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One Girl Against The Demons! 
"It's hard to watch but I have to wait for the right moment." Maya held Daydrinker and waited. Every Souls of Darkness fan knew that The Fetid Warden had a weakness- his entire brain was exposed on the top of his head. Maya wasn’t entirely sure why. Some item de- scription said it was because his massive bulk required a well-oxygenated brain to function but there was some controversy in the lore community. 
Regardless of why the creature's brain was exposed, one thing was certain — it was disgusting. And Maya was going to jump right into it. 
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Into The Total Void
	“Maya! It's time for dinner! Are you playing that blasted video game?”
“Bananas! It's mom,” said Maya as she scrambled for the remote. She had been playing her favorite game, Souls of Darkness, instead of doing homework. Again.
“Are you watching TV? What are you watching?” Maya's mom stood tall in the doorway with her hand on her hip, scoldingly.
“No, I'm, uh, just watching Nightline – for school!” The Nightline news anchor droned on about the dark side of child abandonment and Maya crossed her fingers that her mother wouldn't see the green “power” light on the SuperStation console.
“Oh yeah, smart girl? What's your report on?” Mom wasn't convinced!
“It's on the dark side of child abandonment. 200 words. Very thorough, mom.” Maya leapt to her feet and walked towards the dining room. “I'll tell you about it some time. It's very heavy stuff.”
“Hmmmm,” said mom while scratching her head, never noticing the bright green light.
Over dinner, Maya continued, “Yeah, mom, you wouldn't believe these children and all the ways they get abandoned!”
“What's an abwandownmwent?” asked Maya’s little sister Carlee, stroking her Little Mr. Pork doll. She never went anywhere without Little Mr. Pork, thought Maya while rolling her eyes. Her sister was very important to her. Their father had gone out for pizza one night years ago and never came back. Though Carlee was annoying sometimes, Maya loved her little sister more than anything.
“Ok, enough! Just eat your ribeye, girls," said mom.
Maya slid her ribeye around on the plate. She HATED ribeye steak! But because her mom worked at Meaty's, they had castoff ribeye for almost every meal. Ribeye omelets, ribeye quiche, ribeye steak.
“So, uh, mom, how was the PTA meeting?” Maya asked while sliding her ribeye onto the floor for her dog Sif.
Mom put her head in her hands. “I've been meaning to talk to you about that. Your teachers love you, Maya. They think you're brilliant – “
Yes! Thought Maya. I can see my future and it looks like a pizza party and a new SuperStation game of my choosing!
“ – but you don't apply yourself. You always seem distracted in class, you don't pay attention, your mind wanders. It's a good thing for a girl your age to have an imagination but school is important too. You have to live in the real world.”
Maya mumbled something under her breath.
“What was that, honey?”
“The real world sucks.”
 
*
​
       The next day at recess, Maya got together with her friends to talk about their favorite SuperStation game, Souls of Darkness.
“I heard there's a secret behind the Adjudicator's Fountain. If you spin around three times and press select, Arlyll appears to show you a shortcut to the Cosmic Campfire,” said Josh.
“I heard that too but only if you've managed to spare The Great Cat Rohrs in battle,” said Sarah.
Zack butted in. “No no, you all have it wrong. The Adjudicator doesn't even live in Adjudicator's Fountain. He's an impostor. A demon.”
Maya rolled her eyes. “What's your evidence, short stuff?”
Zack crossed his arms. “Well, he's wearing the same robes as the False Judge in the prison at the bottom of The Starlit Observatory. And I asked my dad and he said that Adjudicator means judge.”
They all thought about this for a moment. Souls of Darkness, a brutal and mysterious adventure, was the latest hit game from Form Softworks. Though Maya had conquered it many times (both endings, natch) and had collected all of the weapons and orbs, there were still unanswered questions. Every day at recess, she met with her friends to discuss their progress towards uncovering the secrets of the game. They called themselves “The Covenant of the Moon” after a secret order of knights in Souls of Darkness.
Maya considered Zack’s argument for a moment before changing the subject. “Has anyone made any progress with the Enchanted Brooch?” The Enchanted Brooch was the greatest of all Souls of Darkness mysteries. The developer stated in an interview that it was the most important item in the game and that it would take years for players to unlock its secrets.  He said, “The Brooch is important and should recall what's important to you.” It was Maya's obsession. Other members of The Covenant of the Moon had puzzled out the whereabouts of Lunarius's sister, or why Malovent dropped a Glittering Lunarstone, but Maya always set her sights higher.
Maya's friends all shook their heads and a heavy air settled on the group. The game had been out for over a year now and no one even had a clue what to do with that blasted brooch! Maya had imported magazines from Japan and Europe (some of which she had translated down at the college). She had pressed the “A” button on every wall in the game, both  while wearing the brooch, and just while holding it. She had beaten the game ten times in a row without taking the brooch off. Nothing.
The bell rang and interrupted her reverie. It was time for class!
 
