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Chapter One

 

An endless plain beneath a dark sky stretched before Alex.  She stood on a craggy plateau while skittering things crawled amongst the rocks, just out of sight, but those creatures weren't her concern.

In the sky, just beyond her perception, hovered something massive and menacing, and Alex knew that eventually she would have to deal with it.  

She glanced behind thinking that her friends were there, but except for a cold wind that penetrated her black leather armor, the path was empty.  It felt like she'd been on this plateau forever, waiting for someone to arrive.

Almost as soon as she voiced her mental complaint, a figure appeared at the head of the path, forcing Alex to squint.  Her breath quickened and her palms grew sweaty.  

She couldn't make out who it was coming her way, but Alex knew they were important.  What if it was...?  

A shiver burst down her back, like claws ripping flesh.  Reflexively, Alex summoned faez to her mind, but found it wouldn't come.  It was like her magic was shut off, the well had run dry.  

The figure moved patiently through the rocks.  Only faint light reached this part of the plateau, so she could only make out the shape of a cowl.  

As the hooded figure approached, she worried she had no means to defend herself.  She produced her whip, but found the weapon limp in her hands as if something vital had been stolen.  Alex could finally make out the hooded figure.  They wore a tan robe and a white featureless mask.  In her gut she knew who it was, though she couldn't remember his name.

"Alex," said the hooded figure.  "It's time to come back."

"What?"  The word shot from her lips.  Was this a trap?  

"Who are you?  What do you want?" she asked.

He held out a gloved hand.  "I'm here to help.  Please, we need to get you back."

"I...I don't remember what back is," Alex said as she pulled her arms around her chest.

"I'm sorry, I shouldn't have kept you here this long, but it was the only way to keep you safe until we could find a solution," said the figure.  "Please, come quickly.  Your mother is here.  She misses you."

Mention of her mother brought all the pieces back into place.  She remembered collapsing on Dr. Althud's doorstep, the battles in the Citadel, Lily, Sorrow, all of it.

"Oh, Merlin..."

"Yes," said Dr. Althud, empathy threading through his voice as he held out his white-gloved hand.  "Come quickly."

She reached out, and as her fingers brushed his hand, she awoke finding herself cocooned in a pile of pillows and covers on a huge bed.  Her neck felt stiff and her mind was strangely blank.

Alex recognized the dim lighting of Dr. Althud's apartment.  He sat on a stool next to the bed, holding her hand.  

"Welcome back, Alex," said Dr. Althud.  

"How...how long have I been out?" she asked.

He paused before answering.  "All summer.  I'm sorry.  I had to keep you out until we could devise a solution."

"A solution?"

She heard the slight exhale beneath his mask.  "The cancer.  You're dying."

"Oh, yeah.  That," said Alex, trying to push herself to sitting but finding something catching around her jaw.  

Her fingers brushed a cold metal ring that encircled her neck.  In a panic, she grabbed it and tried to pull it off.

"What did you put on me?" she asked as she brought both hands to the device.

"It's a faez blocker," said Dr. Althud.  "It's the only way we could stop the cancer from killing you."

"So I can't ever use magic again," she said with her hands still on the collar.  It felt hard to breathe with the collar around her neck.

"Until the cancer is removed, I wouldn't dare," said Dr. Althud, "but if you must, there's a button on the side, if you hold it for three seconds, it will deactivate the collar.  Press it again and it will reactivate it."

Knowing that she could turn it off lessened the panic in her chest.  She could breathe easier.  She had more questions, but the door slipped open, letting in light from the hallway.  

"Alex?"

It was her mother.  She hurried to the side of the bed, reached out, and took Alex's hands.  

"I heard your voice," said her mother.

She had bags around her eyes and her hair had gray streaks throughout.

"How did you get here?" asked Alex.

"Dr. Fairlight called me," she said.  "They put me up in a nearby hotel.  I come here to watch you whenever I can, whenever it's safe."

She glanced to Dr. Althud, a blush warming her cheeks.  

"I'm sorry, doc, that was rather rude of me," she said, hanging her head.

Dr. Althud patted her on the shoulder.  "No need to apologize.  It is entirely factual.  I took no offense."

Alex squeezed her lips together.  "How...how much do you know?"

Her mother patted her hand.  The answer was etched into the lines in her face.  "You should have let me die."

"But I couldn't," said Alex, shaking her head.  "You're all I have left."

"A mother never wants to outlive her child."

Alex looked away.  "I'm sorry, Mom."

"Why won't you let them operate on you?" said her mother.  "You would at least be alive."

"But would I?  Would I be the same?" she asked.

"To me, you would."

It was hard to breathe in the room.  "It's more than my life at stake."

Her mother searched her face while she patted her hand.  "Young people always think they're saving the world.  I just want my daughter back."

Alex stared into her mother's aged face.  The years had not been kind, nor had their health scares.  Going back with her mother would give her a small amount of peace, but that was not the way she wanted to live.

"I'm sorry, Mom."

Her mother turned away, tears in her eyes.  

Dr. Althud cleared his throat.  "Unfortunate as this is, I must speak with Alex alone.  There are things I did not tell her, and there is a decision you must make."

Before she left, her mother climbed onto the bed for a long hug that felt both comforting and smothering.

When Alex was alone with Dr. Althud, he clasped his hands in front of him in that way doctors did before they had to deliver bad news.

"How bad is it?  Will the collar keep me alive?" she asked.

"The tumor will grow regardless of the collar, but only at a normal rate.  Unfortunately, it is quite advanced, though miraculously, not metastasized, which is probably the only thing keeping you alive," said Dr. Althud.

"My choices?" asked Alex.

"With my help, Dr. Fairlight believes they could operate on you and remove the tumor.  If you survived, you would be quite diminished," he said.

"Diminished?"

"Your magic would be gone, of course, and you would likely be lacking certain functions, be those mental or physical, it's hard to say.  The tumor has its tendrils in many areas of the brain.  But you would, if you survived, be alive, and that would count for a lot for your mother," he said.

"The other option?" she asked.

"Go back into Gamemakers Online and finish what you started, but you would most certainly die before the end," he said.

"Finish what you started," she said.  "How much have I told you?"

"What you didn't explicitly say, I learned when rooting around in your mind," said Dr. Althud, and when she made a face, he added, "I told your mother none of this.  As far as she's concerned, this is only a medical issue."

"Thank you," said Alex, looking into her hands, then lifting her chin.  "So you know there's a third option."

"I do, in fact."

She ran a hand through her hair.  "I can die in game and remain there, assuming I survive the transition like Sorrow."

"But then you will no longer be able to figure out what is happening with Gamemakers," said Dr. Althud.  "Nor see your mother again."

"True," she said, her chest tight with indecision.  "What would you do?"

"I dare not suggest a course of action, because I cannot truly understand the impact to you or your friends," said Dr. Althud.

"What a cop-out," said Alex with a wry smile.

