTION OF BRIGHTSTEEL! LIKELY A GIFT FROM ALICE, I’M GUESSING! BRIGHTSTEEL IS UNTOUCHABLE BY MAGIC! WELL, ASIDE FROM VOX’S MAGIC.]

			“Nice try,” Vox growled, turning the square-headed hammer into a sword, trying to pierce Karifas between the eyes.

			Only Karifas was quicker. With superhuman reflexes of a Gold, his head slipped around the sword that would have perforated his skull and slammed his own forehead against Vox’s. Vox grunted with the blow, staggering back and falling to his knees.

			[VOX SUSTAINED SERIOUS DAMAGE!]

			Vox groaned, trying to recover.

			Kara cried out. She had been right behind Vox and now launched at the Gold rank madman with a flurry of kicks and strikes, just like Ditch had taught them, seeking an opening.

			[WIND BRACED] Max said. Kara had empowered her attacks with Wind, punching and kicking harder, swifter. Yet the Gold-rank Moon Seeker, even with one arm, blocked most of her strikes or took them without suffering much damage when a sword appeared in his grip.

			[ITEM: MOON SWORD.]

			[ITEM RANK: LEGENDARY.]

			[EFFECT: CAN CUT THROUGH ANY DEFENSES THAT ARE EQUAL OR LESSER THAN USER’S CURRENT RANK.]

			Dren understood.

			Kara’s spells wouldn’t block an attack from that sword.

			None of them could.

			Karifas slashed downward, seeking to end Kara.

			“No!” Dren shouted, and he yanked hard on the Moon Lashing wrapped around his Arsenal Gloved hand. The yank was enough to off-center Karifas’ balance, sending the sword slightly off path. Kara dodged the stroke that would have cleaved her in two, then jumped back, panting from what looked like a mixture of exhaustion and fear, knowing how close she’d just come to dying.

			Karifas glared at Dren. “Now, you’re next,” the madman snarled and yanked on the Moon Lashing.

			Dren had been expecting this … mostly. He reached into his Sparkwell, pushing Moon into his boots.

			[SPELL: GRAVITY ALTER.]

			[RANK: ELDER COPPER.]

			His boots were still broken, but his Elder Copper Gravity Alter made them suddenly heavy as boulders.

			Dren’s feet became anchored, and he grinned, staying grounded in place.

			Only … his victory was fleeting as Karifas yanked harder with his Gold strength.

			Dren instantly ended the spell, his feet feeling as if they were nearly ripped off as Karifas’ magic pulled him face-first into the ground. Moon Sword raised, the man hauled Dren toward him like a fish on a hook and line.

			[USER, LEFT ROLL NOW!] Max said in a panic.

			Frantic, Dren did so, rolling.

			It was barely in time as the keen edge of Karifas’ Moon Sword slammed into the ruined ground, sending stone debris from the ruins into the air. Karifas raised his blade again to finish the job. At the same time, an ax flew through the air. It embedded itself in the shoulder of the madman’s black armor. The Gold stared at the ax in confusion.

			Vox!

			Vox was back on his feet, recovering from his blow to the head and grinning at Karifas.

			Instead of taking the bait, Karifas still loomed over Dren, who lay on the ground.

			He stabbed at Dren.

			Kara was quicker. She looped Dren’s ankle with a lasso of Wind and dragged him away.

			Joining Vox and Kara’s side once more, Dren felt his neck, knowing that the sword had nearly sliced him open.

			Karifas turned to face them, eyes full of fury.

			“I’ll take that back,” Vox said. The ax spiraled back, slapping into his grip. Blood dripped from its edge.

			“Nice job, buddy,” Dren said, patting his friend on the back, who emitted a groan.

			“Meat shield, right?” Vox said.

			Karifas shook with rage, but Dren grinned, seeing the blood oozing from the man’s shoulder.

			“Max, rank?” Dren asked.

			[NAME: KARIFAS THE RIGHTEOUS.]

			[RANK: ELDER SILVER!] Max said aloud.

			Dren smiled. “Well, would you look at that, Elder Silver. Not so tough now, are we?”

			Kara raised her Wind Bow as the three stood side-by-side.

			A deranged look entered Karifas’ bloodshot eyes. “You fools think this will slow me? That Sepharina’s Spell is enough to stop me? I have lived for centuries, drawn on powers you can scarcely fathom, fought foul beasts in The World Tree that would make your mind break and your soul weep!”

			Vox raised his fist beneath his eye, making a crying gesture. “Boo hoo.”

			“Honestly, that was pretty poetic,” Kara said.

			If Dren was uncertain if they’d pissed off the crazed man, he was certain now.

			Karifas convulsed with rage, his words spraying spittle as he seethed, “For your arrogance, I shall not grant you a quick death! I will slowly flay the skin from your muscles!”

			Dren pushed Moon through his Channels, summoning his Amethyst Claws. “You know that’s a little less intimidating now that you don’t have your fancy magic armor or six ranks on us.”

			Karifas’ sneer deepened. “Oh, but I am only getting started.”

			The ground began to rumble.

			[UH, USER. I DON’T THINK HE’S BLUFFING. BIG SPELL INCOMING!]

			“Not good …” Dren said in rising panic. “Run! Find cover!”

			They ran.

			Stone chunks, huge and unwieldy, broke from the ruins and the ground.

			[SPELL: GRAVITY INVERT. RANK: ELDER SILVER.]

			“Dren, I thought you said he was Elder Silver!” Kara shouted.

			“Yeah, that’s what Max said!” Dren shouted back.

			“Then how in the Celestial’s Realm is he still so powerful?” Kara cried as stones flew up all about them.

			Dren dodged a flying chunk back while another lacerated his arm. “I’m guessing his Elder Silver is on a different level from what we’re used to! Clearly, we kinda need him to be Silver or below! Maybe Unranked?”

			[USER, MAYBE A CONVERSATION FOR ANOTHER TIME! KEEP RUNNING!]

			Dren felt his body grow suddenly light, and the three started to lift off the ground as if they were running on the Moon itself.

			“Dren! Get Vox!” Kara shouted

			Vox was rising off the ground, legs widely kicking in the air.

			“What the hell!” Vox cried out, scrambling in midair like a lost balloon.

			Dren pushed Moon through his Channels and into his feet again.

			[GRAVITY ALTER!]

			RANK: ELDER COPPER.]

			He could feel his Channels straining.

			But he leaped, grabbed Vox’s ankle, and turned his boots heavy, pulling the two of them to solid ground. As Karifas’ spell grew, they started to rise again. “Why are you so damn heavy!” Dren groaned and pushed more Moon into his Channels, forcing it into his boots. He tried to put it into Vox’s body, but it wouldn’t work, as if the spell—at his current rank—would only coat himself or an inanimate object.

			“Get me down!” Vox cried, clawing at the air.

			In the corner of Dren’s vision, Karifas was bleeding from his nose—as if overexerting himself.

			The man burned with power like a purple torch, with hands outstretched, cackling.

			The pendant around Dren’s neck began choking him, trying to fly up toward The World Tree’s lofty boughs, and he snatched it. He knew he couldn’t let Karifas have it. Then his glasses, despite being fixed to his head, started to rise off the bridge of his nose. “Max? Any bright ideas?”

			[SOMEONE MUST DISRUPT HIM NOW! KARIFAS IS CASTING A CHANNELING SPELL! I THINK IT IS TAKING MOST OF HIS STRENGTH, BUT IF SOMEONE CAN STOP HIM, IT WILL BREAK!]

			“Kara! You gotta disrupt him!” Dren called.

			Kara was issuing Wind in a torrent above her head to keep her rooted to the ground. “Little busy!” she called, starting to lift off the ground herself.

			“Kinda need it regardless!” Dren shouted back.

			“Realms above!” she cried. “This better work!” Kara let go of her spell and soared into the air.

			“Oh gods, what did I just do?” Dren asked Max.

			[I THINK YOU JUST KILLED USER KARA.]

			At the same time, Kara drew Wind about her, white eddies swirling, and she shouted as she released the spell she’d sent out before.

			[SPELL: TITAN’S WIND SPEAR.]

			[RANK: ELDER BRONZE.]

			It pierced the gravity’s pull and collided with Karifas. The man’s Channeling spell shattered, and he blew back, skipping across the ground and crashing into a pile of low-lying ruins. Karifas lay in a bloody heap, unmoving.

			Vox fell.

			Then Kara fell, screaming.

			Dren released his Gravity Alter on his boots and sprinted, bursting forth with all his Elder Copper agility, slid, and caught Kara just before she hit the ground.

			She looked up at him, and he set her down.

			Vox … practically bounced off the ground. He groaned, “Thanks for saving me.”

			Dren winced. “Sorry, buddy. To be fair, you had less of a fall. Also, meat shield, remember?”

			Then the three looked at Karifas’ still form.

			“Holy hells … you … you did it,” Dren said.

			“Let’s hope so,” Kara replied, legs buckling, and Vox caught her this time. “I’m … kinda spent. I don’t think I can summon enough Wind to whistle a tune.”

			Max spoke in a low whisper, [USER KARA. WOW. CAN I JUST SAY? THAT WAS AWESOME. LIKE REALLY AWESOME. I RECORDED YOU FLYING THROUGH THE AIR AND SENDING THAT SPEAR, AND I AM CURRENTLY REPLAYING IT ON A LOOP AS WE SPEAK. Max giggled, clearly watching the video on repeat, [OHHH MAN, LOOK AT KARIFAS’ CONFUSED FACE AS THE TITAN’S SPEAR HITS! KAPOW! TAKE THAT, BUDDY!]

			“Thanks, Max,” Kara said.

			“Max is right. That was cool,” Dren said.

			[YEAH, REALLY COOL. USER KARA, IF IT’S OKAY, CAN I START A FAN CLUB FOR YOU ONCE THIS IS ALL DONE?]

			“Sure, Max. But can you tell us first, is he alive?” Kara asked.

			[OH NO, HE’S DEFINITELY DONE FOR.]

			Karifas stirred, then began to rise.

			“Max …” Dren growled.

			[OOPS. I THINK I MISCALCULATED THAT ONE AGAIN. I BLAME THAT ON THE MAN’S LATENT ABILITY AND MY MISUNDERSTANDING OF CURRENT SILVER RANK ENTITIES.]

			“That’s not an excuse!” Dren said.

			“Seriously?” Vox asked. “What the hell is wrong with this guy? What kind of Silver is he?”

			Karifas trembled as he rose, turning to face them. Deep gashes scored his hate-filled face, and his right arm was ragged and limp from Kara’s spell. “I … will not … be defeated … by worthless … low ranking … children!”

			Chunks of stone from the ruins that had fallen back to the ground now rose once more.