*
 
At home, after school, Maya sat in front of her old TV and SuperStation, playing Souls of Darkness, when she suddenly found herself thinking of her father. He was a manager of a chain of movie rental stores, Vat-E-Videos. They were the most popular rental places in the Quad Counties. Vat-E-Videos beat out Flickers, MovieStax, VHS Depository and Henk's Reel Big Store. The gimmick of Vat-E-Videos was that every movie came with a free bag of popcorn so Maya always had as much popcorn as she could eat. Her mother kept trying to find ways to combine popcorn with what she could take home from Meaty's but the results were never great. Popcorn Wellington, Popcorn Beef, Popcorn Encrusted Ribeye Poppers, yuck!
The day her father went out for pizza and never came back, he'd been quiet.
Maya was making herself sad so she shook her head and refocused on the game. She was dropping the Brooch in different locations and making her character turn in circles. It was a shot in the dark but anything was worth a try.
She was concentrating on the controller to take her mind off her father when it happened. Her character was positioned in front of the Tomb of the Son of the Wolf located near the Wretched Refuge when suddenly, with a soft click, a secret passage opened on the cliff face!
“By the Moon!” she shouted, waking up her sister who was sleeping on the couch. Her jaw dropped. In all the hours she had spent exploring this area, in all the hours she had spent pouring over translated interviews and reading strategy guides, she had never seen this passage.
“The twee-vee is gwowing!” giggled Carlee, standing up now.
“Of course it's glowing, squirt. It's a TV! Man oh man, I gotta tell the gang!”
She leapt to her feet and sprinted to the kitchen to call the rest of The Covenant of the Moon. Unfortunately, it was half-off night at the arcade and most of her friends were pouring quarters into Order of the Ouroboros, the newest arcade fighter. Only she and her friend Dave declined the invite. And when she called, he didn't believe her.
“Come on, Maya. I was born at night but I wasn't born last night. There's no secret passage in the Tomb of the Son of the Wolf! You're pulling my leg. You're going to have to show me,” he said.
Maya bit her lip. “I'll prove it then. I'll not only show you, I'll super show you. I'll tape it!”
“Whatever, Maya. See you at school tomorrow.” Click.
It took her a little while to find a VHS tape she could record over but by the time she returned to the living room, something was... wrong. There was a low hum and a feeling of static in the air. And Carlee was missing.
“Oh no!” Maya kicked the couch. I lost my little sister on the most important day of my life. “Carlee?” she called. “Where are you?” She checked the basement, her mom's bedroom, her and Carlee's room — everywhere — but there was no sign. The door was still locked from the inside so she couldn't have gotten out.
“This isn't funny! I don't want to play hide and seek right now,” she called while walking back to the living room. That's when she noticed it. Little Mr. Pork on his side, next to the TV. And the TV itself was pulsing oddly and the weird hum was louder.
Instinctively, she reached out to touch the screen only to find that it felt like Jell-O or like one of her teacher's orthopedic shoe inserts. The screen was bulging at the borders of the frame. She looked down at the Little Mr. Pork doll and had a wild thought.
“Could it be? No, that's crazy.” But still the thought stayed with her. “Was my sister sucked into Souls of Darkness?” She pressed her palm on the screen and it buckled. It felt like she could push her arm all the way through. The hum had gotten deafening and suddenly, there was a stiff breeze.
If I go into the TV, I could get in trouble, she thought. But not more trouble than if I lost my little sister!
“That's it! Here goes nothing. By the Moooooooooooon!” she shouted as she grabbed Little Mr. Pork and pushed both arms into the television.
And that's when everything changed.
 	GAME-SOLVERZ HINT!

	Find the weapon that's right for you! If you search carefully you can find The Iron Bow, a Longsword and Ronsin's Dirk all before leaving the first area!
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Moon Shining In Darkness
	The first thing she noticed was darkness. Darkness all around her. Growing up in the city, she'd never seen this kind of darkness. She felt the dusty stone beneath her, pushed off the ground and stood up. Where am I, she thought.
Then, exploding in the darkness, light – a fire. Maya scrambled backwards, away from the fire,  toppling over crates and barrels. Over the fire, she saw a helmet-clad face.
“Another one?" The figure sounded hollow, his voice echoing in his helmet. As her eyes adjusted to the light, she took in her surroundings. She was in a dingy cell, cluttered with crates and barrels as if the store of the same name had exploded. There was only one exit, a barred door made of nicked and charred iron. And between her and the door, a fire and a knight.
“W-w-who are you?” she asked, steeling her voice. She looked around for a stick or a rock, something to defend herself. She settled on a small crate that she held with two hands over her head.
“I'm not going to hurt you, little one. Come, sit by the bonfire and have a chat.” The knight patted the ground next to him. He wore a plumed helmet, a short tunic and heavy steel gauntlets. On his breastplate and shield were the same image: a crescent moon.
Maya glanced at the scabbard on his hip.
He smiled. “Oh, I see. You're nervous because of Daydrinker here? Let me address your fears.”  He stood up and drew his sword! Maya prepared to bring her crate down on his head but he then turned the sword around and handed it to her, handle first. “Go on,” he said.
Cautiously, she took the sword and though she was struck by the weight, she managed to keep it aloft. She held it out towards him.
He laughed. “Very good! Daydrinker is a heavy sword for a girl your age. Please, sit down. You may hold the sword if I make you nervous.”
Slowly, she sat down, keeping a safe distance, Daydrinker held out. “What's your name, knight?”
The knight spread his hands grandly. “Lunarious, m'lady, of The Covenant of the Moon.”
Maya gasped! Of course! She immediately recognized him. This was Lunarious. In Souls of Darkness, Lunarious gave the player the Bone Key in the Silver City. Getting over her initial disorientation, it began to dawn on her; she was really inside Souls of Darkness!
“M'lady, you have me at quite the disadvantage. You have Daydrinker, you have Knightbane the Mighty Crate, and you have my name. At least give me yours so I know who has me at sword point?”
She slowly lowered the tip of the sword. “Maya. My name is Maya. Where are we, Sir Lunarious?”
He sighed. “In the Wretched Refuge. A prison at the edge of Koledran. It's a place wher—”
She cut him off. “I know about the Wretched Refuge. We're really in Koledran?” She couldn't believe it. She'd spent hours here, but virtually, via the SuperStation. Is this where her sister went?
The knight paused. “M'lady, am I correct in assuming you're from The Otherworld? Is that how you know about the Wretched Refuge? It's no place for a girl l—”
She flashed her eyes at him and raised Daydrinker. Video game or not, she couldn't stand people treating her different for being a girl.
“— your age. No place for a girl your age, m'lady.”
She paused. “I am from The Otherworld. I'm a great scholar of Koledran.”
Lunarious nodded. “I'm impressed. A scholar is a rare and special thing here. There's only one scholar left in Koledran and, well, you know...”
“Yeah. That guy...”
“Regardless, what brings you here, scholar? Through the veils only to end up rotting in the Wretched Refuge?”
Maya bit her lip. “I'm looking for my sister.”
He sighed. “Well, I'm afraid you may be too late.”
What?! Maya leapt to her feet and raised Daydrinker in both hands. “What? Tell me what happened to Carlee!”
“Don't be alarmed. I didn't do anything with her. In fact, I suspect we're both looking for her. That's why I'm here, at least.”
Maya's eyes flared. “Start making sense!”
The knight held both his hands up, then slowly reached into his tunic and pulled out a scroll. Maya snatched it from him. It was a picture of her sister drawn in charcoal. It was crude and smudged but was undeniably Carlee.
“Where did you get this?”
Lunarious slowly stood up. “Where I come from, in the outskirts of the Silver City, the priests have a prophecy. They say that girl will be the catalyst that overthrows The Callow King and frees the land of this curse. They say she will transcend the veils and arrive in the Wretched Refuge. I came to find her but...”
Maya lowered Daydrinker. “But what?”
Lunarious sighed. “The Callow King has spies everywhere. He must have heard about the prophecy as well because when I arrived, he was waiting. I saw him carrying away a young girl. Before I could stop him—”
Maya sighed. “You were caught.”
“Yes, m'lady.”
“And imprisoned here.”
“Yes, m'lady.”
“And there's no way out of the Wretched Refuge?”
Lunarious shrugged. “There are ways. Dangerous ways. Deadly ways.”
Maya looked at her shoes. “We have to try, Sir Knight. I have to find my sister.” She then handed Daydrinker back to Lunarious.
“Sister of Prophecy, if it means unseating The Callow King and ending this curse, you have my sword.” Lunarious knelt before Maya.
“Well, good knight, I have a feeling I'll need it,” she said, spying a gargantuan dark shape rapidly approaching from the other side of the iron bars!
 	GAME-SOLVERZ HINT!