Dr. Althud reached into his pocket.  "If you do choose to continue your noble quest, you might want to speak to your friends in the city."

He handed her a piece of paper with an address.  While no name was written on it, she knew who it was from.  Her heart soared.  

"Thank you," she said, hugging the paper to her chest.  "How did you?  Oh wait, I forgot.  But how did you find them?"

"I did some digging around," said Dr. Althud.  "I have certain connections in my community.  We like to stay out of the limelight, but acquiring information for a worthy cause is not out of the realm of possibilities."

"So you assumed that I would make the choice to continue in the game," said Alex, tilting her head at the doctor.

"It was a calculated guess, given your past behavior.  You are not one to set aside difficult challenges, even at the expense of your life, which I'm afraid will prove to be quite short, but infinitely meaningful," he said solemnly.

Alex sensed a wistful smile behind the mask.  She halfway wished she could actually see his face, but knew it was probably for the best that she couldn't.  

"What about my mother?" asked Alex.

"If you return to the game, she plans on going back to Kentucky to prepare," said Dr. Althud.

"Prepare for...?  Oh, right," said Alex, shaking her head.  "Once more into the breach."

"That's the spirit," said Dr. Althud as he helped her out of bed.  "Your things are in that bag.  I left you a few bills for travel around the city.  I'll let you have all the time you need with your mother before you leave."

Her legs felt wobbly from being bedridden for the summer.  She leaned on the stool by the bed.

"Thank you, Dr. Althud.  I don't know how I can ever thank you," she said.

"You just did," he said with a chuckle as he let himself out.  "And I get all the thanks I need in helping you."

When she was alone in the room, the reality of the task before her was like a massive weight that she had to drag up a hill once more.  It didn't help that her body was weak.  

But it wasn't Gamemakers Online that worried her at the moment, it was explaining to her mother that she would be returning to the game, which meant it could be their final goodbye.  

 


Chapter Two

 

During the travel across the city, Alex received a few strange glances at the collar around her neck, but eventually she reached the tenth ward and the address on the paper.  It was in one of the lower-end apartment buildings in the city, not that she had much to judge by, having lived in a trailer all her life, but the trash in the half-dead bushes outside and the peeling paint in the hallways said a lot about the quality of the housing.

Glancing nervously down the hall as if someone had been following her, Alex knocked on the apartment door.  She heard the shifting of chairs and then quiet muttering before the door whooshed open.

Andre's surprised face greeted her.  "Alex?"

"Hey, Andre," she said, relieved at the familiarity in his voice.  "Can I come in?"

Andre and his friends were the only people outside of the game that understood what was going on and what was at stake.  Like her, they'd lost friends.  

"I wasn't really sure I would see you again," he said as he led her back to a living area, where Miranda was seated on the couch, in a black hoodie, thumbing through her phone.  "Look who I found."

Miranda threw her hood back.  Her dark hair was pulled into a ponytail.  She looked tired.  

As Alex examined the room, she saw old pizza boxes and other signs of a long camp.  Both Andre and Miranda looked like they'd been sleeping in the same clothes for weeks.

"Are you guys okay?" asked Alex.

"We could ask you the same thing," said Andre.  "What's with the collar?"

Her fingers brushed the cold metal.  "It's keeping me alive."

"Oh," said Andre as he furrowed his forehead.  

Alex realized they knew nothing about her cancer.

"Where's Doug?" she asked.

"He moved to Seattle," said Andre, squeezing his lips together.  "When things got heated after the trip to New York, he said he couldn't take it.  He has an uncle out there, or something."

"What happened in New York?" asked Alex.

"We'd been asking around about the missing people, in the city, online, and we found some people who had information.  They knew your friend Drew."  Andre screwed his mouth up.  "Lily Brodziak's brother?  This gets weirder at every step."

"Yeah," said Alex.  "I didn't want to confuse things."

He nodded.  "They were friends of Drew's, knew all about his troubles with his parents because they'd been threatened with legal action if they continued to communicate with him."

"Assholes," said Miranda from the couch.

"Epic-level assholes," said Andre.  "Anyway, they said pretty much the same thing you told us, but after we met with them, we realized we were being followed.  We got attacked when we left New York, damn near died."

Miranda lifted the bottom of her hoodie, revealing bandages across her stomach.  With a darkness in her gaze, she said, "They won't heal."  

"Do you know who attacked you?" asked Alex.

"Never got a good look at them," said Andre, who didn't know what to do with his hands.  "But as soon as we got back here, we went underground.  A few friends stop by and bring us food from time to time, but otherwise, we're afraid to leave."

"I'm sorry," said Alex, grimacing.  She paused, looking into their pained faces.  "I might have found Isla."

They both snapped to attention.  Alex went on to explain what she'd learned in the Citadel of Broken Dreams.  The story took a few hours, so they pulled out a cold pizza and snacked on it while they discussed the repercussions.  

"That sounds like Isla," said Andre.  "She could juggle numbers in her head faster than a quantum computer."  He paused.  "So they're never going to leave the game?"

"It's their world now," said Alex.

"What now?" asked Miranda from the couch.  

Alex stood up and paced around the room, tapping on her chin.  

"We have the Universal Quill, which is what Drew was after, but we don't know why it's important.  We know that there's a bigger purpose to all this, a threat to the halls, but we don't know what it is.  We do know where everyone is going, but we don't know how they get into the game, because they're not going into Gamemakers Hall.  We also know that Patron Dimple is supposed to be traveling, but I suspect he's in the game.  Maybe he's the King Made of Midnight, or maybe Professor Marzio is, or neither one of them, but I know when I go back, I need to find Lily, or whoever Lily has become, if that's possible," said Alex.

"There's so much we don't know," said Andre.

"But so much we've learned," said Alex.  "We're getting closer.  Piece by piece we're figuring this out.  It's like any platinum achievement—at first it seems impossible, but then over time, you start to pick it apart until you know it can be done.  You just have to summon your courage and get to it."

"But we're not platinum-achievement hunters," said Miranda, who looked like a pale version of herself from when they first met.  

"You can be," said Alex.

"But we know where Isla and Hayden are now.  In the game.  Forever," said Andre.  "Our quest failed.  We didn't save them."

"They're still there," said Alex.  "Just in different forms."

Andre threw his hands up.  "What would you have us do?  How can we even help?  We can't even leave the apartment."

"Find where people are entering the game.  It's got to be in the city somewhere," said Alex.

Andre wouldn't meet her gaze.  "I don't know, Alex.  We're pretty worn out from this.  Miranda's wound won't heal, and I'm sure those people are still looking for us.  We're not much use anymore, and we'll never get our friends back."

A surge of rage climbed into her throat.  She wanted to tell them about the cancer, that she was going to die soon, but then realized it wouldn't be fair to lay that awful truth at their feet, and swallowed it.  They were right.  Their lives had been completely upended by this quest.  

"I'm sorry," said Alex.  "About your friends and everything that's happened to you.  If you change your mind, you know where to find me."