			He sent them flying.

			Vox smashed one stone with his hammer, then blocked another with his shield, though it sent him hurtling back with a grunt. Kara, despite being depleted, barely deflected two stones with Wind, but the third—a skull-sized rock—rammed into her gut, sending her to the ground in a limp sprawl.

			“No!” Dren shouted. He cried out, reaching for his friends.

			But two stones flew toward him.

			His claws wouldn’t be enough.

			[USER, GRAVITY SMASH! DO IT NOW!]

			Dren pushed more Moon through his narrow Channels, urging it with every fiber of his being.

			[GRAVITTTTYYYY—] Max began.

			It still wasn’t enough, as if cramming a river through a straw and the spell flickered out, remaining Amethyst Claws. He slashed at the smaller stone, bursting it, but the bigger rock barreled into him, breaking bone. Ribs cracked beneath its weight, and he flew back. Pain blotted his vision. The world swam. When his sight cleared, Karifas stood over him. His face, while bloodied and bruised, wore an expression that was calm and confident. His scarred lip twisted as he raised a huge boulder with Moon and spoke one word in a sinister rasp, “Die.”

			The boulder slammed down on Dren.

			Dren, diving deep into his Sparkwell, shot out a hand.

			[GRAVITY ALTER!]

			Arm shaking, Moon flowed into the boulder. The huge stone froze. It floated, suspended in midair, a foot above his head, uncertain, caught between his and Karifas’ conflicting powers.

			“No thanks,” Dren managed.

			Karifas’ eyes glimmered with amusement and even a note of … sadness? “I admit … I am impressed to find another Moon Seeker. I am almost ashamed to kill you, rare as we are. Almost. Unfortunately … A vow with an Eternal God cannot be broken.”

			“You want the key,” Dren answered through clenched teeth, still keeping the boulder hovering above him, fighting with every scrap of his power. “Everything else is an excuse.”

			Karifas reached out and ripped the Eternal Spark Orb pendant off Dren’s neck. “Yes. You’re right. I have fought and bled to that end. It is mine, and nobody else’s. Especially not yours.” He smirked. “You can’t even use it. You are too weak.”

			Dren fought as the boulder above his head pressed down, but despite his deep Sparkwell, and even in Karifas’ sorry state, he was still no match for a Silver with that much experience. The man’s pressure on the boulder redoubled, and the Moon coating the stone slipped away.

			The huge boulder came crashing down.

			That was it.

			It was over.

			No … not over … Faces filled his mind’s eye. First his sister, then Alice, Vox, Kara. He couldn’t fall here. The image of Karifas or Marcus grabbing the key stoked his passion until he felt his Moon surging. The boulder was descending, and his Moon aura had slipped from it as it returned to its full weight. So Dren did the next best thing.

			He poured Moon into his functioning Channels, forcing it, widening it. He feared he’d rupture another one, though this time, he felt as if he wasn’t just pushing a torrent through a straw but widening the Channel itself—carving away at the bank, somehow.

			And Moon listened.

			Max must have sensed it because he spoke, [GRAVIIIIIITTYYYYYYYY—]

			Moon flowed through his core. A glow filled Dren’s fingertips. Then pushed further, engulfing his hand at long last. Then, surprisingly, further still, all the way up his arm. And Dren did what he’d wanted to do all this time.

			He punched.

			Max’s shout was a rising crescendo as Dren’s fist, close to his chest, shot outward like a rocket, [—PPPPPPPPPUUUUUUNCHHHH!]

			Dren’s fist exploded the descending boulder, pulverizing it to dust. Gravity lifted Dren off the ground, propelling his fist as it connected with Karifas’ face, frozen in an expression of arrogance and disbelief.

			Karifas tried to react. But it was too late.

			The blow struck home. His fist smashing into the man’s jaw. His fist was powerful. Like a steel battering ram against brittle wood. And beneath the power of Dren’s punch, Karifas’ neck twisted and then snapped. The moment lingered until the hateful rage in the man’s eyes dimmed, then glazed, and … like a marionette with its strings cut, Karifas crumpled to the ground, dead.

			Dren was on his feet, stunned, baffled.

			Did I just … 

			Max was panting as if he’d done the act himself.

			Kara and Vox were picking themselves up from the ground, then they saw Karifas’ body.

			“Holy hells … you did it,” Vox said, kicking the man’s boot as if expecting him to leap back up and tear them to pieces.

			Kara, however, was fixated on Dren. “Wow. Uh … Dren?”

			“What?”

			She pointed. “Don’t look now, but your arm is glowing.”

			Vox nodded dumbly.

			Dren followed their gazes to his arm. He realized it wasn’t just his hand but his whole arm that glowed as if wreathed in violet flames. That’s what had propelled the force of his punch.

			[GRAVITY ARM!] Max intoned. [ALL LOOK AND BE IN AWE OF OUR AWESOMENESS.]

			“Wow,” Kara said.

			Then the glow faded out, and Dren’s knees buckled.

			His friends were there in a flash. “Are you okay?” Kara asked.

			Dren shook himself and rose with their help. “Yeah … fine. Better than fine.”

			Kara’s eyes were wide. “Is it … is it really over?”

			“Almost,” Dren said, then picked up Vox’s hammer from the ground and smashed the Eternal Spark Orb. It burst, shattering with a brilliance that made his soul shudder. Thick plumes of orange essence, Spark, jettisoned into the air. As the Spark Orb shattered, a pulse emanated from it, a shockwave of Wind rushing over them and outward across the city.

			As it did, the Spark drifted into the air—as if unattainable—but the breeze of it reinvigorated Dren and healed some of the scrapes and bruises on his battered body.

			[SUCCESS, USER!] Max declared aloud, [CHAOS RIFTS HAVE STOPPED SPAWNING!]

			Kara and Vox turned to Dren with bewildered expressions.

			Dren just grinned.

			“How … how did you know that was going to work?” Kara asked.

			He shrugged. “No idea.”

			They both glared at him.

			“Just kidding. I only just realized it. Only two people I know of can make an Eternal Rank Spark Orb. Blightwing and Sepharina. If it’s evil, I didn’t think Sepharina would destroy her own home. So it was Blightwing’s evil orb. I should have been clued in when that rift opened, and a Warden rank beast bounded out to fight Alice. Karifas was an Elder Diamond, which is still short of Warden, so it was the Eternal Orb doing all the work. Not to mention, if Blightwing made that thing?” he said, eyeing the glass shards on the ground. “It makes sense that it was doing all the real damage. Trojan horse, you know?”

			“No,” Kara said, “not at all. Trojan horse?”

			“Eh, I’ll explain later,” Dren said with a wave of his hand. “It’s a good story.”

			[IT IS A STORY OF DECEPTION AND SLAUGHTER!] Max said to them all.

			“Oh, pleasant,” Kara said.

			[INDEED! THOUGH HORSE IS A BIT OF A MISNOMER. HISTORIANS NOW BELIEVE THE ‘HORSE’ WAS SIMPLY A POETIC EMBELLISHMENT, AND THE TRUE NATURE OF SAID HORSE WAS LIKELY A SIEGE ENGINE! IF IT WAS A TRIBUTE FILLED WITH WARRIORS, THAN IT WAS A MISREPRESENTATION OF THE WORD “HIPPOS,” AND INSTEAD OF A HORSE, IT REFERS TO A HORSEHEAD ON A SHIP.]

			“Really?” Dren asked. “Are you sure?”

			[INDEED!]

			“Well, that’s disappointing. A giant boat is way less cool than a giant wooden horse.”

			“Um, I still have no idea what you’re talking about,” Kara pointed out.

			“Welcome to the club,” Vox grunted. “You get used to it after a while and tune him out.” Then Vox looked at the glass shards of the orb. “Also, please, please tell me that wasn’t valuable.”

			Kara grimaced. “No, I’m pretty sure that was priceless.”

			“Yeah, pricelessly evil,” Dren replied.

			[BOTH ARE CORRECT!] Max said to the group. [IT WOULD HAVE ALLOWED YOU TO PURCHASE AN ENDLESS AMOUNT OF GEAR, ELIXIRS, AND UPGRADES TO PROGRESS YOUR RANKING TO UNTOLD HEIGHTS, BYPASSING DECADES, PERHAPS EVEN A CENTURY OF ARDUOUS ADVANCEMENT.] Max paused, then added, as if it was an afterthought, [ANDDDDD, IT ALSO WOULD HAVE CONTINUED TO BELCH FORTH MUTATED CHAOS BEINGS SEEKING TO TEAR APART THE FABRIC OF REALITY!]

			Vox looked like he was going to cry.

			Kara gaped.

			Dren rubbed his chin. “Hmm, tough call. Max, is it possible to put it back together again?”

			Kara smacked his arm.

			“What??” he protested, hiding a smile. “Is the fabric of reality really that important?”

			She rolled her eyes. “Sometimes I think I’m the only sane one in our group.”

			Vox cleared his throat, raised his hand. “Uh, really, though. There wasn’t a way to keep it, glasses?”

			“Seriously?” Kara asked him.

			Vox ignored her, as Max answered, [ALAS, NOT WITHOUT DESTROYING EVERYTHING YOU CARE ABOUT, USER VOX.]

			“Fine,” Vox said. “Still, that’s a lot of progress lost. I have a sinking feeling we’re gonna look back and wish we could have made that thing not evil.”

			Dren couldn’t deny he felt a pang of regret. Vox was probably right. Letting go of a priceless object of power that could have propelled them to unknown heights was a little jarring, and it warred against his insatiable hunger to rise and advance, but ultimately—and while he patted Vox’s back consolingly—he replied, “Sorry buddy, but I’d destroy a hundred priceless orbs before I let Blightwing or Marcus sow any more Chaos and death.”

			There was whistling in the air, and Dren looked up.

			A figure flew through the air, coated in Wind.

			A figure wearing golden armor … and a blacksmith’s apron?

			Alice.

			The master blacksmith smashed down, half-a-dozen feet away, landing and reverberating stone. A hundred metal swords floated in the air above her, ready to slice anything to ribbons. She took in the scene, then shrugged and gave a small smile. “Huh. Guess I’m not needed after all.”

			The metal swords somehow melted back into her armor.

			Arimon landed a moment after that.

			While the Archlord was still cloaked in a sheen of golden radiance, he looked a lot worse for wear than when Dren last saw him. Cuts and bruises marred his regal, angular face. Blood flecked his gray beard and stained his brushed-gold armor. That blood was a good mix of Aberration black and orange and … red. Clearly his own.

			The man wavered on his feet a little. “I came as soon as the rifts closed. You three … that was your doing?”