	Need to escape the Wretched Refuge? Just look for the glowing key in your cell, you idiot!
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The Fetid Warden
	"What the raspberries is that!?" yelped Maya, scrambling backwards in her cell.
Lunarious put a gauntleted hand to her mouth. "Hush! It's The Fetid Warden!" The hulking shape stepped into the light.
Of course! Maya thought. She was still getting used to seeing things from the Souls of Darkness game in real life. The Fetid Warden guarded the Wretched Refuge, making sure that anyone the Callow King imprisoned there would never escape. In the game, he was a collection of pixels — the mere suggestion of a monster. But in real life, The Fetid Warden stood fifteen feet tall, with flabby leather skin draped over bulky muscles. He had tiny useless wings on each shoulder and feathery horns growing out of his temples. And he carried a hammer. A big one.
"Stay behind me, m'lady." Lunarious drew Daydrinker.	
Maya fought the urge to scream, the urge to run, the urge to hide. Sweat dripped down her face and onto her lip. Suddenly, she realized; she knew how to beat him. She'd fought him before. Dozens of times, in fact, and though she often died fighting him in the game, every time she perished she knew the fight better. Each death made her stronger. The Fetid Warden... what did she know about The Fetid Warden?
The demon leaned down and pressed his face to the bars. She could see his bloodshot eyes, his bat-like nose and his horrible, jagged teeth which were stained with blood and covered in bits of armor and bone and what looked like Totino's Pizza Rolls. He chuckled and stuck one of his long, needle-like finger nails into the lock on the cell..
"Stay back, child. If the tales are to be believed, the beast is going to challenge me in arena combat for my freedom. Stay here. These strong, stout walls will protect you." There was a quiver in Lunarious’s voice.
Maya took a deep breath. "Lunarious, have you ever fought The Fetid Warden?"
He laughed. "No, m'lady. I'm breathing, aren't I?"
"Well, I have. Hundreds of times. I can help you."
"M'lady? I thought you were a scholar. How did yo—"
"Just trust me," she said and, at that moment, the demon reached into the cell and grabbed Lunarious, pinning his arms to his side and making him drop Daydrinker!
"That's not fair!" shouted the knight. "Have you no honor, corpulent thing?"
The Fetid Warden tromped down the hall, leaving the door open. Maya knew what she needed to do. She scooped up Daydrinker and ran into the labyrinthine maze of The Wretched Refuge. She wasn't trying to follow the demon who had already out paced her with his long, sagging strides. She had to find a way up. High up.
Luckily, she had the area memorized. She ran as fast as she could, making her way past broken wooden shields, cursed souls banging their heads against the bricks, and numerous unattended and dangerous bonfires.
"Good! I hope this place burns to the ground," she said, throwing a couple of crates and wooden shields into a fire. Finally, she found what she was looking for — a crumbling stone staircase leading up. She took the steps two at a time.
She almost didn't hear it until it was too late. A low, crunching, rumbling sound like a huge stone cube rolling up a crumbling stone staircase. She looked up from her feet to see a huge stone sphere rolling down the crumbling stone staircase — right towards her! She dove out of the way, bits of gravel and chips of staircase striking her ankle. The stone sphere bounded past her and slammed wetly into several dudes who were banging their heads against the wall. Ouch!
She reached the top only to find a cursed man there. He was bald and wore wispy rags and held a broken short sword. He had a silver key around his neck and looked a little embarrassed.
"Did you just roll that boulder down at me?" she demanded.
"Um," said the man.
"I could have been hurt! That's seriously not cool. Whose side are you on, anyway?" She kicked his shin super hard.
The man didn't seem to react. Instead, he looked down at his feet. "I wish I could have felt that. You blind? I'm cursed."
"Cursed?" she asked. Of course she knew about the curse from playing the game but didn't realize it took away the feeling of being kicked super hard in the shin. Everyone who played Souls of Darkness knew that the Gods had cursed the people of Koledran, punishing The Callow King for extending his Darke Reign at the Cosmic Campfire. Most people in Koledran were suffering from the affliction, which gave them bad skin, trick knees, tennis elbows, irregular BMs and caused them to go murderously insane.
"Yeah. Sucks. Listen, I'm sorry about the whole business with the murder sphere. I usually just lean against that wall there." He held out a bony, rotting finger. "The Fetid Warden told me to push the boulder whenever I heard someone come up the stairs, and not to unlock this door behind me under any circumstances. It's nothing personal."
She thought for a moment. "How is it you can talk? I thought the curse made people go murderously insane."
He shrugged. "Just lucky, I guess. But, if it makes you feel better, I’ve had shingles over two dozen times."
"What's your name?"
"They call me Lounging Carl, on account of all the lounging I usually do on that wall over there." He held out his bony finger again. Maya rolled her eyes.
"Lounging Carl, do you want to escape here?"
Lounging Carl was taken aback. He gasped, losing several teeth and portions of gum. "More than anything, dude! It's horrible here. Especially right over there." He held out his bony finger a third time.
Maya sighed. "If you open that door behind you, I promise to take you with me when I leave here."
"What? Do you mean it? No one's ever been nice to Ol' Lounging Carl before! Let me unlock the door."
Lounging Carl was as good as his word and Maya rushed through the door with the cursed fellow following close behind. The door opened up to a stone overhang that overlooked the arena. It was just as Maya had feared.
Below them, The Fetid Warden towered over Knight Lunarious. The knight was in bad shape, beaten black and blue and leaning against a pillar. Portions of his armor were ripped away and he was limping.
The Fetid Warden was toying with him. He would wind up to swing his hammer only to drop it at the last moment. He would smash pieces of fruit next to Lunarious, splattering him with juice and seeds. At one point he reached down and used his needle-like claws to force Lunarious to punch himself in the face!
"It's hard to watch but I have to wait for the right moment." Maya held Daydrinker and waited. Every Souls of Darkness fan knew that The Fetid Warden had a weakness — his entire brain was exposed on the top of his head. Maya wasn't entirely sure why. Some item description said it was because his massive bulk required a well-oxygenated brain to function but there was some controversy in the lore community.
Regardless of why the creature's brain was exposed, one thing was certain — it was disgusting. And Maya was going to jump right into it. The Fetid Warden reeled back, drawing his massive hammer, preparing to kill Lunarious...
"By the Mooooooon!" Maya leapt onto the creature's brain, sword first. She landed in the spongy mess and started hacking wildly, carving away various essential brain bits and memories. Blood spattered her face and clothing and The Fetid Warden wailed in anger! He started furiously scratching his arms and legs. It seemed as if Maya had damaged the part of his brain that told the difference between pain and itchiness.
Seeing the opportunity, Lunarious jumped to his feet and shoulder checked the demon behind his knee, causing him to drop and spilling Maya all over the floor. After she scrambled to her feet, she kept hacking. Even Lounging Carl got in on the action, throwing handfuls of rocks at his former oppressor.
After a short time, the demon ceased moving and Maya walked out, wiping blood and brain juice off her face.
"Man, that was violent!" she said. "Especially for me, I'm just a kid." She pulled a strand of amygdala from her hair.
Lunarious was breathing heavily. "I'm just glad you stepped in when you did. You're very brave."
Lounging Carl yelled from the overhang, "I think he was distracted! He must have had something on his mind!" But no one heard him.
Maya smiled. "Thank you, sir knight."
Lunarious’s expression was unreadable beneath his helmet. He walked over and pulled a rusty iron key out of one of The Fetid Warden's neck folds. "Come, we can use this to escape. We have to fulfill the prophecy and find your sister."  He unlocked the front door and pushed it open slowly with both arms.
Light spilled into the arena as Lounging Carl lowered himself down from the overhang. "Hi, I'm Lounging Carl." He held out a bony, semi-skin covered hand which Lunarious reluctantly shook.
"Hmmm." Lunarious fixed a strap on his armor.
Lounging Carl chose that moment to strike. He took a deep breath and said, "Nice work with The Fetid Warden, guys. I think he was distracted. He must have had something on his mind."
Maya and Lunarious laughed heartily as Lounging Carl winked with abandon.
 	GAME-SOLVERZ HINT!