Their inability to meet her gaze told her everything she needed to know about their future help.  Now that they knew the truth about their friends, Alex assumed they would leave the city, head out to safer pastures, and try to get their lives back together.  She let herself out.

The journey back to Gamemakers Hall was one of quiet solitude.  Allies outside of the game would have been nice, but she would have to forge ahead without them.  It wasn't the first time she'd been abandoned.  She was used to it.

The building looked the same as it had when she left it three months before.  Alex made a trip by Professor Marzio's office and shouted at the door from the flat part of the hallway, before giving up and returning to the obsidian cube.

When she first touched the cold stone, nothing happened, but then she remembered the collar around her neck.  After three seconds, the collar deactivated, and a strange tingling warmth intruded into the base of her neck.  

She went into Gamemakers Online.

 

 


Chapter Three

 

Alex reappeared in the old ruins of the Citadel, surrounded by abandoned tents, crude cooking stations, and storm-scattered ashes.  The perpetually gray sky shifted overhead, winds buffeting the high plateau, knocking her hair around her face.   Through an archway, she could see the pile of stones where they'd collapsed the building on the King of Monstrosities.  

She'd hoped for signs of her friends, but nothing suggested they'd stayed in the area.  Making the journey back to New Alexandria without a horse or companions wasn't that appetizing.  Alex sighed and cradled her hand against her face to block the wind.

She was contemplating her next steps when a voice from above startled her.  "You might not want to stay down there.  A patrol is headed up the slope this very moment.  Unless you're itching for a fight."

The black-clad Sorrow, with his cloak billowing around him, looked down at her from the ledge of a building.  He looked different than when she'd seen him last, though she couldn't put her finger on the change.

"Is there a stairwell?  How does one ascend to your lofty position?" asked Alex, a grin caught in the corner of her lips.

A finger tapped her on the shoulder right as she caught a whiff of jasmine.

"Nayiri!"

Alex spun around and threw her arms around the diminutive changeling.  She squeezed her tight, running her hands into Nayiri's short hair.

"I'm sorry I failed you in the Citadel.  I was a wreck when I got back to New Alexandria.  I thought I'd ruined everything and that you guys couldn't continue without me," said Nayiri as she pulled away.

"It was tough, but we pulled through," said Alex.

"Yeah, Reggie told me all about it," said Nayiri.

At that moment, the well-dressed hobgoblin appeared on the ledge with Sorrow, waving politely.  

"Welcome back, Mistress Alex," said Reggie.

"It's good to be back, Reggie," said Alex, the warmth of renewed companionship filling her.  

When a man in ochre robes appeared at Reggie's side, Alex couldn't believe her eyes.  "Blaze!  Is Sophia here too?"

The clan mage waved his hands and a disc of ice appeared.  He stepped upon it, and it slid through the air towards her.  

"I'm afraid she couldn't make it," said Blaze as he descended to her position.  "Duties of running a city."

"But you're here, which means you got married!" Alex exclaimed.  "Congrats!"

When he reached her, he held out his left hand, displaying a simple gold band.  

"Uhm, Alex," said Nayiri, tapping on her shoulder again.

"Yeah, babe?"

Nayiri cocked a smile.  "Patrol's here."

Alex turned to find two dozen Gorge Ogres in heavy armor, bristling with weapons, marching up the incline.  The Gorge Ogre Champion in front called a charge, and the monstrous humanoids came barreling at them.

"Shall we?" asked Alex, producing her whip.

The mass of brutish flesh covered in armor was impressive, but not as impressive as her friends.  

Alex gestured towards the ledge.  "Are you two going to join us?"

"I was waiting for an invitation," Sorrow said as Reggie threw down a rope ladder and began descending.

"Can you do something about this formation?" Nayiri asked the mage, who was busy limbering his fingers and stretching his mouth as if he were about to rip off a tongue twister.

Blaze snapped his head to one side, producing a satisfying crack of the neck.  

"Would be happy to," he said, shifting into an incantation, which brought a sparkling white light into existence before him.  After a few seconds of building, he launched it at the Gorge Ogres, who put their shields up to block, but the silvery ball impacted the ground before them, sending a sheet of ice beneath their boots.

In a matter of seconds, the two dozen Gorge Ogres went from tight formation to a sprawling, sliding mess like bowling pins after a strike.

Seeing the Gorge Ogres were of a lower level, Alex took control of the Champion with Temporary Turncoat.  After sudden dislocation, it took a moment for her to reorient herself, but then she took her massive two-handed axe, lifted it above her head, and slammed it into the nearest Gorge Ogre, sundering its armor and sending chaos through the ranks.

 

You have gained a skill point: +1 Temporary Turncoat

 

Rather than stay in the Champion, Alex dropped her control, switching to a new Gorge Ogre long enough to make another attack.  

As the monstrous humanoids scrambled to get to their feet and figure out who might attack them next, Nayiri began appearing at the edges of the group, shoving her daggers deep into their backs, before reappearing a few steps away to repeat the process.

To Alex's surprise, Sorrow cloaked himself in shadows with his ocarina, but rather than move amongst the Gorge Ogres, the inky cloud moved over the patrol, hindering their sight and making their progress off the ice more difficult.

Mired in chaos, the Gorge Ogres had little chance as they got picked off, until there were nothing but bodies and a host of experience notifications.

"Well that was a nice return," said Alex, stashing her whip back on her hip.  "Good to work the kinks out."

"Do you mind if I take care of the bodies?" asked Reggie with his hands behind his back as if he were a maître d' at a fancy restaurant.  

Alex skewed her mouth to the side, unsure what to make of his request.  

"If you're worried about giving our location away, we're going to be leaving soon, but if there's something else you need from that," said Alex, waving her hand vaguely in the direction of the Gorge Ogre bodies.

Reggie nodded before moving to the bodies, looting them as he went.  

"How long have you all been here?" asked Alex.

"We came back a week ago, awaiting your glorious return, my liege," said Sorrow with an eye roll.

Alex smiled.  "I appreciate the welcome.  I wasn't looking forward to a long journey back by myself, which speaking of, how is New Alexandria doing?"

"Thriving," said Blaze, "but consumes more and more of Sophia's time.  She keeps promising me that we can have a honeymoon, but that day never comes."

"Is Mancalf there?" she asked.

Blaze nodded.  "We've got specialists working on him.  He'll always have an ooze body, but we're working on a covering so you can see him better and so he doesn't frighten people with his floating bones."

"What about the state of the world?  Did you learn what the Universal Quill is for?  Or even how to use it?" she asked.

Sorrow pulled the quill from a pocket, knelt onto the stones, and started putting lines down in ink.  He made a crude drawing of a ring.  

When he was finished, he reached onto the stone, and pulled away the ring, which had gone from a two-dimensional drawing to a three-dimensional object and handed it over to Alex, who collected it in her palm.  

"What is it even made of?" she asked, weighing it in her palm.  "It feels like it almost doesn't even exist."