			“Yeah,” Dren said, wrapping his arms around his two friends’ shoulders. Well, he couldn’t quite do Vox’s tall shoulders, so he settled for his back. “I mean, it was mostly me, but they can take some of the credit.”

			[TEAM MAX!] Max said aloud.

			Vox did his usual grumble-sigh, shrugging Dren’s arm off while Kara rolled her eyes.

			Alice’s hundred metal swords folded back into her armor as if never having existed, and she wiped her hands. “Splendid! You three, I see you took my advice and didn’t die. That’s good. Especially you, my apprentice. I’m quite glad.”

			Vox bowed his head, and her smile deepened.

			Dren wiped his hands. “Psh, easy peasy!”

			Alice quirked a brow. “Oh really?”

			Kara brushed dust from her clothes and replied. “He’s lying. We all nearly died. Like … multiple times.”

			Dren yawned. “I was just playing it up for dramatic effect.”

			Max intoned, [HE IS IN FACT LYING! I BELIEVE IF WE CHECK USER DREN’S PANTS, THEY MAY NOT BE ENTIRELY CLEAN.]

			Vox made a gagging sound.

			“Ew, Max,” Kara said. “Way too graphic.”

			“Also, for the record,” Dren said, raising a finger. “Totally not true.”

			Vox wrinkled his nose. “Uh-huh.”

			Dren felt eyes on him and realized Arimon was staring. He shivered, unnerved by the man’s gaze. Arimon’s expression was calculating … almost imperious. Kara had called him Archlord of the Nine Cities, and he seemed to embody that title. He spoke as if having not heard that exchange or perhaps willfully ignoring it. “It’s hard to believe. An Elder Bronze, an Elder Copper, and a Copper saved us all,” he said, eyes passing over each in turn with a look of surprise.

			“I mean, Sepharina’s spell did a lot of the work,” Kara admitted. “Once he was weaker and closer to our rank, it was a little easier.”

			Arimon’s eyes narrowed. “Still, I am impressed, and that is not easy to do. Harin owes you a great debt. As Archlord, I will see that you are rightly rewarded.”

			“See?” Dren exclaimed to his friends. “Told you it’d all pay off!”

			Kara planted her hands on her hips. “No, you didn’t.”

			“What? It was implied, right, Max? Wait, don’t answer that—”

			[—IT WAS NOT IMPLIED. A QUICK, PAINLESS DEATH WAS MORE EASILY INFERRED FROM MAINTAINING A RELATIONSHIP WITH YOU.]

			Dren shrugged. “Eh, quick and painless, though. That’s a reward in itself!”

			Vox cleared his throat, a greedy look in his eyes. “So uh, Archlord, sir, you said rewards? What kind of rewards?”

			Arimon began to reply when Dren noticed Alice. She’d left them and was standing over Karifas’ body. Dren joined her while Arimon regaled Vox with a list of potential remunerations. Meanwhile, Dren felt Kara watching him.

			Dren looked down at the man’s body adorned in that strange magical black plate.

			Karifas’ eyes stared into nothing, a wrathful sneer plastered on his face.

			Alice knelt and closed Karifas’ eyes.

			Dren felt pity first. He probably should have felt a tinge of remorse. Taking a life … He’d never done it. Not to his memory. And yet, mostly, he felt angry. The rage simmered just below the surface. He found no witty deflections coming to mind. Just anger. After a moment of shared silence, he asked, “How’d you know him?”

			“He was my apprentice,” Alice said. “Long ago.”

			When the silence got too thick, Dren rubbed the back of his neck and finally spoke, “Ah, yeah, he mentioned a vendetta against you. You know he was a total jerk, right?”

			Alice sighed. “Yes. I know.”

			“Guessing he wasn’t always that way?”

			“No. Once, he was just a young man with dreams and hopes. Broken and lost,” she said, eyes flickering to Dren, then Vox, who was still haggling with Arimon. “I, like the young fool I was back then, attempted to give him guidance. To help him rectify the many wrongs thrust upon him. It was a hopeless endeavor. Only too late did I realize there was a void inside of him, a hunger that no amount of strength or power could fill.” She glanced at Dren.

			[OH, SHE’S LOOKING AT US. ARE WE A BOTTOMLESS VOID SEEKING POWER AT ALL COSTS?]

			No, Dren thought inwardly. We’re different. Though it sounded a little forced. He asked, “What’d you do?”

			“I helped seal him away. I locked him in a prison in The World Tree. But I was foolish. Instead of doing what needed to be done and ending his suffering, I didn’t have the courage to snuff his flame. Naively, I hoped time would heal his wounds. Deep down, I knew his imprisonment would only feed his anger and hatred and that, eventually, this day would come.”

			Dren thought of Marcus, fists tightening at his side. “Some people can’t change.”

			“I suppose so,” Alice said. “But I would be careful if I were you, young Master Dren. The heart hardens easily yet opens with twice the toil. Karifas was a monster in the end. Just don’t become one yourself.”

			“I know the line.”

			Her eyes narrowed shrewdly. “Perhaps. For now. With strength, you will gain power to change the course of many lives. Just be careful how you wield it. Believe me, it is not always so easy. If you care to listen to an old woman’s advice who has made many wrongs, just be wary.”

			Dren opened his mouth, then closed it, thinking better and hearing her wisdom. He nodded. “I will.”

			She patted him on the back. “Good.”

			Kara had joined them.

			Dren cleared his throat. “How long have you been standing there?”

			“Long enough to hear you give a serious answer. I didn’t think it was possible.”

			“Hey, I can be serious. It’s just not as fun.”

			Alice smiled and looked at Vox, who was still chatting with Arimon. “It’s good to know I didn’t leave a complete legacy of death and destruction. Well, maybe some thick-headed bravery, but I think the world can use a little more of that.”

			“Couldn’t have said it better myself!” Dren said, then turned and saw orange vapor slowly rising from the black-plated body and hovering in the air. “Oh yeah, I forgot about that.”

			“Wait,” Kara said, her hand grazing the orange mist. “Karifas was only an Elder Bronze at the end, so why does this look so dense?”

			Alice answered, “You will see as you progress that higher ranks have much deeper Sparkwells in the realms above. I would suggest you forget much of what you know of this land and readjust your concept of what makes a Bronze a Bronze.” She folded her arms, nodding to the thick mist. “Now, what are you waiting for?”

			Vox joined them, holding a simple gold ring.

			“What’s that?” Dren asked.

			Vox nodded to Arimon. “A gift from the Archlord. He says it has little value, but it opens a treasure trove in the next realm!”

			Arimon inclined his head as he joined them. “A small token of my appreciation for all you’ve done.”

			Vox grinned. “What’d I miss?”

			Dren filled Vox in, then all three stared at the orange vapor awkwardly. Up until now, Dren had only absorbed the Spark of aberrations, fiends, or beasts. Karifas might have been evil, but he was Human. “You first,” Dren said, urging Vox.

			“No way,” Vox said. “I’m not going first. What if it’s evil?”

			Alice rubbed at her temple, replying wearily, “I … don’t even know where to begin with that statement.”

			“Hey, I don’t know!” Vox said. “That guy was pretty messed up. It could be!”

			The master blacksmith gave Vox a look that would have wilted lettuce. “I am beginning to regret my choice of apprentices. Again. Don’t be so stupid. No, it can’t. That is the equivalent of saying a carrot is evil. Magic is simply sustenance for the soul.”

			“Still, this feels wrong,” Kara said, taking the words from Dren’s mouth. “I’ve never … absorbed a Human’s Spark.”

			Alice sighed. “Magic is magic, girl. You aren’t cannibals. He soaked in the life force of the world, and now it will redistribute back into the world to plants, animals, and all other living things if you do not accept it. If you refuse, Karifas’ Spark will return to where it came from,” she said, bending down and plucking a yellow-petaled flower from where it grew between the cracks in the stone ruins. “It is the cycle of the land. But if you wish to get strong enough to face your challenges ahead, I recommend you take it rather than a daffodil.”

			That … made Dren feel a lot better.

			No Spark, or magic, was evil. It was just power, or sustenance, at the end of the day.

			So he shrugged and reached out a hand.

			Vox and Kara did the same.

			The Spark rushed toward him, absorbing into his skin.

			Immediately, power filled him, and he felt alive with the sensation, a rush of pure magic that made his skin tingle and his body practically vibrate. Suddenly, black tar seeped out of his pores and dissipated into the air as if burning in the sun’s light.

			Well, that was better than lying in a puddle of his own toxic goo.

			Max exclaimed, [OOO, VERY RARE TO REFORGE YOUR BODY WITHOUT GOING THROUGH A METAMORPHOSIS! PERHAPS YOU ARE GETTING CLEANER!]

			“Did I just achieve what I think I achieved?” he asked Max.

			[INDEED!]

			A readout in his glasses was accompanied by Max’s triumphant voice: [CONGRATULATIONS, USER. OR SHOULD I SAY, LOW BRONZE … USER!]

			Sure enough, Dren’s body felt different. Now he felt faster, more agile. That was the biggest change. There must be something he was missing. He felt as if he could dodge bullets. Well … in this world, really fast arrows.

			“Max, read out?”

			Max listed his attributes:

			[STRENGTH HAS INCREASED! STRENGTH THIRTEEN IS NOW FIFTEEN.]

			“Really? Two measly points?” Dren interjected.

			[OH JUST WAIT … ] Max said as he continued.

			[CONSTITUTION INCREASED! CONSTITUTION THIRTEEN IS NOW TWENTY.]

			Well, that was a bump. The idea of being able to take a few more blows made Dren smile. That was until Max listed his last attribute.

			[AND LAST BUT NOT LEAST … ]

			[AGILITY HAS INCREASED! AGILITY THIRTY-FIVE IS NOW FORTY-FIVE.]

			Forty-five!? The number echoed in his head. Ash and shadow, he’d jumped ten points! That … was amazing. Didn’t Kara say Arimon was 100 Strength as a Diamond? Dren was nearly half that already and only a Low Bronze. Even Ditch had said his foundation was strong … Ditch … Thought of the stag-man sent a spike of emotion through him, and he shoved it down in the same place he kept his thoughts of his sister.

			I’ll unravel that knot later.

			He focused back on his new powers.

			Agility flowed through him. It must be why he felt like he could triple corkscrew backflip off a two-story building without incurring a scratch. He looked to The World Tree, which was a dozen feet away, its wide trunk filling his vision, and he had the sudden desire to climb it like a squirrel, bypassing the giant vine-covered door entirely.

			He doubted he’d succeed as the bark appeared smooth, and the branches were up in the clouds, miles and miles away, but he almost wanted to try.

			[OH, THAT’S NOT ALL … ] Max said with barely restrained glee.