	Jump over the candle stick. Yup, that’s it. Just jump over the candlestick. 
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House Guests
	The companions sat around a bonfire. Lunarious looked at Maya expectantly.
“What?” she mumbled, chewing on a generous portion of roasted Darke Rabbit.
“Well,” he said, “Don't you want to know how to get to the Silver City? How we're going to confront the Callow King?”
She shook her head. “I already know. I'm a scholar, remember? You already have The Bone Key, so we have that part covered. We just need to collect the four Soul Orbs so we can crumble the walls of The Tainted Sepulchre and actually enter the Chamber of the Cosmic Campfire.”
The knight looked down at the fire. “There's just one problem, m'lady. I don't have the Bone Key.”
Maya spit out a large, repulsive mouthful of Darke Rabbit. “What the bananas?! You're supposed to hand over the key in the name of Holly Jolly Collaboration! And then, later, when you think you've found your own personal moon you go mad and jump off a—”
The knight looked up. “What?”
“Um, nothing. Anyway, what happened to The Bone Key?”
Lunarious looked embarrassed. “I lost it in a bet. To Artos, the Void Saunterer.” Maya and Lounging Carl both gasped, wasting more precious Darke Rabbit.
“Artos is the best swordsman in Koledran! He and his companion, The Great Cat Rohrs, have never been beat,” said Lounging Carl.
Maya smiled and thought, I've beat him 53 times. “Leave the key to me. Let's focus on the Four Soul Orbs first.”
Lounging Carl spoke, letting a lot of Darke Rabbit fall out of his mouth. “Where do we get the orbs?”
“You're wasting a lot of food, cursed one,” said Lunarious.
“I can't actually eat. I just like to gum some meat from time to time. To remind me.” He looked at the sky for a moment before shaking his head. “These orbs. What's the deal with them?”
Lunarious was about to answer when Maya cut him off, counting on her fingers. “There are four Soul Orbs. One is held by The Marrowlord in his Forgotten Tomb. One by Learned Sevarus in the Starlit Observatory. One by The Infant Mother of All Spiders deep inside Garbage Gulch. And one held by The Drowned Quorum within the haunted halls of Hydration Nation.”
“Sounds hard. Let's not do it,” said Lounging Carl. Everyone laughed at his jest and Lunarious hit him very hard with his shield as he stood up.
“We're wasting daylight. Before we can make it to The Forgotten Tomb we have to traverse The Cursed Hamlet. We don't want to be caught there when the glorious moon comes out. Those afflicted with The Curse are degenerate monsters who hold no value. It would be better if they had been smothered as babes than to let them draw one breath, lest they foul the air with their very presence. In fact, we should raze the entire hamlet and salt the earth so that no future generations are reminded of its people. We should destroy their art, their poetry, make their tale tellers and historians forgotten.” Lunarious glanced at Lounging Carl. “No offense.”
“None taken.” Lounging Carl loosed a final dollop of Darke Meat.
With that, the trio made their way down to the Cursed Hamlet.
 