As she poked it with a fingernail, the ring collapsed into nothingness, a few tiny tendrils of smoke disappearing into the void.  

"If there's a trick to making things more solid, we haven't figured it out yet," said Sorrow with a half shrug.

"Learn anything else of note?" asked Alex.

Blaze sighed, scratching the back of his neck.  "There's a lot of movement within the zones.  We have spies in other places, and they keep talking about the King Made of Midnight.  He's looking for something, but no one knows what."  He scrunched up his forehead.  "Are you really going to go after Lily?"

Alex glanced to Sorrow before nodding.  "We need her back."

She didn’t add if she's alive, but the thought was right beneath the surface.

"And maybe searching for her will give us a clue to what the King Made of Midnight is after.  It feels like the missing people, the quill, everything is connected, but we just don't know how," said Alex.

Nayiri stepped up and saluted.  "Reporting for duty.  I can't wait to get back on the road with you."

A stone formed in Alex's gut.  "Nayiri.  I'm sorry.  It's only going to be me, Sorrow, and Reggie for this part.  Reggie can only take two people into the aether, and I need Sorrow to help find his sister."

She also suspected he was the best person to figure out the quill, given his artistic background, but it was only a hunch.

Nayiri's eyes rounded as her excitement crashed into reality.

Blaze stepped forward and squeezed her shoulder.  "We really need you back in New Alexandria anyway.  You're the best spymaster we have.  They work better with you directing them, rather than me or Sophia."

After Nayiri nodded reluctantly, Blaze added, "Where will you go first?"

Before she could answer, a shadow winged over.  "Maybe I'll be finding out.  You all wait here.  I need to speak to a feathered friend."


Chapter Four

 

Alex found Ethel near the cliff that looked over the craggy landscape.  The big black bird pulled something small with many legs from the rocks and gobbled it down, leaning back her head as the skittering thing slid unwillingly down her throat.

"Hail, Ethel Stormfeathers the Third.  You look particularly shiny tonight," said Alex, hoping her comment would be construed as a compliment.

"Thanks, dearie.  The bugs in these rocks are filled with potassium, which does wonders for my feathers.  This old broad needs every advantage she can get," said Ethel, spreading her wings outward.

"Thanks again for the help last year.  You were right about the Citadel being a trap," said Alex.

"My pleasure, dearie," said Ethel.  "But clearly no trap can hold you."

"It was a rough go at the end, and none of us came away unscathed, but considering what could have happened, I suppose we should be pleased with the result," said Alex.

A buffet of wind ruffled Ethel's feathers and forced Alex to squint.  The scraggly bushes bent in the gales before the gust subsided, allowing them to speak again.

"Any hints you can give about this year?" asked Alex.

"You know it doesn't work like that," said Ethel.  "You gotta play by the rules."

Alex bunched up her lips.  "No quests available?  Something that can help us find Lily Brodziak?"

Ethel stuck her glossy black chest out.  "Not at the moment."

At first, Alex was crestfallen, but then the emphasis wormed its way through her mind.  

"Do I need better reputation to get another quest?" asked Alex.

"You weren't born yesterday," said Ethel.  

Remembering that it was rude to analyze the great raven while she might notice, Alex pulled up her character sheet and found the reputations tab.

 

You have an honored reputation with Great Ravens

 

She was glad to see that she had maintained the honored level, since reputation went down over time.  Alex thought back to what had increased her reputation with Ethel.  Mostly it was shiny objects, the largest jump coming with the Glowing Jewel from the Warped Forest.  

After checking in her Handysack, Alex produced a few minor baubles that she'd picked up along the way, which she gave to the great raven.  

 

+245 reputation with Great Ravens 

 

"What do I need to reach to get more information?  Just revered?" asked Alex.

"Exalted, dearie," said Ethel.  "Which is past revered."

"Any shiny things that you have your eye on that I could acquire for you?" asked Alex.

The shiny black bird cocked her head.  "There is a particularly delightful piece that I would love to acquire, if you know what I mean."

"I'm going to assume there are current owners of this item," said Alex.

"You catch on quick," said Ethel, adding a cackle.

 

Quest Offered: Liberate the Exquisite Jewel from Captain Blackmane Barton for Ethel Stormfeathers the Third (Reward: 1,500,000 XP / Exalted Great Raven Reputation)

 

"Liberate, huh," said Alex, noting to herself that the experience gain was about a tenth of what she needed to get to level 80.  "Captain Blackmane Barton.  I can assume he is a seafaring captain?  Sounds very pirate-y.  This wouldn't happen to be on Dreadbone Island?"

"Dreadbone is but one of the Isles of Dread," said Ethel.  "You can find him in the area.  I could tell you more, but the good captain has me on a shoot on sight order, which is a real shame."

"I'll be sure to make him regret such a rude order," said Alex, giving Ethel a salute.

 

+100 reputation with Great Ravens 

 

 Ethel glanced over her shoulder at a lightning strike in the distance.  

"I'd better get to wing before the storm moves in.  Good luck on your quest, dearie.  I'm rooting for you," said Ethel.

"Thanks, Ethel.  Have a good flight, err...something," said Alex, waving as the black bird burst into the sky, her powerful wings driving her up.

After Ethel was gone, Alex eyed the incoming storm.  She could smell it on the wind, which signaled it was likely coming their way.

She hurried back to the others, who were busy collecting their gear.  

Reggie wore a heavy backpack, which looked out of place compared to his scholarly clothes, but despite its size, he had no problem carrying it.

Sorrow, on the other hand, looked like a goth rocker at a renaissance faire.  He'd even taken the time to apply dark markings around his eyes, which she supposed was a good sign.  Or hoped, anyway.

"Do you know where you'll be going?" asked Blaze.

"I do now," she said.  "Isles of Dread.  Any ideas which way that is?"

"You're in luck," said Blaze, orienting himself in the direction that the Gorge of Monstrosities was located.  "If you head that way, on the other side of the zone, you'll come to the Fall of Azathus.  Don't go in that zone—I've heard horrible things about it—but you can skirt the edge, following the river, until you come to the beaches.  The Isles of Dread are somewhere off the coast.  How you get there is a mystery to me."

 

Quest Offered: Find the Isles of Dread (35,000 XP)

 

"We'll figure it out when we get there," said Alex.

Blaze pulled a smooth stone about the size of a coaster from his pocket and tossed it to Alex, who easily caught it.  

"It should help you during, well, maybe after, inclement weather," he said.  

 

Item: Drying Stone

When the going gets wet...

 

"Thanks, Blaze," she said, slipping it into her Handysack, which she noticed had increased in size from her third year.  

"Whenever you're ready, I'll portal Nayiri and myself back to town," he said, nodding towards the changeling, who was shoving her juggling daggers into her backpack. 

Before Alex said goodbye, she stopped by Sorrow, who sensed her hesitation and raised an eyebrow in question.

"Has anyone told her she might be like you?" she asked.

"No," he said softly.  "Do you think it's a good idea?" 