			And a new power sifted into his mind. Excitedly, Dren touched it.

			[NEW POWER ACQUIRED: SHADOW STALK.]

			[EFFECT: A MOON SEEKER CAN SLIP INTO THE THINNEST OF SHADOWS, BECOMING NEARLY INVISIBLE. CONCEALMENT AND DEGREE OF INVISIBILITY WILL INCREASE UPON ADVANCEMENT TO HIGHER RANKS.]

			“Okay, that … is awesome,” Dren said breathlessly. “We’re gonna have to break down that power and—”

			He was cut off as Max joyfully belted out two more announcements as Kara and Vox finished absorbing the Spark and, at last, advanced.

			[VOX HAS ACHIEVED ELDER COPPER!]

			[KARA HAS ACHIEVED LOW SILVER!]

			“No way …” Dren whispered. “A Low Silver? Really?”

			Kara beamed. “Impressed?”

			“Yeah, you could say that. I was just about to revel in my newfound Bronze status, then you go and hit Silver? Way to take the Wind out of my sails!”

			“I wouldn’t get too excited. We’re both Lows. We’re at the very bottom of our rank, starting from scratch. We have a lot more to explore and learn to truly earn our new status. And we will.” At his look, she added, “Trust me.”

			Dren shrugged. “That’s fair.” Though nothing could dampen his fervor. He couldn’t wait to unveil his new ability. Hiding in the smallest of shadows? There were so many applications! He couldn’t wait to give it a try. “What about you guys? Get any new abilities?” he asked.

			Vox was just staring at his body as if in shock.

			So Kara smirked. “Oh, I might have …” She raised a hand, and a bow appeared in it, flowing Wind, and while before it had looked hazy and ephemeral, now it looked more real, more corporeal as if made of elegant white metal. Six arrows were on the string.

			[OH WOW! GREATER WIND BOW. LOW SILVER.]

			“Ooo fancy,” Dren said.

			Kara dismissed it with a clenched fist. “I think there’s more than that too … though I gotta test it out.” She turned to their orange-haired friend. “How about you, Vox?”

			Vox was still flexing his hands, eyeing them. “I feel like I can crush a boulder between my fingers.”

			“Or take a ton of damage, meat shield?” Dren asked.

			Vox grumbled.

			Alice spoke, “I sense you have a new ability too, my apprentice. But it will take a bit of … unearthing … to discover its true nature.”

			They were all basking in their newfound powers when Kara nudged Dren’s shoulder. “Hey, what’s he doing?”

			Arimon was standing before the door to The World Tree that was a dozen feet away, his hands roving the surface of the vine-covered entry.

			Alice called warily, “Arimon? What is it?”

			“Something has changed,” Arimon replied over his shoulder, his voice holding a tenor of barely restrained excitement. “Come, see for yourself!”

			Dren—Vox and Kara at his side—approached the door. It was a massive entry, soaring above their heads. Though, in truth, it was insignificant compared to the giant tree’s gnarled trunk. Nevertheless, it stole Dren’s breath.

			[SPELL: VINE BARRICADE.]

			[RANK: ETERNAL.]

			With Dren’s next step, the vines covering the door began to writhe, and he froze midstep. “Okay, what was that?”

			Arimon’s smile widened. “I knew it.”

			“Mmm, I see …” Alice said, looking contemplative. “Sepharina’s Champions, indeed.”

			“Um,” Kara said, still a few paces away. Her eyes were fixed on where the vines had partially pulled back to reveal the aged wooden door beneath. “Someone mind explaining what’s happening? The World Tree’s door is locked and has been for hundreds of years. Right? This … this isn’t possible.”

			Dren understood what Kara was saying. The door was sealed. The ruins, the vines, it all added a forbidden air to the place. The door also radiated power, something that even dwarfed Arimon and Alice’s supremacy. And yet … Dren neared, and more vines retreated. “It’s responding to us.” He touched the door, and vines slithered away enough to show a section of the iron-strapped wood beneath.

			[OOOO AHHHHH. THAT IS COOL!]

			“Of course,” Arimon said with an eagerness in his voice. “You are her Champions. It only makes sense.” He grinned, a yearning in his eyes. “What are you waiting for? There is no need to fear. This is your destiny.”

			They looked at one another.

			“Well? He’s not wrong,” Vox said, “You wanted to climb the tree, right? What are we waiting for?”

			“Together?” Kara asked.

			They nodded, and as one, they reached out, placing palms on the vine-shrouded door. Immediately, a wave of energy emanated outward, rustling clothes and hair. A golden green energy pulsed. Again and again, sending Arimon and nearly Alice to their knees, though it didn’t affect Dren and the others. The rushing air grew. As it did, the vines slunk back, making way to show more of the door, revealing the entry in all its breathtaking grandeur.

			Awe filled Dren when suddenly something felt off.

			In the corner of Dren’s vision, he saw Alice. She looked worried. Power still radiated outward, the vines pulling away. Dren’s mind raced as it did. Why did he feel so strange? Then he remembered … Who else wanted in? Someone who needed to climb the tree to gain the Seraphs Key. Someone who had been hiding in the shadows, biding his time.

			Now the door could only be opened by them, and Arimon was goading them.

			A single name resonated in his mind.

			A cold fear flushed through Dren. He looked at Arimon. The man’s eyes were wide. A trickle of sweat ran down the Archlord’s temple. Then Dren’s heart skipped a beat as the Archlord’s skin rippled like a tremor beneath his cheek. Dren pulled his hand away from the door, then ripped Kara and Vox’s hands away.

			The spell flickered out.

			The vines, for the most part, had recoiled from the door, but a few arm-thick green tubers still blocked the entry. The spell wasn’t broken. Somehow he knew the door still wouldn’t open, like a few final chains waiting to be snapped. At the same time, he lunged for his Sparkwell, drawing Moon through his Channels.

			Alice must have seen what he had seen. A dozen swords appeared out of thin air, and she lunged for Arimon with impossible speed.

			Arimon was quicker. The golden-armored man snatched Kara, putting a silvery blade to her throat.

			Kara gasped. She’d been enraptured with the opening door. Now she winced in pain, struggling as sharp steel bit into her flesh, drawing blood.

			“What’s … happening …” Kara managed.

			“Come now,” Arimon said, stopping Alice and Dren in their tracks as the sword pressed tight to Kara’s exposed neck. “Let’s not be so hasty.” Stepping back, he moved away from the door, facing it, keeping them with their backs to the vine-blocked entry.

			They now stood between him and the entry into The World Tree.

			With his mask in place, Arimon smiled

			No, not Arimon. Dren seethed, “Marcus.”

			The imposter’s face rippled again, and the guise fell, exposing the man beneath.

			Marcus Hallan.

			Dren took him in. He looked just like he remembered. This wasn’t the Marcus plastered on building-size screens in New New York—that of a stoic, unconquerable man, undaunted by time. No, this was a different man. The same man Dren had seen before glimpsed through the murky liquid and glass of his container while he was hooked up to tubes and monitors.

			He looked … Human.

			And tired.

			Marcus though undeniably handsome, seemed as if he bore the weight of the world on his shoulders. Dren took in the face that was etched into his mind: pensive eyebrows, a bold domineering nose. Creases in his forehead and high cheekbones looked like they were carved from granite. The streaks of gray in his hair and beard, while aging him, also gave him an air of wisdom Dren hadn’t seen before.

			However, it was his eyes that showed the true pitiless nature of the man. Calculating cold blue eyes, as if everything were numbers and results to Marcus, everyone pawns to be moved or sacrificed to achieve his final goal.

			The golden armor was gone, now replaced by impeccable, gray-plated armor. It fit him seamlessly, a warrior in his prime. Other items radiated power.

			At a glance, Dren spotted a golden amulet, several rings, and an armband carved with glowing gold runes. A wispy black cloak hung from Marcus’ back as if made of shadows.

			A tidal wave of hatred and fury spiraled inside of Dren.

			Vox was closest, standing before Dren and Alice.

			He raised his hammer. “Let her go, you bastard!”

			“Silence,” Marcus said and gave a flick of his hand as if swatting at a fly, a mere afterthought. Dren saw pouches at the man’s waist. One of the pouches glowed a brilliant orange.

			Suddenly, a tongue of flame whipped outward, striking Vox and sending him flying backward.

			Vox crashed against the massive door and collapsed in an unmoving heap.

			“Vox!” Dren shouted.

			[OH NO] Max said. [USER VOX IS DOWN!  … AGAIN.]

			Teeth gritted, Dren ran to his friend’s side. “Max!”

			[FEAR NOT, USER. USER VOX’S VITALS HAVE NOMINAL READINGS. HE APPEARS TO BE BREATHING AND STABLE, MERELY UNCONSCIOUS.]

			Dren registered it with a breath of relief and rose, turning to Marcus.

			Alice spoke, her voice full of cold fury. “Let the girl go, false Warden.” Her two dozen swords hovered into the air, all aimed at Marcus.

			Marcus smiled, though none of it entered his eyes, as if it were a show he was performing on stage, weary, and this was the last act. “Alice … I haven’t had the pleasure of officially meeting you.”

			Alice’s reply was cold. “If you harm one hair on that girl’s head, I’ll have the pleasure of gutting you, stuffing you, and mounting your head on my wall, arrogant smile and all.”

			[DO IT! SAVE USER KARA!] Max said. [ALSO, PLEASE REMIND ME TO NEVER CROSS ALICE AFTER THIS. LIKE EVER.]

			Marcus continued. “I must say, I’ve heard much about you, though I was beginning to think rumors were simply that. I’ve never seen a Conceal spell so thorough, and I should know.”

			Alice spat. “Spare me the flattery and the self-important drivel. Only a bully takes a Low Silver hostage. Let her go and fight me if you’re not too much of a coward.”

			“I’m afraid your goading won’t work, Master Blacksmith,” Marcus said, sounding tired. “Even if I thought I could take you, which I’ll admit, I’m not so confident, I came here with one purpose. And fortunately, fighting you isn’t it. Anything other than that purpose is a waste of my time. Now,” he said, looking to Dren, then the vine-covered door. “Continue … if you’d be so kind.”

			Dren was all coiled rage. Though seeing Kara with a knife to her throat … What could he do?

			Kara snarled. “Let me go, you coward, or I’ll—”

			Marcus tightened the sword on her throat so Kara couldn’t speak. “Ah, ah, none of that. I know you’re brave. I’ve seen you fight. But this isn’t the time for bravery.” Then he looked at Dren, and his gaze was powerful. The look of a man who was used to commanding everyone he came in contact with. “Open it.”

			Dren didn’t move. Instead, he asked, “Why?”