*
 
The village was a depressing sight. The houses sagged with moist, rotting wood and the walkways were narrow and cramped and also moist. Elevated paths between houses were made from dusty planks of wood that had been reclaimed from haunted orphanages. One man was casually kicking week old offal at a cat while the cat contemplated suicide. It was super bleak.
The group mostly kept their heads down, and the rest of their bodies down, to avoid detection by the cursed villagers. They made their way down back alleys, side alleys and front alleys. Also, alleys that are on the other side from the first side alleys. They ducked in and out of houses with no respect for property rights, let alone The Castle Doctrine. Maya was ecstatic. It really felt like a video game.
Eventually, they came to a stout tower, crooked and crumbling. Maya sighed.
“Looks like we have to go through here. Remember to keep skulking, guys,” said Lounging Carl as he reached for the door handle.
“No!” shouted Lunarious, hitting Lounging Carl really, exceptionally hard on the back with the flat side of Daydrinker. “That's where Pevley The Stomper lives. Exiled by the king, sequestered in a forgotten tower in the middle of trashburg. Unfortunately, we have to go through this tower to continue.”
Lounging Carl scratched at a scab. “D-does he like visitors?”
Maya stepped forward. “No. They make him really peeved. But it has to be done.” She knocked on the door.
The man who answered was seven feet tall and wore armor from head to toe. The armor had notched grooves and recalled nothing so much as tree bark. In his hand he carried a massive, phallic club.
“Grrgormragh!” he roared.
“Ah, Mr. The Stomper, we were wondering if we might pass through your charming abode.” Maya bit her lip.
"Rghrmargag...," he considered.
"Um," said Lounging Carl.
"Grrrrammasnnnacks!" he acquiesced. The trio walked through the doorway into a charming, late century, Tudor style tower.  Amid stacks of old issues of Koledran Weekly and Outcast! were odd collectables. Scraps of cloth, certificates of authenticity, rune encrusted friendship bracelets. Maya picked up a framed book of stamps.
"Phhhhhilatelistt," growled Pevley, tromping in from the kitchen with a pot of tea and Darke Cakes.
"So, Sir Stomper," said Lunarious while pushing a Darke Cake through his helmet slot, "We were wondering if we could pass through your tower and out your back door."
"It's a lovely home," agreed Lounging Carl, pouring tea ineffectually over his lips. "But we gotta get going."
Pevley the Stomper stopped mid pour. "Sohhhhlolllleee!" he growled.
"I would still like some tea," said Maya when it became evident that the pour would not continue but, sadly, the mood had changed. Pevley put down the serving tray and reached for his club.
Lunarious leapt to his feet and drew Daydrinker. "Stay back Maya, and her unfortunate companion! He's gone mad with rage for no reason, just like he's famous for!"
"Rrruudddddegessst!" growled Pevley, swinging his club at the moonlit knight! Fortunately, at the last moment, Lunarious rolled out of the way, causing the brute to reduce his pretty nice recliner to splinters.
Lunarious swung his sword at Pevley's exposed flank but it clanged off his armor. The fight continued this way, Lunarious barely able to avoid Pevley's deadly blows but unable to scratch his thick armor.
"That armor is so powerful. Why doesn't everyone wear it?," asked Lounging Carl from behind a credenza but Maya wasn't listening. She needed to think, and fast! Lunarious wouldn't last long. When she had fought Pevley in the game, she had always been further along in her quest and higher level. The brute kept swinging and screaming in rage.
"Fvveritecharrrrr!"
"Askmmmmehowrrrrimdoin!"
"Rrrrrrruuuude-"
He stopped, mid inarticulate rage. Maya stood on top of a doll hutch with something in her hands.
"Mr. The Stomper, please, we just want passage. Agree to let us through and not come after us and I won't destroy your...," she paused to read, "-your Soul Demon stamps."
Lounging Carl piped in. "And don't try to fool us. We know they're very rare. These are the misprint versions with the big head."
" Phhhhhilatelistt!," roared Pevley but he slowly lowered his club. Lunarious considered renewing the fight but thought better of it and slowly backed toward the rear door. As he passed Maya and Lounging Carl, they joined him, each backing away slower than the next until all three were at the door.
"Frrrrrrens," sighed Pevley, dropping his club and fetching a broom and dustpan. It was clear that he was no longer a threat. Maya dropped his rare big headed Demon stamps and the trio backed out the door one by one.
Until they backed all the way to the entrance of The Forgotten Tomb.
 	GAME-SOLVERZ HINT!

	Pevley can be tough and can get you peeved off real good! Don’t know what peeved means? Ask your older brother!
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Femur
"Why is it called The Forgotten Tomb?," asked Lounging Carl. "Everybody knows about it. Hell, you could see it from my window at The Wretched Refuge."
Lunarious considered. "’Tis true. All around the Crumbling Cathedral on the outskirts of The Silver City, the priest-kings, they are atitter. It's all 'Forgotten Tomb' this and 'Forgotten Tomb' that."
Maya knew. The Marrowlord named her abode The Forgotten Tomb because in Koledran, true death was a rare and special thing. The Curse brought people back to life and those few who were not cursed were granted immortality by the Soul Orbs. To die, thought the Marrowlord, was to truly forget and this tomb was a tribute to that idea.
She kept her mouth shut, however, because she was in a hurry. At this point, her sister had been missing for a while and who knows what The Callow King was doing to her? Nothing like this had ever happened in the game. Each time she booted up Souls of Darkness was the same. She would make her way through Koledran and gather the various keys and Soul Orbs necessary to open the passage to The Cosmic Campfire. The actual encounter with The Callow King was an intentional anticlimax, a rare thing on the SuperStation. Other SuperStation games had endings where you shot Hitler in the face with a rocket or defeated Satan by jumping on his claws to reach his face. Not so with Souls of Darkness. Souls of Darkness ended with a trivial encounter with an old man, barely hanging onto the past. It was something she loved about the game.
In the game, The Callow King never got what he wanted. He was simply waiting out his years in a dying world, and his lords, huddled around the Soul Orbs, merely waited for some chosen one to come slay them. This was different. The Callow King had a plan and none of Maya's experience prepared her for it. Koledran was a place of fear again. In some ways, that was welcome. She had mastered it on the SuperStation. Now, it felt fresh.
The entrance to the Forgotten Tomb was even more grim in real life than it was in the game. It was carved into the base of a rocky mound, surrounded by an endless graveyard. Tombs, sepulchers, mausoleums, undercrofts, graves, marker stones, crosses, shallow graves, and unadorned caskets (some with locks, some without) for miles. The actual door consisted of two mammoth stone slabs lined with skulls. The door was shut and looked too heavy for any of them to move.
Maya approached a locked casket. "Sir Lunarious, do you know why these caskets are locked?"
"I hazard the groundskeepers just thought it looked cool," said Lunarious, pointing a gauntlet clad hand at a few skeleton workers. The skeletons were cheerful, carefully arranging dried roses on a statue of a headless angel. Maya couldn't hear them from where she was but they looked to be telling one another skeleton jokes and singing skeleton songs.
"Damn skeletons," muttered Lounging Carl. "Always smiling."
Lunarious leaned over to slowly cut off one of Lounging Carl's fingers. "Quiet now. We have more pressing things to worry about. How are we going to get into this tomb?"
"Well, ordinarily we'd want to have the Huntsman's Key by this point," said Maya. "But I'm not sure we have the time to go all the way to the other side of the world to get it." They were skipping a large portion of the game world in the interest of time. Maya had seen crazy times in PowerStation Magazine from the likes of Wolf Jr and Super Goose. They completed the game in less than an hour so she knew it had to be possible... but how?
Speedrunners used glitches to clip their avatars through walls or jump at strange angles to reach areas well out of sequence. Even if she could clip through the door with her real body, Maya was afraid to try. Suddenly, she thought of something.
"Come on, guys. Let's hide behind this slimy mausoleum. I have an idea." The trio waited behind the crud covered casket container and waited. Eventually the two jovial skeletons made their way back to the tomb entrance. One rapped his knucklebones on the door and the very ground seemed to shake as the doors slid open and the two skeletons danced their way inside.
"We just have to knock?" asked Lounging Carl, leaning on an errant pile of femurs. "Seems too easy. Let's not do it."
But Maya had already marched out towards the door and knocked. Lunarious and Lounging Carl scrambled to follow her. After a few moments, a loud grinding noise emanated from the doors but they remained motionless. A booming voice followed.
 