"Wouldn't you want to know?" she asked.

Sorrow glanced at his black boots.  "In some ways, no.  Now I will always know that there was a life I was supposed to have, a place I can never go again."  He gestured randomly.  "This will be my home forever and ever."

Alex's stomach twisted into a knot.  She felt damned if she did and damned if she didn't.  

"Ignorance isn't always bliss," said Alex.

"Says the girl who knows too much," he replied.  "But either way, you'd better decide because we're leaving soon."

Alex put her hands to her chin.  "What if I'm wrong?  What if she's not like you and this just messes with her?"

"Sounds like..."

"Yeah, yeah, I shouldn't tell her," she said, but a thought came to her, so Alex went to Nayiri, who was sitting on the ground with her legs around her gear.  

The diminutive rogue was resting her chin on the backpack, shifting her mouth from one side to the other.  There was an ache in her gaze when Alex approached.

"I thought we'd get some time together before you ran off," said Nayiri.  

"I'm sorry, Nayiri," said Alex.

Nayiri's expression pinched.  "You have a whole 'nother life outside of here.  What's to say I'm not just your game world fun times?"

The accusation was like a slash across the chest.  Alex put a hand to her gut.  

"Trust me," said Alex, "my life in here is much preferable to the one out there, especially because of you.  But I didn't just come to say goodbye. I have a question.  It's an important question, so please think hard on it."

"Alright," said Nayiri, tilting her head.

"Do you...remember anything before you joined the Bravebear clan?" asked Alex.

"You've asked me this before, and I told you that I did not," she said.

"What about the name Isla?  Does it mean anything to you?" asked Alex.

Nayiri narrowed her gaze.  "Isla?"

"Yeah, Isla," said Alex.

The changeling looked into the dirt, then followed a line back to Sorrow, before squeezing her lips tight.  Alex could see the connection being made on her face.

"Does this mean what I think you're implying?" asked Nayiri, who looked close to tears.

"I don't know," said Alex, opening her palms to Nayiri.  "Maybe.  Isla went missing, just like Drew.  And many others.  You're a math whiz like she was."

"Did you know Isla?" asked Nayiri.

"Only her friends," said Alex.

Nayiri squeezed herself tighter around the backpack.  "I don't know what to think."

"I'm sorry.  I wasn't going to tell you unless I knew for sure, but I should have realized you'd figure it out from my questions," said Alex.

A crack of lightning followed by long rumbling thunder startled everyone into action.  The rain wasn't far behind.  

With rounded eyes, Nayiri stood and said, "As much as I hate to say it, you should get moving, into the trees where it's safe from the storm."

"And you should get back to New Alexandria.  I'm sorry you're not coming with me, I really am," said Alex as she approached Nayiri tentatively.

The changeling threw her arms wide and they embraced, holding tight for a long minute until Blaze tapped them on the shoulders.

"I hate to break this up, but the storm messes with my magic.  I'd hate to get glitched somewhere else," said Blaze.

After a quick kiss, Nayiri stepped towards Blaze, who took her hand.

"Good luck," said Blaze.  "Hopefully we'll see you in New Alexandria before the year is up."

"I hope," said Alex, wishing she had more time to talk to Nayiri about Isla before they left.  

Blaze lifted his arms in incantation, the smell of ozone prevalent, and a rip formed in the air.  With a dutiful nod, he and Nayiri stepped through the portal, and it closed behind them.

"Shall we?" asked Alex, as the sky opened up and let loose a torrent of rain.  


Chapter Five

 

The rain lasted for two days, in which Alex learned that, in fact, the entire body could become wrinkled.  The misery was lessened by Reggie's fascination at the constant onslaught of "sky water" as he called it.  

While he appeared to be a hobgoblin of an advanced age, at least thirty if he were a human male, his recent creation left him with a childlike wonder about the game world.  

Many times during their rain-soaked hike, Alex caught him walking with his lips curved into a grin as he collected water in his mouth like a snaggletoothed jack-o'-lantern.

On the opposite end of the spectrum, Sorrow looked like a bedraggled cat that had been left out in the rain, staring through a glass door to be let inside.  His eye makeup had long ago washed off.

When the rain finally ended on the third day, they stopped to dry off using Blaze's magic stone.  A few tentative rays of sunlight peeked through the scattered gray clouds.

Sorrow was leaning against a rocky outcropping, eating a crispy apple, while Alex finished drying her boots with the stone.  

"You know, during the whole of that hike, I kept thinking, will I be that surprised if a fish swims past me?" said Sorrow, holding the half-eaten apple pensively.

"I'm more surprised that one didn't," said Alex, knocking her head to the side to get the water out.

Reggie's head bobbed up. He'd been getting the water out of his boots.  "Fish can swim through the air if it's raining hard enough?"

Alex said, "No," at the same time Sorrow said, "Yes."

She raised her eyebrows at the bard.  

"Do not worry, Miss Alexandria, I am well acquainted with Sorrow's sarcasm after a summer in your city," said Reggie as he slipped a boot back on, an uncharacteristic scowl on his lips.

"What did he do?" asked Alex, frowning at Sorrow.

Sorrow looked away and whistled softly.

"During your absence, I asked what was planned for when you returned, and Sorrow told me that it was 'up in the air'.  Upon further inquiry to what that meant, he said I needed to 'keep an eye on the sky,'" said Reggie.

Sorrow held his hands up.  "I didn't realize he was going to spend the next week staring at clouds and getting a neck ache.  I do forget the power of my own sarcasm at times."

Alex had a response locked and loaded when Sorrow's head snapped to the side.

"Did you hear that?" asked the bard.

"Sorrow.  Stop trying to get out of it," said Alex.

"No really.  Like someone, or something, stepping on a tree limb," he said.

Reggie adjusted his vest.  "I, too, heard this limb cracking noise."

Alex quickly surveyed their location.  They'd been traversing a rock-strewn hillside, following a path that had been made by humanoids that used boots—probably the denizens of the gorge—but they currently stood in a dip, which secluded them from the rest of the hill.  Unfortunately, it also kept them from seeing if anything was approaching.

"Do you—"

The words were halfway out her lips before she heard what sounded like a band saw grinding wood.  Alex didn't know what was happening until Reggie yelled.

"Mistress!  Move!"

A tree came crashing down on her location.  Alex barely leapt out of the way as it slammed into the pile of rocks she'd been leaning on, splitting into two.

Before Alex could grab her whip, she heard war cries from both upslope and ahead.  The many voices convinced her they had to flee and find a more defensible location.

"Run!" she cried, hurrying down the hillside, bounding amid the rocks like a mountain goat, thankful for her magical boots.  

But her friends were not so fortunate.  Sorrow tumbled head over heels when a rockslide gave way beneath his feet, taking down Reggie too.  They ended in a pile in a thorn bush.

As she turned back to protect them, the full extent of their pursuers came into view.  It looked like a patrol from the Gorge of the Monstrosities, but more fearsome than what she'd encountered before.  