			This didn’t seem to be the question Marcus was expecting. Marcus repeated the word, “Why? Why what?”

			“You don’t know me, do you?”

			“Oh, but I do,” Marcus said. “I had hoped to find you before things progressed to … this stage. But being in the presence of a Warden rank servant of The World Tree made it a little difficult. I had a feeling you’d enter my castle, find the pool, and land here as well. I see you even found my prototype,” he said, with a nod to the glasses. “A failed experiment that led me to a more perfect version.” As he said this, something in his vision glittered. Dren saw it.

			An Artificial Intelligence, just like Max, but a contact lens.

			[ANOTHER AI?] Max whispered, in doubt and awe.

			“If you know who I am, then you know you took everything from me,” Dren said, voice ragged with emotion.

			Marcus looked away and said under his breath, “You do not get to lecture me on loss …” His voice was that of a broken man, bitter and disillusioned.

			Only Dren’s rage didn’t care. “I will tell you, and you will listen! First, you will know her name. Her name was Tressa, and she was my sister. Before your drug turned her, she was as full of life as anyone could be. Then she changed … Little by little, and I was there for all of it. I watched it eat away at her, taking away the sister I knew … She was angry all the time. And scared. A shadow of a Human being, as your supposed immortality, drug-ravaged her from the inside out. Her skin was pale, her eyes empty black pools … A haunted specter … A nightmare. When your little experiment’s side effects became too much, she decided to spare me, and just like that … One morning she was gone. You did that. You took the only thing I loved and turned it inside out, all for what? For your greed. You consumed our world, now you’ve come here to do it again. But I won’t let you. I won’t let you take a single more life just so you can fill the vacuous hole inside that you call a heart. So let Kara go, and now, or I swear I will tear you limb from limb and make you feel every bit of pain I’ve felt since that day.”

			Marcus didn’t speak for a long time, simply witnessing the rage and sorrow in Dren. And in Marcus, Dren saw something else … a sorrow that matched his own? Then he looked away, turning his head as if the AI was speaking to him, and Marcus responded with a nod. “Yes. I know. We must go.” He looked back to Dren. “I wish we had time. Time for me to explain more. There’s so much you don’t know. Perhaps if you knew … you’d understand. You’d see that while I may not be a good man, I’m not the demon you think I am. At least, I wasn’t.”

			Dren uttered, fists trembling at his side. “I’d never forgive you.”

			Marcus gave a small, sad smile. “No … you wouldn’t, would you?”

			The way he said it … As if he was … proud? “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

			“Nothing. Just a familiar trait. I always saw forgiveness as a weakness too.” Then he sighed. “Unfortunately, your little act has opened the other Seals. Time isn’t on our side. Now, open the door,” Marcus ordered, stepping back a step with Kara and looking to the door with the last of its vines.

			The other Seals? What the hell was the man talking about?

			“Dren … don’t,” Kara managed, finally scraping in a breath beneath the dagger’s keen edge. “If he gets the key …”

			Marcus tutted, pressing the blade closer to Kara’s throat. “Let’s not play that game. I’m short on time, and the young man doesn’t need the guilt of your death.”

			Alice spoke. “Do it. Open the door.”

			Dren turned to look at Alice, confused. He had almost forgotten her. She’d clearly been weighing the situation. “If I open it …” He didn’t have to say the rest. If Dren opened the door, Marcus would climb the tree and quickly. If he was really an agent of Blightwing, with the key’s power, he’d unmake the world.

			Turn it all to Chaos and death.

			“Trust me,” Alice said. “It is not over.”

			Marcus’ smile became a smirk. “Listen to your friend. She is much wiser than you. After all, you three can still climb the tree. Who knows? Maybe you’ll beat me. I doubt it, but I’ve been wrong before … Now I won’t ask again. And so you know, this is Brightsteel. If I cut too deeply, it will sever her Spark, and thereby her soul, untethering her from this world and all realities.”

			[USER, HE IS CORRECT! SHE WILL SUFFER CRITICAL DAMAGE, AND IF SHE’S NOT HEALED SOON, MY INSUFFERABLE CREATOR IS RIGHT. SHE WILL EXPIRE, AND ALL OF HER SOUL AND ESSENCE WILL VANISH WITH HER.]

			Squinting, now Dren saw it.

			From the blade, where he was cutting, it wasn’t just blood.

			Spark, an orange essence, was floating out of Kara and into the air.

			The sight tore at Dren, seeing her life force literally draining from her with every second, and as her eyes rolled, he bellowed. “Enough!”

			Marcus stopped. “Go on then. You might just be able to heal her if you hurry.”

			“You will pay for this,” Alice said with cold fury.

			“Oh, I know,” Marcus said. “And willingly. Once I get what I want.”

			Dren, meanwhile, had rushed to the door and pressed his hand against it, pouring his will into the vast entryway. He probably couldn’t have opened the entire door himself, but on his own, it was enough to rid the last vestiges of vines, and they crawled from the surface of the door. With the last of the vines gone, the door pulsed with green energy, and Wind rushed outward, blowing cloak and clothes.

			And the grand door opened.

			Dren didn’t even look as he faced Marcus. “Fulfill your end. Let her go,” Dren snarled.

			Marcus’ eyes watered, looking through the doorway. Then he turned to Dren. “I am a man of my word.”

			Kara’s eyes fluttered weakly.

			“Then do it. Now. Let her go!”

			Marcus inclined his head. When he knew Kara was safe, Dren would act. He opened himself to his Sparkwell, preparing to rush forward and Gravity Punch Marcus into oblivion. He wasn’t sure if it was enough. He doubted it would do much against the Low Warden rank man, but he had to do something. He had to stop Marcus.

			Alice moved as well.

			Metal all over her body shifted as if waiting for the moment to strike with the fury of an army against the lone man.

			Then, unexpectedly, Marcus’ cloak wrapped around the man’s body like a cocoon of inky purple.

			[ITEM: TWILIGHT CLOAK.]

			[RANK: LOW WARDEN.]

			[RARITY: LEGENDARY.]

			[EFFECT: CAN TRANSPORT USER TO OTHER DESTINATIONS DEPENDING ON A VARIETY OF FACTORS.]

			“No!” Dren shouted.

			Marcus dropped Kara, and she fell to the ground like a child’s rag doll.

			The two dozen swords from Alice flew down at all angles.

			Dren charged.

			The cloak finished enveloping Marcus, and when the swords descended and Dren’s fist—glowing purple—reached where Marcus had been, the man was nowhere to be seen.

			Only a faint wisp of purple Moon, a remnant of his cloak’s power, curled on the ruined ground.

			Marcus was gone.
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			Chapter 28

			Anger flooded Dren. He’d been so close, but he shoved his fury down and rushed to Kara’s side. Alice was already there, holding Kara’s neck, where blood still leaked from Marcus’ blade.

			Dren’s heart raced at the sight.

			[OH NO … ] Max said aloud, worry in his voice, [OH POWERFUL MASTER ALICE, PLEASE HEAL USER KARA!]

			Dren gripped Alice’s arm. “What Max said …”

			“Easy, you two, I’m on it,” Alice replied and pulled a vial with a stopper from thin air. Another dimension?

			But Dren was fixated on the glowing vial, and Max read out the description:

			[POTION: SPECIAL BREW FROM ALICE.]

			[RANK: LOW SILVER.]

			“What is that?” he asked as Alice tipped the vial back and poured the viscous glowing amber liquid down Kara’s throat.

			“My own creation,” Alice explained. “It’s a mix of mendwort and distilled Spark essence derived from the sap of The World Tree.”

			Max spoke, [OF COURSE SHE’S THAT GOOD!]

			“What, why?” Dren asked.

			[WELL, IT’S OBVIOUS! WORLD TREE SAP, EVEN IN MINUTE AMOUNTS, IS MUCH TOO POTENT TO DRINK SAFELY FOR ANYONE BELOW WARDEN RANK, AT LEAST. MENDWORT, HOWEVER, MUST BE A BINDING AGENT THAT BOTH DILUTES AND ALLOWS FOR SLOW ABSORPTION, MAKING IT SAFE!]

			“We are lucky,” Alice said, “Your friend’s newfound Low Silver status is the only thing that’s allowing her to imbibe such a powerful healing potion. Otherwise, we’d have to find a Flesh Seeker.”

			Sure enough, after a moment, the flesh at Kara’s neck sealed.

			Kara’s eyes fluttered, moaning.

			“Please tell me she’s all right,” Dren pressed.

			Alice made a thoughtful sound. “Marcus cut into her, releasing some of her essence and damaging her Sparkwell, but it should recover in time. She will be alright.”

			As if on command, Kara jerked, coming to. She looked about, bolting to her feet, Wind rushing about her, and dispelling most of Dren’s fear. “Marcus, where is he?”

			“You’re alright!” he exclaimed, grabbing her, then pulling back as she growled.

			“Marcus!”

			Dren formed a fist, tasting bile in the back of his throat as he admitted, “He’s gone.”

			She peered up at The World Tree’s entry. “He’s climbing it, isn’t he?”

			Dren followed the massive trunk of the tree upward. “Yes.”

			Suddenly, Vox groaned, sitting upright and touching his head. “Oh, man …”

			“Vox!” Kara cried, kneeling at his side.

			[USER VOX! WE WILL HAVE TO CHECK YOU FOR BRAIN DAMAGE. I BELIEVE THIS IS THE THIRD TIME YOU HAVE BEEN KNOCKED OUT!]

			“Fourth,” Vox snarled.

			“You will be fine,” Alice said. “Your constitution is high, and it should repair any significant brain trauma. If Marcus wanted you dead, he would have done it. I suspect he did just enough to make you less trouble. Instead, he wished to bargain with the one he had more … history.”

			History … Dren thought, and his fist trembled at his side. That’s one way of putting it.

			“So he’s gone?” Vox growled. “Ash and shadow, how could we let him get away? He was right here!”

			“I didn’t want to,” Dren snarled back. “I had no choice!”

			“You saved me,” Kara explained. “By opening the door, you allowed your nemesis to go free for me …”

			Dren huffed. “Yeah, obviously! What else was I going to do? Let you die?”

			“I …” She felt silent. “No. I just … I know how much stopping Marcus means to you.”

			“There was no other option,” Dren said, jaw clenched.

			“No, there was not,” Alice agreed.

			After a moment of tense silence, Vox folded his brawny arms across his chest, grumbling, “No one saved me.” And his words broke the tension.

			Dren rolled his eyes. “Bah! Max told me you were fine. Just napping.”

			“Napping!”

			“Yeah, you keep taking these little mid-battle siestas. Been meaning to ask you about that. Do you think you’re a narcoleptic?”

			Kara suppressed a giggle.