WHAT NON-SKELETONS DARE ENTER THE FORGOTTEN TOMB?
 
Maya thought fast. "We are skeletons though."
The sound of stone grinding on stone sounded much like a record scratch.
 
WAHHH? boomed the voice.
 
"We're just wearing suits." Maya pulled on her skin as if to prove the point.
"Yeah!" joined Lounging Carl. "Suits made of blood and hair and stuff."
"Also organs," Lunarious added. "And I like to wear another suit over my organ-hair-bloodsuit."
The door seemed to consider this for a moment before sliding open with a cacophonous rumble.
 
GOOD ENOUGH FOR ME the voice quaked. FOR I AM JUST A DOOR AND NOT VERY SMART.
 
The tomb door creaked open and the trio crept inside. Irregularly placed torches lit slimy stone steps and passages. They moved corridor to corridor, mostly ignored by the skeletons. And there were skulls, by god, the skulls! Skulls used as candle holders, skulls as goblets, skulls as decoration. Tiny skulls with tiny candles set up like Christmas lights lining the entrance to skull shaped rooms. One skeleton walked by carrying an armful of skulls. Where was he even going?
There were skulls on the door handles and the doormats were made of skulls. A pair of jolly skeletons crouched in the corner and Maya looked over their shoulder. They were rolling tiny skulls as some sort of dice game. One skeleton threw his bony arms up in triumph and collected his winnings (skulls). You literally couldn't walk forward without kicking a skull into another skull. It was madness.
Oh, and in addition to skulls, there were skeletons. Skeleton men, skeleton women and skeleton babies. There were skeletons riding badass motorcycles (which were also skeletons) up ramps made of skulls and other skeletons. There were skeleton gamblers (as mentioned before) but also skeleton bookies, skeleton loan sharks and smooth skeleton mobsters. Skeleton dogs chased skeleton cats who, in turn, chased skeleton rats. The skeleton rats had no one to chase and instead hid inside skulls.
A skeleton band played their own ribs like marimbas (ma-rib-bas?), which gave the entire tomb an island feel that was somewhat incongruous. One skeleton, dressed like Baron Semedi, came marching out of a side corridor, leading a procession of skeleton revelers. Maya was amazed. In the game the skeletons just walked back and forth until they came after you. Is this what they did when they weren't aggressive?
"This is the most incredible thing I've ever seen. It's sort of metal...," Maya mused.
"Is it metal? It seems to be more bone to me, m'lady," replied Lunarious, totally missing the reference.
Lounging Carl butted in. "This? This ain't nothing special. Skeletons are always doing stuff like this. Laughing, joking. Here, watch." He then tapped a passing skeleton mailman on the clavicle.
"You, bone-bag, why did the skeleton go to the hospital?"
The skeleton turned towards him and chuckled, "He had to have his ghoul-stones removed!" The skeleton then joined a festive conga line.
"See?" asked Lounging Carl. "It doesn't even make sense. They don't have gall stones and they're not ghouls. They're just idiots."
Maya didn't know what to say.
 