A Gorge Ogre who'd had its hands replaced with bloody saws led the charge, slicing trees out of the way, while behind it were mastiff-sized four-legged creatures that looked like they'd been made with all teeth and generous helpings of lava.  

 

Gorge Sawcutter, Brute Humanoid, Level 62

 

Maw Hellion, Brute Humanoid, Level 59

 

Three sawcutters led the way, followed by a half dozen hellions and a contingent of regular Gorge Ogres cutting across the hillside.

Alex took control of the lead Gorge Sawcutter, using its spinning blade to knock down two trees into the path of the Maw Hellions, while Reggie helped Sorrow climb to his feet, hastily pulling thorns from their arms.  

"Do you have something for speed?" asked Alex.

"I do," said Sorrow, picking his way downhill through the boulders, "but it won't keep me from breaking my ankle."

If their friends had come along, the fight would be trivial, but they had no tank to absorb damage, nor the DPS to slay their enemies quickly.  As the monstrous humanoid descended upon their position, she realized that she had a party of support classes.

"What should we do, Mistress?" asked Reggie, holding his tome like a shield while Sorrow waggled his ocarina at her with a half shrug.

As the Gorge Champion in the lead leapt from a boulder with his two-handed axe up high, Alex grabbed Reggie's hand.

"Into the aether!" she said.

She wondered if she was too late as the sharp edge of the axe flew at her head, and she closed her eyes.

 


Chapter Six

 

When Alex opened them again, she stood in a dim landscape holding hands with Sorrow and Reggie.  She let out a breath at the relief from not taking an axe blade to the face.

"That was too close," said Alex, releasing their hands.

Sorrow craned his neck in all directions.  "This is the aether?  It's like the definition of beige.  There's nothing to this place."

"I think that's the point," said Alex.  "It's sort of the world beneath the world, I think."

Unlike the aether they'd experienced while in the Citadel, the "sky" was higher.  It was like a dark mist hung between the ground and upper firmament.  

"How do we find our way in this place?" asked Sorrow.  "Everything looks the same."

"It works on intention, as much as we can tell," said Alex.

"We should link hands again and begin the journey," said Reggie.  "Though I am not sure what our intention should be."

"The Fall of Azathus," said Alex.

"But we've never been there," said Sorrow.  "And I thought Blaze said not to go there."

Alex shrugged.  "We need a place to walk towards, and I'd rather try this than go back and fight them.  Come on, let's move."

With nothing more than the name of the zone in her head, Alex walked forward, hand in hand with Sorrow and Reggie.  She felt like Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz.  They managed to travel for about five minutes before Sorrow spoke up.

"Is this all we're going to do for the next few days?  If so, can someone just carry me?" he said.

"Shut up, Sorrow," said Alex.

After another ten minutes, Sorrow opened his mouth, but when she glared at him, he shut it again.

Further comments became unnecessary when distant balls of light that reminded Alex of will-o'-wisps came into view.  

"Are those?" asked Sorrow, mouth agape.

"Yeah," she said.

As the motes of light grew closer, they grew more numerous.  Occasionally one would ascend into the mist, slowly fading from view.

When they reached a hovering ball of light, Alex reached out towards it with her senses, receiving a mental signature consisting of adrenaline, aggression, and obedience.

"Is that one of the Gorge Ogres?" asked Sorrow.

"I think so," said Alex.

"Is that all we are?  Balls of intention?  I'd hate to feel what my soul is like," he said.

"I am sure it is quite wonderful," said Reggie.

The compliment startled Sorrow, who for once didn't have a snide remark.

"We must be near the Gorge of Monstrosities," said Alex as more motes floated upward.  "We should keep moving.  We don't want to come out here."

As they strolled across the spongy ground, the landscape changed.  The ground had strange indentations and extensions that looked like polyps, or pseudopods, which pulsed eerily.  Surges of energy passed through the ground like trains made of color.

Reaching a clump of motes, Reggie nodded towards a strange depression in the ground.  As they approached, the circular section irised open, releasing a mote into the air.  

Alex had the impression of a tube beneath the funnel, which suggested the motes came from a deeper section of the aether.

"That was freaky," said Alex.

"Free-key?" asked Reggie.

"Strange.  Odd.  Not what I expected," said Alex.

"Ahh, I understand.  Free-key.  Freaky.  I agree.  That was freaky," said Reggie.

A few minutes' walk past the ground iris, the horizon began to glow as if it were a strange dawn.  Curious, they moved towards it to find it was contained to a single area.

A tree-like structure appeared in the middle of a grove of pseudopods, looking like a weeping willow made of fiber optics, except the lines weren't straight and narrow, but fuzzy like fractals.  

Surges of color sped from the tree while small glowing bubbles the size of gumballs slipped from the polyps before disappearing into the mist.  

"What do you think this is?" asked Sorrow.

"I haven't the foggiest," said Alex.

They left the light tree with a sense of wonder.  Alex had never taken hallucinogenic drugs, or any drugs for that matter, but the tree left her with the feeling that she had.

A few minutes later, Reggie froze, forcing Alex to stop.  The hobgoblin stared straight ahead, unmoving.

Alex squinted in the direction he was looking.  "What do you see?"

"Do you not feel it, Mistress Alex?" he asked, his light green skin grayer than usual.

She was leaning her head forward, trying to make sense of his behavior, when Sorrow muttered beneath his breath.

"I feel it," he said, "and it doesn't feel good.  It feels like...eating death."

As Sorrow described the feeling, she caught a whiff of it.  There was a rot to the smell, an acidic taste that hit the back of her throat, making her want to gag.

"That's awful," she said, quietly as if it could hear her.  "What is it?"

"I think it searches for us," said Reggie, lips pinched and forehead furrowed.

On a hunch, Alex used her analyze skill in the vague direction of the ominous feeling.  It took a few seconds but then the information popped into her view.

 

Annihilator [Class M]

Region OA515

 

"Oh, this isn't good," said Alex.  "It's called an annihilator.  We should get out of here.  Reggie, take us out."

He nodded, but nothing happened.  

"Reggie?"

A sick feeling grew in her gut.  Cold shivers went down her spine.

"Uhm, it's getting closer," said Sorrow, who looked like he was about to throw up.

"Mistress, I cannot," said Reggie.  "It is blocking me, or I cannot ascend in this place."

"Come on, guys," said Sorrow, tugging their hands back the other way.  "We can't stay here."

In a fit of inspiration, Alex said, "Try the tree.  Maybe we can get out there."

As they turned to run the other way, her whole back turned prickly and the smell of rot filled the air.

"Go!  Now!"

What had been a leisurely stroll through the aether became a headlong rush across the featureless landscape.  Though it only seemed like a few minutes since they'd left the light tree, it took much longer for the horizon to catch its glow.  

When they reached the light tree, the cloying rot of the annihilator left her choking.  Though before she'd been hesitant to get too near to the tree, this time they climbed beneath its limbs, which put off static and made her skin vibrate.