			Vox gave Kara a flat look. “Not you too.”

			She winced. “Sorry. You do get knocked out a lot, though.”

			“Like, a lot, a lot,” Dren added. “But my new theory is that you’re just taking a series of strategically planned catnaps and letting us do the work.”

			Vox growled, hand on his hammer’s haft. “I’ll show you napping.”

			“I think—” Dren cut himself off. “Wait, you’ll show me napping?”

			Vox glared. “You know what I mean.”

			“No, even I’m confused by that one,” Kara said.

			Vox opened his mouth.

			Dren held up his hand before his big friend could say more and replied, “Hey. I am sorry.”

			Kara and Vox exchanged a confused look.

			“What’d you just say?” Vox asked.

			He shrugged. “What? I said I’m sorry.”

			“Who are you? And what’d you do with Dren?” Vox said warily.

			Dren rolled his eyes. “Ha ha.”

			Kara put her hand on Dren’s forehead. “It’s not Spark Fever. Maybe it’s something more insidious.”

			Dren said, “Seriously, I’m sorry. You took the blow I couldn’t. And not seeing through Marcus’ guise … That was my fault. I shouldn’t have let that happen.” He felt his teeth grind. “Even after everything, after getting stronger, after finding him at last, all I did was let him slip through my fingers. I couldn’t do anything.”

			“I won’t have that kind of talk,” Alice said. They all turned to her.

			“What do you mean?” Kara asked.

			Alice stared up at the massive World Tree as if tracking Marcus’ progression. “There’s much you don’t know. It’s not the field mice’s fault they can’t see the thresher’s blade.”

			“Huh?” Vox asked.

			She sighed, looking back at them. “Marcus is powerful. Too powerful. My Conceal is strong, and despite his flattery, his might be stronger. I probably could have taken him in a fight. Probably. But he has tools at his side. Potent ones.”

			“His armor did look powerful,” Kara admitted.

			She was right. “Don’t forget those glowing pouches on his hip,” Dren mentioned.

			Alice made a thoughtful sound, face shrewd. “Indeed, I am familiar with them.”

			“What were those?” Dren asked.

			“Very rare items,” Alice said. “Spheres that replicate a Seeker’s power. One for each element.”

			“How do you know all this?” Kara asked.

			“Well, because it just so happens I found one long ago,” she said and lifted her own Wind Sphere, pulling it out of her extra dimension.

			[OH, AN EXTRA DIMENSIONAL SPACE! WE NEED TO GET ONE OF THOSE!]

			Dren couldn’t disagree, but he was more curious about the swirling orb of white. “The sphere, Max?”

			[OH YA … ]

			[ITEM: MEDIUM GRADE WIND SPHERE.]

			[RANK: WARDEN.]

			[EFFECT: CAN MIMIC A WIND SEEKER’S POWER.]

			Dren immediately wanted it.

			“Alas, mine is only a medium grade, so it has a limited capacity, but I believe there are more powerful ones, and that man might even possess them. I don’t know how many he has, but it looks like he’s collecting them. If he can get them all, he’ll be a Seeker with all the nine elements. He didn’t even reveal his Elemental Attunement. He didn’t have to.”

			[OOOO, MARCUS IS POWERFUL. PROBABLY BECAUSE HE LOOTED CITIES AND USED HIS RESOURCES FROM THE MODERN WORLD TO GET ADVANCED LEGENDARY ITEMS AND ARTIFACTS IN ORDER TO ASCEND THE TREE.]

			Dren’s jaw clenched. “Got that.” He turned to Alice. “So what are you trying to say?”

			“Nothing. Only it’s not your fault. Those items are meant to shroud his Sparkwell. He concealed his power from even me. So how were you supposed to sense him, hmm?”

			Dren had no answer, though it didn’t quell his anger. “Still, I could have done something.”

			Alice stretched, then rolled her shoulders in a shrug. “No. But I could’ve. Once. But perhaps I have simply slowed with time.” She gave a heavy breath. “Either way, I am sorry. I could not protect you all.”

			“It’s not your fault,” Kara said. “And hey, we’re not dead, right?”

			[NOT DEAD! MISSION SUCCESS! I LIKE KARA’S LOW BAR!]

			“And at least I got that bastard’s fancy ring—” Vox began, holding up the gold ring in the light.

			He didn’t even finish his sentence before the gold ring dissolved into nothing.

			“You were saying?” Kara asked with a small smirk.

			“What was that?” Dren asked.

			“A facsimile of a magical ring created by Marcus’ Metal Sphere, I can only assume,” Alice explained. “A fake.”

			“Bastard!” Vox growled.

			[DO NOT FRET, USER VOX! THERE ARE PLENTY OF OTHER TREASURES IN THE WORLD TREE … ] Max said, and Dren felt his glasses … grin with hunger? He knew it was more a feeling. [AND WE WILL TAKE THEM ALL!]

			Dren swallowed, but he felt the same desire.

			The World Tree’s treasures, Marcus’ items … 

			Whatever they were, to climb the tree and obtain The Seraphs Key? He’d take them all.

			Dren turned to take in the sight of The World Tree, or rather, what lay within. However, even with the door open, there was still a barrier—a shimmering glass wall, like the portals of the Nine Trials. It veiled what lay beyond. Dren desperately wanted to dash inside, to chase after Marcus. Anger still burned.

			“Hey … your sister,” Kara said.

			Dren stifled it. “It’s fine.”

			“No, it’s not,” Kara said. “Your anger, your clever little deflections, I get it now.”

			Dren felt her words pierce through. “Yeah … it’s not exactly something you bring up over tea and biscuits.”

			“Still … it’s not right. I’m so very sorry, Dren.”

			Dren laughed. “Hey, no big deal, right? We all have baggage.”

			“Dren …”

			“What?”

			She wiped at his cheek.

			Water? Was he sweating? No. He was … crying? When had that happened? “Huh, would you look at that?”

			Wordlessly, she hugged him, and Dren let it happen.

			It felt … nice.

			Slowly and at last, he pulled away. “Thanks …”

			She nodded.

			Vox put a heavy hand on Dren’s shoulder. “I clearly missed something. I’m sorry, whatever it was.”

			Dren waved it off. “Fill ya in later. Maybe.” His anger still burned. It was an open wound.

			[HUGS! I KNEW THEY’D HAPPEN! HUZZAH!]

			Alice cleared her throat. “I think you three should see this …”

			Dren looked behind to where Alice was gesturing and saw … 

			Hundreds of citizens climbed out of the ruined portions of the cities. Kenku, Humans, Draconians, men and women, all clutching one another. With the others at Dren’s side, he rubbed the back of his head. “Oh, would you look at that, a sending-off party.” He waved. “Hello!”

			The crowds murmured, whispering and taking in the spectacle.

			“It’s … over?” one of the citizens asked, glancing at Karifas’ body.

			Alice gave a heavy breath. “It’s over.”

			With the tension breaking, cheers erupted, and celebration rippled over the crowd.

			Among their many whispers, one title caught Dren’s ears.

			“Sepharina’s Champions …”

			The phrase echoed across the crowds.

			Kara smiled. “Are they really talking about us?”

			“Indeed,” Alice said.

			Vox huffed. “About time.”

			“Word travels quickly,” Dren said, hands on his hips.

			Alice raised a brow, forehead wrinkling. “What did you expect? You opened an ancient door sealed by the Goddess of Life herself. Who else but her Champions?”

			“Oh yeah, guess that kinda gives it away,” Dren said.

			“Kara?” a voice called from the crowd, and Kara’s father stepped out of the jubilant masses.

			Lilith, Kara’s mother, was only a step behind. “Kara!” Her voice cracked. Kara rushed forth, and the three embraced.

			“Ah, that’s nice,” Dren said, then patted Vox’s back. “Well, at least I got you, buddy.”

			Vox folded his arms.

			“Actually,” Alice said. “I need a moment of my young apprentice’s time if you’d be so kind.” She didn’t wait for an answer. Wind swirled about them, including Karifas’ corpse, and they were gone.

			[POOF!]

			“Yep, no problem, don’t worry about me!” Dren called. “I’m used to alone!”

			[YOU ARE NOT ALONE, USER! YOU WILL ALWAYS HAVE ME!]

			“Aww, thanks, Max.”

			[UM, I MEAN ALWAYS LITERALLY BECAUSE I THINK I AM MORE EMBEDDED INTO YOUR SKULL AFTER YOUR MOST RECENT PROGRESSION TO ELDER COPPER. DON’T BE AFRAID, BUT IT MIGHT BE VERY DIFFICULT, IF NOT IMPOSSIBLE, TO REMOVE NOW.]

			“God dammit, Max.” He tugged a little, and Max came off. “Wait, what?”

			[GOT YOU!] His glasses said smugly. [YOU CAN NOW REMOVE ME WITH A MENTAL NOTE. THOUGH I WON’T COME OFF UNLESS DESIRED. NOW PUT ME BACK ON YOUR FACE.]

			“When did you get a sense of humor?”

			[GASP! I HAVE ALWAYS HAD ONE. PERHAPS YOU ARE NOW ENLIGHTENED ENOUGH TO UNDERSTAND IT.]

			“Oh, this is my deficiency?”

			[INDEED! OR PERHAPS OUR MUTUAL DEFECTS HAVE NOW SYNCED! HUZZAH!]

			“That’s … actually kinda sweet.” Dren heard a cheer go up, and he looked back, seeing the hum of the celebrating crowds. He was torn, wanting to go inside the tree, but he set his desire aside for a second when he spotted another familiar individual amid the jubilant citizens. One not so happy.

			Federis. His two goons, Brasco and Ivan, were there too, looking rattled.

			Dren approached the lordling with a brimming smile.

			Federis sneered. “What do you want, street rat?”

			“Actually, I came to give you this,” he said, giving the elixir back.

			Federis eyed the glowing orange bottle in his hand as if it was poison.

			Brasco and Ivan looked equally confused.

			“What are you up to?” Federis snarled.

			“Can’t a guy be generous and turn over a new leaf?”

			“Not scum like you. This is a trick.”

			Dren shrugged. “Look, you were a real mop about the whole scenario, but I’m trying to get better. Starting from this moment, I’m going to do a little less stealing and a little more caring for those less fortunate.”

			Federis just stared at him, then his mouth soured. “I don’t need your stinking charity!”

			“Oh, really? I’ll take it back then.”

			Federis sneered, pocketing the elixir.

			“Ah, that’s what I thought,” he said, patting the man’s breast pocket. “Good luck!”

			He turned, and Federis spoke to his back. “Wait! You don’t get to talk down to me like that. You’re nothing, you Unranked—”

			“—Nope,” Dren said simply, turning back to look at him.