*
 
After passing a skeleton bar mitzvah, a skeleton limbo party and a skeleton concert by the surviving Bonetles (Skull McCartilage and George Harrison the Skeleton), the group found themselves at a door made of more bones and skulls. These, however, were coated in gold leaf and every socket was bedazzled with jewels. Two giant skeleton warriors stood guard, alertness somehow evident in their eye holes.
"Well, here goes nothing!" said Maya as she walked up to the guards.  "We need to see The Marrowlord. It's a matter of life and death."
One skeleton warrior looked to the other. "I'm not sure I believe you. I think you might be telling a fib(ula)."
Maya continued. "No! It's the truth! We need to see’em!"
The second skeleton warrior responded. "You need to see'em? Or do you need cal-cium?!" Both skeletons had a riotous chortle.
Maya stamped her foot. "This isn't humorous!"
The first skeleton looked to the second, about to burst but before it could speak, Lunarious broke all of its bones with one swipe of his sword. And before the other could react, he shield-bashed it into dust.
One of the guard's skulls, while it rolled away, said, "We just got (b)owned."
Maya stood agape, staring at the Moonlit Knight. "How did you do that?"
Lunarious shrugged. "They're skeletons. It's just bone, m'lady." They went inside.
If the rest of the tomb was filled with bones and skulls, it was only practice for the Throne room of The Marrowlord. Whereas before, the skulls were at least decorative, this looked as if someone had just dumped the contents of a dozen Spirit Halloween Superstores onto the floor. The skulls and bones were piled high to the ceiling, covering every single surface. Skulls had tiny skulls overflowing from their eye sockets.
In the middle of the room stood a giant, swaying throne and at the top The Marrowlord. The weird thing was, she wasn't a skeleton! Just kidding, she was totally a skeleton. Or more accurately, several skeletons joined together, piled on top of one another, and all wrapped up in a cloak. She was huge too, probably half a school bus worth of skeletons.
Her court was completely full of rapt skeletons (not rap skeletons like the band they had passed earlier, Out (of) Cast). Maya suddenly felt very surrounded and scared.
"What living things dare violate the sanctity of The Forgotten Tomb?," she thundered. Her voice sounded like gravel dragged along broken glass.
Maya stepped forward. "My name is Maya. I have come for your Soul Orb." The amassed skeletons chattered and clattered in alarm before a grave like hush settled over the room.
"So," said The Marrowlord, "Another comes to claim my power? You realize that I only bequeath the Soul Orb to those who best me in combat?"
Maya knew this. In Souls of Darkness, The Marrowlord was considered one of the easier bosses, as long as you could reliably defeat her army with a weapon blessed by The Sunlight Blademaster.
Just then, the two guards charged into the room having reassembled themselves. "The situation is humerus," one stated, looking satisfied at completing his joke. "Very humerus." The atmosphere was as thick as frozen pudding.
After a moment the Marrowlord broke the tension by raising her bony finger and the entire room erupted into chaos. The skeleton warriors leapt onto Sir Lunarious, getting gleeful revenge. They were joined by skeleton butchers, skeleton bakers, and skeleton candlestick makers. The entire throng of skeletons surged forward!
Maya did her best to fight back, picking up an errant spine and whipping it back and forth. Lounging Carl lulled the horde into a false sense of security by allowing them to chew on his arm before kicking their leg bones out from under them. But Lunarious had it the worst.
Being the only member of the group that was armed, the skeleton army focused on the knight. He kept them at bay for a time, swinging Daydrinker back and forth in wide arcs but eventually a skeleton ombudsman leapt onto his back and started telling terrible jokes in his ear. Lunarious spun around to get the minor civil servant off his back and the skeleton warriors charged in, knocking away his sword and shield. Luckily, his armor protected him from the teeth and claws but could not protect him from the skeleton jokes.
"Why did the skeleton avoid the dance? He had no body to go with!"
"What instruments to skeletons play? Trom-bones!"
"What did the skeleton say to their lover? I love every bone in your body!"
It didn't matter that a previous joke had established that skeletons didn't have bodies. They were relentless.
Suddenly, Maya had an idea. She leapt forward and grabbed Daydrinker. The court of bones mostly ignored her but The Marrowlord noticed. She held up her hand and the mob ceased their japes.
"What's the meaning of this, young one? You seek to swing a sword bigger than yourself? You can hardly lift it." Her face broke into a cruel smile.
Maya lifted Daydrinker and pointed it at The Marrowlord.
"You'll be dead before you can reach me!" The Marrowlord nodded and several of her servants melted out of the crowd to menace Maya.
Maya then tilted the blade on its side. Its mirror-like finish cast a perfect reflection. "I don't mean to defeat you in battle, Marrowlord. But I want you to look at yourself. What do you stand for?"
The Marrowlord tapped her foot impatiently. "Fine. I will play your game. You've seen what I stand for. I try to give people a true death so that they may cast off their flesh and rise as joyous, ridiculous skeletons. Without memory, they are free of their cares. And they are happy."
At this the skeleton army cheered and gave one another high fives. Several slapped one another on the tail bone. But Maya didn't budge.
"And what of yourself, Marrowlord? Are you burdened by memories?" The crowd went silent again. "You said that I would be like the others, the ones that challenged you to get your Soul Orb. Do those memories haunt you?"
The Marrowlord let out a dry laugh. If she’d had eyes, however, they would have betrayed doubt.
Maya pressed the advantage, waving the lord’s reflection at her. "Do you not deserve the same destiny as your people? Should you not be free to dance jigs and make I-scream Bones and chatter your life away? Isn't that the destiny of everyone in Koledran?"
"Enough! Seize her!" shouted The Marrowlord but the crowd was no longer listening, confronted by the ethical hypocrisy of their lord.
Maya climbed the throne, step by step. "I am the Sister of Prophecy, Marrowlord. I seek to end this curse and let everyone experience true death, not just those with your blessing. By giving me The Soul Orb and accepting true death, you can help me and bring true rest to the dead of this kingdom."
One skeleton, perhaps a comptroller, started slowly clapping its hands. It was soon joined by another (a drummer) and a third (janitor). Suddenly, the entire room broke out in thunderous applause, filling with the sound of bone on bone. Maya pointed Daydrinker to the floor, leaving herself at the mercy of The Marrowlord.
The Lord of the Dead looked at her Skullaxe, appearing to consider cutting the girl in twain before sighing. "You have a point, human girl. I will do as you say on one condition..."
Maya barely contained her smile. She had bested The Marrowlord without violence and was about to receive her first Soul Orb.
"You must take my daughter with you so that she might experience the ways of the world. She has always been curious about humans. You will show her your culture so that she can pass into oblivion in peace."
Maya smiled. "No problem, my lady."
The Marrowlord reached into her rib cage and pulled out a glowing, black sphere with white at the edges. It looked like a tear in the universe. And after handing the Soul Orb to Maya, no longer having a reason to remember, she collapsed into idiocy, finally at peace.
 	GAME-SOLVERZ HINT!

	It’s dark in The Forgotten Tomb! Be sure to bring Wagoner’s Lantern when you venture into the depths. This means you cannot use a shield. Dang!
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Jolly Cooperation!
	The Marrowlord's daughter turned out to be more portable than Maya expected, in that she was a sentient, animate femur. Though she could speak English, she mostly communicated in factoid. The companions made their way along a treacherous ravine and Femur (as good a name as any) would chime in to tell Lunarious that there were 206 bones in the human body. One time they were sneaking past a rabid cursed encampment and Femur gave away their position by shouting, “Did you know that a combination of calcium and collagen gives me strength and flexibility?” It was pretty annoying.
After a long night of travel, the air slowly became thick with stench. Incredible stench. Wet, slimy stench.
“Oh, by the Moon!” exclaimed Lunarious, bringing his shield up over his face while Lounging Carl vomited nearby.
“It's like-,” began Maya. “It's like if Satan ate nothing but vegetables for a month and then farted in your mouth. What is this terrible smell?”
“There are 26 bones in the human foot,” answered Femur.
The group crested a foul smelling ridge and saw the source of their discomfort. A fetid, discolored swamp stretched before them for miles.  Waste encrusted branches stuck out, reaching, questing for an uncaring sun. On rare dry patches stood tiny huts, made of grass and vomit and rotten branches. In the water (?), tiny, wriggling things eagerly lapped up the pee pee and poo poo. It was a bad scene.
“Dancin' durians, this place is disgusting,” said Maya.
“Yeah, let's not go there,” said Lounging Carl. In response to this jest, Lunarious playfully collapsed the cursed one's lung with his shield.
“We have to, L.C. The Infant Mother of All Spiders lives here.” Maya squared her shoulders, pulled up her cuffs and stepped into the misery. Lunarious and Lounging Carl followed. Lunarious seemed reluctant, at first, to sully his magnificent calves and Lounging Carl was reluctant to get that much human waste in his various open sores but it had to be done. Only Femur seemed unperturbed, floating above the muck, going on and on about how great milk was.
Of course, the virtues of milk take on a more sinister tone when you're waist deep in crud, guts and offal. They mostly avoided the Diarhhrachnids and Brown Widows and Scatback Slurpers. Those few that barred their path were quickly cut down by Daydrinker. Progress was slow and smelled bad and lifting your feet out of the crap sinks and butt eddies was exhausting. They needed to rest and lucked upon a shack.
“Hello?” called Maya as she entered the dark, dirty hovel. Piles of viscera soaked rags were stacked in the corners and a three legged table held only a single turd. The smell of the swamp was partly replaced with the smell of dirty laundry and sweat. It was somewhat refreshing to be in a completely different kind of disgusting area, Maya thought.
“Ah, who goes? Yes? Yes?” The companions jumped at the noise. Rising out of some soiled rags was a hunch-backed man. He was covered in strips of wet cloth and had swollen, painful-looking joints. His eyes were unpleasantly damp looking, like a droplet of water beaded up on the inside of a long abandoned Tupperware.
Maya pushed down Lunarious’s sword arm. “We're sorry to intrude Mr....?”
“Engyll. They call me Engyll the Corrupt.”
“Corrupt?” asked Lunarious.
“Family name, family name, pay no mind.” Engyll pulled out a urine soaked ottoman to sit on and brushed some owl pellets off his counter. “Sorry about the mess.”
“We're just looking for a place to rest, Mr. Engyll. Then we'll be on our way," said Maya.
Engyll limped towards a reeking pantry. "Let this one get you some eats, some eats," he said.
"Actually —," Maya began to politely decline but Lounging Carl interrupted her.
"That'd be great, actually. I'm famished," he said. Lunarious was about to playfully break two of his fingers but paused.
The Moonlit Knight whispered, "This is actually a brilliant stratagem, Sir Lounging. While this suspicious man prepares us an ungodly repast, we can search this hovel for clues."
Maya nodded. She and Lunarious started quickly and quietly digging through the debris. It was foul work, to be sure, and at times she wasn't sure if her finger tips would ever be clean again. But while Engyll was arranging plates, she found it; a shield. On the back was a post-it note:
"Oathbreaker's Shield. Shield prized by the hated Engyll of Garbage Gulch. Engyll signed the dread contracts with Gilmor that permitted the city to drain their waste into the valley.
“Accounts vary as to why The Infant Mother of All Spider's agent betrayed his people but some say it was due to an all consuming lust for power. Provides poor defense, doesn't go with any clothing."
"Um." Maya turned back to her companions but found Engyll crouched over Lunarious who was sprawled on the floor! Engyll held an evil looking dagger in his hand that was dripping with unpleasant ichor. Lounging Carl vigorously wolfed down a pile of grubs and old Band-Aids before rising to his feet and suddenly collapsing.
“I see you read my shield’s description, pet, my pet," Engyll said, stepping over the comatose knight, dagger in hand. The hunch backed old man crept closer and closer. Maya looked over her shoulder only to find a soiled anime wall scroll. She was trapped!
"The Infant Mother of All Spiders will want to talk to these ones," Engyll said, raising his dagger. Maya closed her eyes tight and waited for the blade to cut her flesh. But just as Engyll was about to bring down the poison blade (which was also not that clean, to be honest), something whacked him over the head! He shuddered and collapsed.
"The femur is the longest bone in the human body," said Femur, hovering triumphantly.
Maya smiled. "No, the Femur is the strongest bone in the human body. And my favorite." Femur hovered in a content way. Maya rushed to Lunarious to attempt to rouse him when she heard a whirring sound coming from outside the shack.
She rushed to the door. "What now?!" she growled. The door was held shut and the whirring sound got louder. This close, she could hear a sickening wetness as well. She attempted to open a window but found it sealed. She tested all of the windows but couldn't find a way out. And that's when the room started moving!
She fell over and smacked her head on a broken toilet. The world went black.
 