Out beyond the ring of light, the darkness was oppressive, as if the air itself hated them.  

"Can you get us out?" asked Alex, frantic with worry.

"I am trying, Mistress Alex.  I am trying, but I think it's blocking me," said Reggie.

"I can't believe I'm going to die in this stupid place," said Sorrow, shaking his head.  

Alex didn't understand his meaning until he released her hand and went running perpendicular to the direction of the annihilator.

"Ollie ollie oxen free," said Sorrow as he sprinted away from the tree of lights.

"No, Sorrow, come back!"

As he ran, he yelled over his shoulder, "Tell Lily I got her back for leaving me when you find her!"

In the gloaming of the aether, Sorrow quickly disappeared from view, and the awful presence of the annihilator lessened as it pursued the bard.  Though it pained her to admit it, he'd probably saved them.

"Can you get us back?" asked Alex.

"Affirmative, but this location might not be ideal," said Reggie.

Together they moved away from the tree until it was only a blotch of light.  By this time, the rot was completely gone, replaced by the soft wetness of mist.  

"Do you think we can find him again, Reggie?" she asked.

"If he survives?  It is unlikely," he said.  

Her chest constricted with the thought of losing Sorrow so soon.  She found it hard to breathe and placed her hand to her pinched mouth.  

"Mistress?  Are you well?" asked Reggie.

"No, Reggie," she said, holding back the flood behind her eyes.  "No I am not."

"Shall I take us back?" he asked.

Alex desperately wanted to wait for Sorrow, but if he died, and then the annihilator came back to eliminate them, his sacrifice would have been for nothing.  

With eyes squeezed closed, she said, "Yes, Reggie.  Take us back.  So help me Merlin, take us back."

 


Chapter Seven

 

The heat and acrid air slammed into Alex as if it were a raging barbarian.  Sulfurous fumes burned in her nose and eyes, forcing her to squint.  

They stood in a blasted landscape.  Great canyons, as if gargantuan beasts had scraped their claws in the dirt, were spread across the red-ochre clay.

Alex found herself spitting to get the taste of the air out of her mouth, but it didn't help.

"Where are we?" asked Reggie.

"The Fall of Azathus, I think," she said as something sharp penetrated her foot.  "Ow!"

Alex looked down to see a beastie.  It was the size of a rat, but it was armored in thick gray iron scale and had feet like ice picks.

 

Breaker Drone, Swarmkin, Level 54

 

After painfully pulling her foot away from the impaled spike, Alex tossed a Dewdrop Orb onto the creature.

 

Breaker Drone is immune to suffocation!

 

Breaker Drone hits you for 98 piercing damage!

 

"Gah, you little bastard," she said, trying to pull out her whip.  

The next few seconds was a dance as she jumped around, trying to keep the stabby creature from impaling her feet again.  She tried to target it with her whip, but it was too small and right beneath her to do so.

"Watch out, Mistress!" cried Reggie.

Alex turned in time to jump out of the way as Reggie threw a large rock onto the Breaker Drone with an overhead two-handed smash.

 

Reginald Cane has crit the Breaker Drone for 398 damage!

Reginald Cane has slain the Breaker Drone!

You have gained experience: 5,400 XP

 

"Thanks, Reggie," said Alex, kicking the leg of the Breaker Drone sticking out from the rock.

"I had to improvise.  How did I do?" he asked.

"Excellent, Reggie.  Excellent," she said, surveying the landscape.  

They stood on the edge of a crater, thirty feet across, while black smoke drifted overhead.  A distant boom made them duck, which proved to be fortunate as a massive two-legged creature with curved blades for arms climbed from a gouge in the ground.

 

Blade Beast, Warbeast, Level 84

 

As the creature ambled forward, scanning the landscape for enemies, Alex had the impression of an armored T. rex designed in hell's laboratory.  

Alex lay on the ground next to Reggie amid the rocks, watching as the Blade Beast sensed something in the other direction.

"Now I understand why Blaze told us not to come here," said Alex.  

Reggie gestured into the distance, where the constant smoke had cleared enough to give them a view of a city.  Between the city and their location, huge machines ambled across the landscape, wielding fearsome weapons.  One war machine looked like a giant scorpion with an axe blade on its tail.

 A quick check with analyze showed they were of a higher level.  A flash of light, followed by a rolling boom, came from that direction.

"Azathus must be a city," said Alex.

"I believe you are correct, Mistress," said Reggie.  "It does not seem like a hospitable place."

"Understatement of the year," said Alex.

Reggie tilted his head in her direction.  "How do you know?"

Alex snickered.  "It's a saying.  Sorry."

"How does one know the difference between a saying and a real thing?" said Reggie, face wrinkled with thought.

"Takes practice, I guess," said Alex, shrugging.  

As she watched the landscape ahead, a carpet of gray skittering things swarmed after a pair of smaller armored creatures that reminded her of velociraptors.  

"I think we should get the hell out of here.  This place is not meant for us," said Alex, wishing Sorrow was with them, not only for his shadow song, but his companionship.  

"I wish Sorrow was here," she said.  "I can't believe...I can't believe we lost him already."

"He's not dead, Mistress," said Reggie.

"What?"

"He remains in our party.  If he were dead or in another zone, then he would have been removed," said Reggie.

Party information stayed hidden unless she called for it, so she hadn't noticed, but as soon as she saw Sorrow's grayed-out portrait she breathed a sigh of relief.

"If he's still alive, then he's successfully avoided the annihilator.  Should we go back and get him?" asked Alex.

"How would we find him?" asked Reggie.

"I don't want to risk the annihilator again, but I don't like this zone either.  Let's get to a better place and then we can figure out how to get him back.  Maybe I can find him with bounty hunter.  Thoughts on which way to go?"

Reggie lifted his head to view the sky.  "There is a hint of blue in that direction.  Perhaps that is the direction of the ocean."

"Well, it's the opposite direction of the city, so that counts for something," said Alex.  "I'll see if I can work on my bounty hunter skill, maybe that will help us find the way."

She pulled up the skill to confirm how it was used.

 

Bounty Hunter – Tier 1

Faez: 50 per minute

Effect: Locate a person at any range

 

The bounty hunter skill was tied to Cunning, but unlike most skills, it actually used faez.  Which meant she could only keep it active periodically.

Alex triggered the skill while thinking about Sorrow, but nothing happened to give her any indication of which direction to go.

"Well, it is at zero skill," said Alex with a sigh.  "Let's head towards blue sky, being as sneaky as possible.  This will be a short trip if we get caught by just about anything."

Alex crept across the blasted landscape, moving from crater to crater.  Not wanting to drain her faez pool, she only triggered the bounty hunter skill when it had regened.  After fifteen minutes, she was rewarded with her first indication that the skill was even active.

 

You cannot locate Sorrow

You have gained a skill point: +1 Bounty Hunter

 

Quest Offered: Locate an individual using bounty hunter skill (15,000 XP / +10 Bounty Hunter)

 

A little while later, they were moving through a ravine when Reggie exclaimed, "Hell's damaged book with the last three pages ripped out so you do not know the ending."