			Federis swallowed, trying again. “Low Copper, it makes no difference—”

			“—Yep, not that either. Try again.”

			Federis radiated a spiritual sense over him, and his eyes went wide, lips going slack. “Low Bronze?” he sputtered. “How? T-That’s impossible!”

			Max took this moment as if waiting for his grandeur to speak, [BEHOLD! YOU HAVEN’T EVEN SEEN OUR GRAVITY FINGER YET OR GRAVITY ARM!] Max said aloud.

			Dren rubbed his temple. “Max, we’re not using Gravity Finger.”

			“What the hell just spoke?” Federis said, head swiveling,

			Dren ignored his confusion and the look of fear. “Point is, buddy, you really need to stop harassing people just because of some perceived notion of superiority, but I’m not going to stoop to your level.”

			Federis gained control of himself. “You’re wrong. I am better. I don’t know how you did it, probably some conniving way, but just because you think you’re strong and achieved Low Bronze—”

			[—AND DEFEATED AN ELDER DIAMOND WHO WAS DESTROYING THE CITY] Max added.

			Federis looked … a little more uncertain. “You still don’t get it, do you? It doesn’t matter what rank you are or become, you’re beneath me, and you always will be.”

			“First off, that’s not really how ranks work, buddy. And second? If you really feel that way, prove it.”

			A smile tugged at the corner of Federis’ lips. He snapped his fingers. “Ivan, Brasco, put this idiot in his place.”

			Both goons shrugged and … promptly left Federis.

			“Hey! Where are you going? Cowards!” he shouted after them as they disappeared into the crowds. Federis’ face flushed red. “Fine, I don’t need them! I can put you in your place myself!” He lifted his hand, summoning a thick column of fire, people stepping back.

			Dren caught the young man’s fist in his hand, and purple engulfed the flames, snuffing them out.

			Federis shook. “That’s not fair! I’m a Bronze! A Low Bronze shouldn’t be able to contend!”

			Dren shrugged. “Yeah, but I’m better.”

			Federis summoned more from his Sparkwell, roaring. But another punch, this time from Vox, who appeared from out of the crowds, smashed Federis in the gut, and the young noble doubled over, falling to the ground.

			Vox brushed his hands. “See? Doesn’t feel so good.”

			Federis growled, still lying on the ground, shouting profanities as he moved to rise, fire rising about his body.

			A gag of Wind stifled his shouts, and a gust of Wind snuffed his flames as if he was no more than a petulant candle.

			Kara appeared. “I was looking for you two. Are we ready?”

			“Ready as ever,” Dren said.

			And they left the noble on his knees, who was frozen in stupefied awe at Kara’s sudden display of power, mumbling something about ‘Low Silver’ and ‘can’t be.’ Despite the noble’s fearful muttering, Dren knew there was a good chance Federis’ rage would overcome any common sense, so he thought it best to put some distance between them.

			Together, they walked toward The World Tree.

			Kara leaned over. “Um, what’d you do to Federis?”

			“Oh, nothing. Vox just cheap-shotted him,” Dren said offhandedly.

			“Cheap shot!” Vox exclaimed, indignant. “I saved you!”

			[A REAL SUCKER PUNCH!]

			Vox glowered. “Watch it, glasses, don’t make me melt you down into a spork.”

			Max quivered. [OH MAN, THAT’S THE MOST INSULTING OF UTENSILS! AND STUCK IN PEOPLES’ MOUTHS FOR ALL ETERNITY? UGHHH. DID YOU KNOW THE MOUTH HAS SIX BILLION BACTERIA? OH GODS, JUST THINKING ABOUT IT IS MAKING ME SICK. SEE? I’D MAKE A TERRIBLE SPORK. UNLESS I WAS DELIVERING PANCAKES TO SAID ORIFICES … THEN I ACCEPT THE CHALLENGE WHOLEHEARTEDLY!]

			“Please never ever say orifices again,” Dren said.

			“I really don’t understand this pancake thing,” Kara replied.

			“Welcome to the club,” Vox said.

			[THE PANCAKE CLUB!] Max joined in brightly.

			Someone grabbed Dren’s arm.

			Immediately triggered, Dren’s Sparkwell roared to life, readying threads of Moon.

			[NOT A THREAT, USER! DE-ESCALATE!]

			Dren turned to see a young man, round of face, with tousled brown hair. His clothes looked fine, but in the fighting, they had become singed and even bloodied. A hardness in his eyes belied his seeming youth as if he’d seen things he shouldn’t have. “Hello? Can I help you?”

			“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,” said the young man, a little nervous, then he gained confidence.

			“Eh, just a little jumpy after everything.”

			“My name is Luke. I … I just wanted to express my thanks.”

			“For?”

			“I heard you’re the one that ended him.”

			Dren knew who he meant. “Oh yeah, that was us! Team Dren, Max, Kara, Vox!”

			Luke didn’t seem perturbed by this, caught in his own thoughts. “Well, thank you. All of you. I know my brother … he rests easier now, thanks to you.” His words grew choked, then he gave a smile and a nod. “Know you have my gratitude.”

			Max read Dren’s mind, reading out some details about the man clearly based on his attire, [A LORDLING OF A ONCE MINOR HOUSE AND A VERY POWERFUL PREVIOUS ARCHLORD!]

			Kara spoke in awe. “You’re Luke of House Trefin, aren’t you?”

			“I am.”

			Kara gawked.

			“We’re just a minor house, but after all this? Karifas wiped out the whole council. It looks like the Archlord is dead … I might not be so minor anymore.”

			[OOOO A POWERHOUSE IN THE POLITICAL SPHERE. USER, LET US USE OUR GOODWILL TOWARD OUR NEW FRIEND AND ACCRUE FAME AND POWER.]

			Dren … was really gonna have to have a talk with Max about his need for power and tone it down … a little, at least.

			“So what, are you the next Archlord?” Vox asked.

			“It looks like that position is … one that has been thrust upon me. The guard is scouring the city, but Karifas … was a monster. His attack was swift and merciless. I fear there are few high ranks left.”

			“Making you the next in line?” Dren guessed.

			“Perhaps,” Luke admitted. “It is … too soon to know, though someone must step up to fill the vacuum of power. If it is me, then I will do all I can to prove worthy of the mantle, at least until another more suited for the role takes my place.”

			Dren looked for Alice and saw her, a few paces away, watching Vox … and him, a little.

			Another more suited?

			Alice was … from what Dren could tell, the most powerful person he’d ever met. Well, aside from Sepharina and Marcus. However, he got the distinct impression Alice would cackle in his face and promptly turn down any official role of authority, especially one tied to such bureaucracy.

			He wondered now what she would do.

			“Well, it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance,” Kara said a little nervously. “If there’s ever anything we can do—”

			Dren interrupted, getting a wild idea. “Hey Luke, wanna climb the tree?”

			Kara shot Dren a look, whispering fiercely. “Dren! We gotta talk about this stuff!”

			Luke laughed, though it didn’t quite touch his eyes, which held sorrow and pain. “I … appreciate the offer, but I’ll have to decline. I have work here. Lives were lost … not just homes, but people’s whole worlds … We need to rebuild, and more than that, we need to change the system so wisdom and common sense prevail. So perhaps this … this may never happen again. That’s my goal.”

			“That’s a good goal,” Dren said. He liked the guy already. Kinda wished he was joining them.

			“But I wanted to tell you. While I’m going to watch over the people here, if you ever need anything … you have a friend in Harin.”

			“Most appreciated,” Dren said. “Won’t forget it.”

			[NO, WE WON’T] Max said aloud, [WE SHALL USE YOUR TIES FOR—]

			Dren coughed, interrupting his glasses, “—For mutual prosperity.”

			Luke merely smiled and nodded, retreating back into the crowds.

			“Do you know who that guy was?” Kara whispered.

			“Some powerful Lord’s son?” Dren guessed.

			“He …” She paused. “Actually, yes.”

			Dren nodded, watching the young man slip back into the people. Others bowed their heads as Luke passed, many whispered his name or spoke his praise, and while he nodded and replied with kind words, he seemed removed from such accolades.

			“Anyway,” Dren said and turned to Vox. “What’d Alice give you?” 

			“Oh, nothing,” Vox said. “Just this.” And he showed them what looked like a normal backpack, though it was made out of a strange purple material and glowed slightly.

			[OH WOW! THAT’S NOT DEFINITELY NOT BURLAP OR LEATHER BUT MOON CLOTH.]

			“What is it?” Dren asked, and Max answered for them all.

			[ITEM: BAG OF THE VOID.]

			[RANK: ELDER COPPER.]

			[ITEM RARITY: LEGENDARY.]

			[EFFECT: INFUSED WITH DEEP AND RARE MOON ESSENCE, THIS BAG’S STORAGE FAR SURPASSES ITS FINITE HOLDING SPACE BY USING A PARALLEL DIMENSION.]

			“What?” Kara gasped. “That’s amazing!”

			Dren scowled. “I want it. Now.”

			Vox grinned wickedly and smugly. “Too bad.”

			“That’s not fair,” Dren said. “It’s my element, and it totally matches my color scheme!”

			“Get your own!” Vox said.

			Dren glowered. “Oh, I will.”

			“Relax,” Kara said. “We’ll all use it, right, Vox?”

			Vox said, “Fine.”

			“See?” Kara said. “Problem solved.”

			“Perfect, then you can put these in there,” Dren said, pulling out a silver bracelet and the orange bottle.

			[ITEM: SILVER BRACELET.]

			[RANK: ELDER COPPER.]

			[ITEM RARITY: UNCOMMON.]

			[EFFECT: INCREASES FIRE RESISTANCE.]

			[ITEM: FEDERIS’ ORANGE BOTTLE OF SPARK ESSENCE.]

			[EFFECT: INCREASES SPARKWELL FOUNDATION AND WILL IMPROVE UPON ONE’S RANK. EFFECT WILL BE SIGNIFICANTLY DIMINISHED AT HIGHER RANKS.]

			“I thought I overheard you say you were gonna stop stealing,” Kara said, raising a brow.

			Dren shrugged. “Eh, once a thief, always a thief.” Then his gaze panned up The World Tree into the sky. They were standing before the shimmering green portal that led inside the tree. “Speaking of which …”

			Dren took a moment to take in the impossibly wide trunk that pierced the clouds overhead. His imagination ran wild, speculating on the realms, worlds, creatures, and the unknown beyond, all waiting just out of reach.

			Silence held them as they stood there.

			Dren felt eyes behind him. Many of the citizens had stopped to watch.

			Others stepped up behind them.

			Other Seekers, he realized.

			Draconians, Kenku, Humans, their elements keenly felt behind him. Most were Unranked, some Copper and a few Bronzes, even a few Silvers.