Alex froze, turned her head slowly toward Reggie, who merely responded, "I am practicing sayings.  How did I do?"

His serious expression kept her grin to a twitch at the corner of her lips, but she responded, "A bit long.  Sayings usually have a bit of poetry to them.  The idea was nice, but they're often more irreverent."

"Like Merlin's hairy balls?" asked Reggie.

"Yes," said Alex, "like that."

He nodded as if he understood, so they continued their treacherous traverse.  

Alex kept up the bounty hunter skill as they neared the edge of the zone while occasionally checking Sorrow's portrait to see if it was still grayed out.

They climbed a scree-covered slope, using their hands to dig their way up. A spark of hope that they might escape the zone without further encounters was dashed the moment they ascended the apex, right into the grill of a massive war machine.

The hellish creature had four legs beneath its box-like body and bristled with weapons as if it were a Swiss Army knife.  A pincher the size of a backhoe rose  into the air, ready to strike.

 

Brutal War Machine, Warbeast, Level 86

 

Alex reached for her whip even though the creature was far too high of a level for her abilities to work, even if she used Fighting Spirit.  

At her side, the erudite hobgoblin exclaimed in his deadpan voice, "Hell's slightly smaller left nipple." 


Chapter Eight

 

To Alex's surprise, the Brutal War Machine didn't attack them right away.  Frozen first in fear, and then in hopes that maybe it couldn't detect them for an unknown reason, she stayed unmoving.

Reggie seemed to sense the same thing, keeping his arms stiff by his side.  A few hundred yards away, a pair of Blade Beasts moved in their direction.

More than ever, she wished Sorrow was with them so he could spirit them away using his shadow song.  Without that, they were going to have to risk the aether again.  She reached towards Reggie's hand as the war machine made strange noises.  

The creature rocked back and forth as if something was trying to get out.  When she heard muffled shouts, Alex realized something was trying to get out.

"Sorrow?"

As if on command, a hatch in the side of the war machine fell off, clattering to the ground, revealing their bard.  He looked like he'd stuck his head in a chimney and his hair had been styled by a wildfire.

 

You locate Sorrow

You have gained a skill point: +1 Bounty Hunter

Quest Completed: Locate an individual using bounty hunter skill 

You have gained a skill point: +10 Bounty Hunter

You have gained experience: 15,000 XP

  

He coughed as he jumped down from the hatch.  

"How did you get in there?" she asked.

Sorrow gestured behind them to the two Blade Beasts, who had picked up speed towards them.  

"I think we should deal with them first," he said.

"Shadow song?" she asked.

As the Blade Beasts crested the ridge, Sorrow cloaked them in shadows.  Alex worried that the beasts' higher levels would mean they could see through the illusion, and for a moment, it seemed they had, but then an explosion on the next hill over drew their attention and they sprinted off in search of death.

"Let's get the hell out of here," said Alex.

With the comforting inky-black mist surrounding them, they moved with more confidence across the landscape.  Alex switched her bounty hunter skill to Blackmane Barton.

 

Blackmane Barton lies in this direction.

 

A hazy crimson light appeared on the horizon briefly before disappearing.  

"We're definitely going in the right direction," said Alex.

With the confidence the shadow song gave them, they moved across the broken landscape with speed.  The ochre clay soil turned sandy, then tufts of hearty brown grass poked through the firmament.  

Eventually they crested a rise to look down upon a brilliant blue ocean lapping against a sandy beach.  The crumbling cliff looked dangerous, so they stayed well away from the edge as they surveyed the horizon.

Away from the war-torn zone, Sorrow let the shadow song drop.  The salty breeze blowing in her face was refreshing after the stench of sulfur, and she sighed in relief.  Far out in the ocean, Alex spied white sails, but couldn't make out much more than their existence.  

"Let's get down to the beach before we make our next move," said Alex.

They found the only way down was a treacherous path, but managed to reach the sandy beach without breaking their necks.  

Alex found the whole scene difficult to take.  

The beach, with the gentle caress of waves on the shore and its feather-soft sand, would have been the perfect location for a family vacation back in the real world had her life been radically different.  Instead, the absence of clear danger inside a brutal game meant to test her made her wary, so she set aside the desire to pull out her bedroll and chill on the beach and addressed her teammates.

"So tell us how you escaped the aether and ended up in that war machine," Alex said.

Sorrow knocked the dirt from his black breeches before beginning his explanation.

"When the annihilator blocked Reggie from getting us out, I knew there was only one way we were going to survive, plus I figured I was more capable of outrunning such a creature.  Using my speed song, I led the annihilator on a merry chase, but it never seemed to be able to catch up, nor was I able to break free.  

"I passed through other strange areas, like the light tree and the mote-iris, but more inexplicable.  For a while I dodged around the soul motes, but when one of them was beginning its ascension, I leapt onto it.  At first, the soul mote didn't move, and I feared that I was too heavy and the annihilator would catch up to me, but eventually the mote lifted me into the mist.  I cannot explain what happened after that, but I woke up in the belly of the war machine.  There was a nearly hairless pink creature inside, but without its armor and implements I killed it easily, taking control and setting off in search of you," said Sorrow.

"I'm glad you made it out," said Alex, "but I fear that means we can't use the aether except in emergencies."

"It would appear that way," said Reggie.  "I sense that the annihilator appeared because of our extended intrusion."

"What now, o' fearless leader?" asked Sorrow.  

"I don't know," said Alex, peering into the distant ocean.  "I didn't see any boats along the shore, but there were sails further out.  We need a way to attract a friendly boat, if there is such a thing."

 

Quest Offered: Acquire passage with a pirate crew (+35,000 XP)

Voluntary or involuntary, it doesn't matter...

 

"Are pirates friendly?" asked Sorrow.

"Only one way to find out," said Alex.

"Hopefully in a way that doesn't involve us getting stabbed, because that seems like the modus operandi in about ninety-nine percent of our encounters," said Sorrow.  

Alex scratched her head for a moment before deciding on a plan.  

"I see a glimmer of an idea on that face of yours," said Sorrow, raising a hesitant eyebrow.  "What's the plan?  Will there be stabbing in our futures?  Theirs would be preferable, if there is a choice."

As she tapped on her chin, she let a smile rise to her lips.  "We're going to need a couple of shovels and a shitload of firewood."

 


Chapter Nine

 

Two nights later as evening fell on the beach, a bonfire blazed, sending embers high into the sky.  Shadows danced across the cliff wall as the trio sat back a ways from the heat, munching on crab meat that Reggie had harvested in the shallows.

Sorrow was digging in the sand with a frown on his lips.  A weight was evident on his meager frame and he looked on the verge of speaking, but kept glancing at the snaggletoothed hobgoblin.

Alex nodded toward Reggie, who announced he would check on their traps.  
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