			They all hesitated.

			“Guys? Don’t look now, but I think we have an audience,” Kara said.

			[THEY ARE WAITING FOR US TO GO FIRST!] Max said.

			Dren swallowed. “I’m not going to force you guys to join me. Last chance.”

			Vox scoffed, looking down at Dren. “Are you kidding? Endless days of fighting, training, nearly dying, and actually dying, all to climb this stupid tree, and now you have the audacity to try to talk us out of it?”

			Dren rolled his shoulders. “Had to ask.” Then he looked at Kara. “What about you? You have family here. I wouldn’t expect—”

			She cut him short. “—Nice try, Dren. I already talked to them. I think they always knew this day was coming.” Dren looked behind them and saw Kara’s parents. Her father held her mother, who wiped at the corners of her eyes. Both watched their daughter with pride, beaming. Kara smiled at them, then took a steadying breath and looked back to Dren, and her next words were filled with conviction. “We’re ready, Dren.”

			Vox grunted. “Enough stalling.”

			“Together,” Dren said. “As a team.”

			[TEAM MAX!] Max proclaimed.

			“Eh, anything’s better than Team Dren,” Vox said.

			“Agreed,” Kara teased.

			“Whoa, whoa, whoa, uncalled for. Wait, hold on, I got it,” Dren said. “How about Team Drax?”

			Both Kara and Vox said as one, “No.”

			[TEAM DRAX! LET’S STOP A MADMAN!]

			Kara and Vox stepped through the glimmering portal and into The World Tree.

			As soon as both his friends walked through, Dren paused for a moment.

			All eyes were on him, and he turned to face them, a city and its people, men and women, Kobolds, Draconians, Elves, Dwarves, and more, many gripping weapons, others simply holding their loved ones with soot on their faces. Some were Seekers, waiting to enter. Others were simply bystanders, curious to see what happened next. They had smiles of gratitude … even looks of awe, and a few still whispered ‘Champion,’ including Scarlet, the little Kenku girl, and her family.

			Dren felt honored and humbled.

			In that moment, he vowed to his core he’d live up to the respect in their eyes.

			And Dren decided to give them one last performance—a little parting gift.

			[SHOW THEM OUR SECRET!] Max whispered with glee.

			This one he’d been hiding, waiting for the right moment to use his new spell.

			Dren called out to the crowd, “I’ll be honest, I’m not sure if I’m worthy of the title of Champion yet … But I will be. I swear it. He gave a small smile. “Until next we meet, good citizens of Harin.” And then he bowed deeply.

			Stepping back, he cast his new spell and slipped into a sliver of shadow as if disappearing into thin air.

			The crowd gasped in surprise.

			[NEW SPELL: SHADOW STALK.]

			[RANK: LOW BRONZE.]

			[RARITY: LEGENDARY.]

			[EFFECT: HIDES WIELDER IN MINIMAL SHADOWS.]

			Coated in shadow and hidden from sight, Dren grinned at the baffled crowd, then turned and followed his friends into The World Tree’s glowing portal.

			BLOOPERS

			1.

			[ALL WE’RE MISSING IS THE MOST VITAL OF NECESSITIES!] Max said with barely restrained glee.

			“What—” Kara began.

			“—Don’t ask,” Dren interrupted. “He’s gonna say pancakes.”

			[—PANCAKES! SEE, USER? WE ARE GETTING CLOSER NOW! IT’S LIKE I KNOW WHAT YOU’RE GOING TO SAY. IT’S LIKE WE FINISH EACH OTHERS’—]

			“—Sentences?” Dren ventured.

			[MMM, I WAS GONNA SAY PANCAKES.]

			Dren sighed, rubbing his temple. “Yeah … that makes no sense.”

			2.

			When they were inside the Trial of Nature, Dren found himself standing before a thick green plant with fingernail-sized thorns, each a hue of vivid scarlet.

			The glasses pointed, [OH USER, IF I’M NOT MISTAKEN, THAT PLANT IS MENDWORT, A FAMOUS HEALING SALVE!]

			Dren cut the plant, pouring it on his wound.

			Ditch gawked at him. “What did you just do that for?”

			“What? Glasses said it was some sort of healing ointment!”

			[CORRECT! OR IT WAS POISON … ON SECOND THOUGHT, IT LOOKS QUITE SIMILAR TO VENOMVINE, WHICH IS QUITE DEADLY.]

			“Hey, I don’t feel so good,” Dren said, vision starting to go hazy, stomach churning like a soon-to-erupt volcano.

			Ditch growled. “What kind of idiot just pours an unknown plant liquid onto their—”

			Dren died.

			3.

			Federis neared Kara, but Dren was quicker and stepped up in front of Federis. “Let’s not do anything stupid.”

			“I do what I want, unranked,” Federis spat.

			“Well, what you want, might just get you hurt.” Dren patted the unsharpened blade at his side.

			Federis opened his mouth to say something cruel, or maybe attack when his eyes followed Dren’s gesture and the lordling took in the small letter opener. His face screwed up in confusion. “Uh … is that … a letter opener?” Federis’ lost all pretense of arrogance, and now just sounded baffled.

			Dren grinned. “Yup!”

			Brasco, one of the goons, scratched his head and looked to Kara and Vox. “Uh …  he ain’t serious, is he? It looks dull as a spoon.”

			Kara rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I …  don’t know him.”

			Vox face-palmed with a groan.

			So Dren answered, “Oh, I’m deadly serious.” With a flourish, he tossed the letter-opener and nimbly caught it. “And don’t mock spoons. They’re almost as deadly as sporks.”

			[SPORKS! I HATE SPORKS!] his AI added.

			“Sporks?” Federis asked.

			Dren continued smugly. “Anyway, if you think this is scary, you should see what I did to a guy with a paper clip.”

			Vox muttered, “Spoiler: he probably helped him collate some pages.”

			“What’s a paperclip?” Kara asked.

			“A dangerous weapon in the right hands,” Dren said.

			4.

			“No …” Dren said in horror as creatures stepped out of the rifts, and Dren’s vision filled with titles.

			[Aberration Wolf.]

			[Aberration Spider.]

			[Aberration Deer.]

			And then … 

			[Aberration Pancake … ?]

			“Wait, what?”

			Dren could only stare as a giant malevolent pancake waddled out of the portal, dripping with Chaos-riddled syrup.

			Max’s voice grew steely, [I KNEW THIS DAY WOULD COME. OUR FINAL NEMESIS.]

			5.

			[OH, I LIKE BJORN’S HORSE KNICKERS! KNICKERS WITH A K! WHICH, BY THE WAY, IS VERY DIFFERENT FROM HORSE NICKERS. NO, K. LET THAT BE KNOWN.]

			“Thanks, Max. That was completely unnecessary.”

			[YOU’RE WELCOME. I SHALL HENCEFORTH GIVE YOU UNNECESSARY TIDBITS TO AID IN YOUR QUEST AGAINST MARCUS AND BLIGHTWING’S CHAOS.]

			“That’s really … not needed.”

			[EXACTLY! UNNECESSARY! THUS THE NAME!]

			“You know unnecessary means, ‘there’s no need,’ so …”

			[I FAIL TO SEE THE PROBLEM. HUMANS DO THINGS ALL THE TIME THAT ARE UNNECESSARY.]

			“Like what?”

			[CROCS.]

			Dren opened his mouth to refute, then closed it. “Well, you have a point, but Crocs is an exception, and I hear they’re comfy. Still, if Crocs is all you got—”

			[I HAVE ONLY JUST BEGUN. ALSO EQUALLY USELESS: SLAP BRACELETS, CHIA PETS, AND PET ROCKS.]

			“Whoa, whoa, back off the nineties! I loved my slap bracelet.” Dren suddenly had ‘chuh-chuh-chuh-chia!’ stuck in his head.

			[PET CLOTHES. TINY LITTLE SWEATERS FOR TINY LITTLE DOGS SHOULD 100% BE OUTLAWED.]

			“Okay, that one I kinda agree with, but they’re also kinda cute, no?”

			[BEDAZZLING.]

			“Fair.”

			[MINIATURE COCKTAIL UMBRELLAS.]

			“You take that back.”

			[LEAVING THE PEANUT BUTTER KNIFE OUT ‘JUST IN CASE’ YOU WANT ANOTHER ONE.]

			“That’s fair …”

			[THROWING AWAY A PIZZA BOX PACKAGE WITH HEATING INSTRUCTIONS, ONLY TO REMOVE IT FROM THE TRASH TWO MORE TIMES TO READ WHAT YOU DIDN’T TAKE THE TIME TO READ THE FIRST TWO TIMES.]

			“Accurate.”

			[AND FINALLY, FOR MY PIECE DE RESISTANCE: FANNY PACKS—THE MOST USELESS BACKPACK FOR THE WAIST THAT MAKES YOU LOOK LIKE YOU’RE A CONFUSED TOURIST WITH A PAUNCH.]

			“Okay, now you’ve gone too far.”

			6.

			Federis shook. “That’s not fair! I’m a Bronze! You were a worthless Unranked.”

			Dren grinned, folding his arms as he replied, “And now I’m a Low Bronze. How to turn tables.”

			“Wait, what?”

			“Nevermind! Let’s just focus on the fact that I’m an awesome Low Bronze.”

			“You’re lying. That is impossible. Tell me how you did it!”

			“Okay, but you promise not to tell anyone?”

			Reluctantly Federis snarled, “Yeah, sure, whatever, I promise, just tell me!”

			“Fine.” Dren sighed, leaned in close to Federis’ ear, and whispered, “One hundred push-ups, one hundred squats, one hundred sit-ups, and a ten-kilometer run, EVERY DAY.” He sat back, grinning.

			Federis stared at him, slack-jawed. Clearly impressed. Until he sputtered with indignation, “That’s … that’s … that’s not even that impressive of a workout!”

			7.

			All eyes were on him—a city and its people, waiting to enter, their looks expectant.

			Dren decided he had to give them one last performance—a little parting gift.

			[SHOW THEM OUR SECRET] Max whispered.

			Dren turned and gave a grand bow to rival any performer. “Welp, it’s been fun, Harin! I bid you all a very fond farewell … Sincerely, Dren Torin, master-thief …”

			[SELF-PROCLAIMED!] Max added.

			And Dren slipped into a sliver of shadow as if disappearing into thin air.

			The crowd gasped in surprise.

			Max uttered, [WE ARE TOTALLY GOING TO GET SUED BY WARNER BROS.]

			“Psh! Let ’em try to catch us!”

			And from within his shadow, Dren dove into The World Tree’s glowing portal, cackling something about ‘my precious’ and ‘po-ta-toes.’
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