*
 
When she woke up, she was surprised to find herself on the ceiling. She patted herself down. She still had the Soul Orb but Little Mr. Pork was missing! All around her were scattered bits of soiled furniture and broken dishes. The only reason she knew she was on the ceiling was that she could see the pee stained floor above her. She instead rested on the pee stained ceiling.
The room was lilting back and forth slowly. Her friends sat near her in the corners of the ceiling and when she lifted her head, Lunarious crawled over to her on his hands and knees.
"M'lady! You're alright!"
Maya rubbed her head. "What happened?"
"I confess, I don't know. I'm so sorry that I could not protect you. The dastard got the drop on me!"
"It's OK. Have you tried the door?"
Lounging Carl looked up from his bowl of marinated Band-Aids. "Yeah. No good."
Maya looked around. "Where's Daydrinker? You should be able to bust open one of those windows with it."
Lunarious looked down in shame. "I've been de-sworded. Unbladed. Anti-armed."
"Disarmed."
"No arms!" Lunarious threw himself into a diaper bin. "Oh, I am useless."
Maya reached out and touched the knight's shoulder. Just then, she heard something creak open. Femur hovered protectively and Maya placed herself between the door and the despondent knight. The door, which was above them, opened wide and a wavering mass poured in. At first, it was indistinct. Gray, intangible, like rolling smoke. But as Maya focused her eyes, she saw what it was. And she screamed.
Streaming into the room were hundreds of spiders. Thousands. Crawling over one another, pushing, shoving, a fire marshal's nightmare. If that fire marshal was an arachnophobe? Good night! The undulating mass flowed down the wall and started towards the companions.
Maya struggled to control herself. In the game, the spiders were just pixel effects. When your character stepped on them, it made an 8-bit squishing sound and that's it. In real life, they were terrifying.
She attempted to scramble up the corner of the room, away from the horde but they eventually started crawling up her legs. She feared they'd keep crawling but fortunately, they just started carrying her towards the door. It felt strange, weightless, like being on a waterbed filled with spiders. Lounging Carl and Lunarious did not struggle. Femur seemed unfazed by this horrific situation. "Try milk," she told the spiders. She was such a trooper.
The group was carried to the door and wrapped in hundreds of strands of spider silk. (Spider silk sounds nice and everything, but some of the appeal fades when you actually see it coming out of their butts.) After they were tied up, they were shoved out the door and...
They were slowly lowered from the door of the shack, which was hanging on a web from the ceiling. The walls were cracked and crumbling and between the gaps in the brickwork crept hundreds of vines, infiltrating the room. Two archways towered at either end of the chamber and an inch of dust covered the floor.
The companions were softly lowered into the dust. Initially, it looked as if the tiles were textured but she saw now that they were instead covered with pock marks as if a million little legs had trod back and forth upon them. Daydrinker, released from a websack, dropped from the hanging shack, clattering to the ground nearby but out of arms-reach.
She trembled as the massive double door opened just a crack.
“Where is she?” Maya asked. She'd played this part of the game dozens of times but in that version, The Infant Mother of All Spiders dropped from the ceiling as soon as you traversed the Haunted Static of Greer to enter the boss arena.
Lunarious nudged her elbow. “Look up,” he said.
Maya looked at the top of the archway and saw two spindly legs reaching out, followed by a third and a fourth. And then, a human head, that of a beautiful woman. Her torso followed, clad in spider silk wraps. But after that, hoo boy,  the rest of her body was that of a spider, furry and gross. The Infant Mother of All Spiders slid into the room, walking along the ceiling, her hair hanging like beautiful laundry on a horrific clothesline.
“She's beautiful,” gasped Maya. “Except for all the spider parts.”
Lunarious nodded. “The Infant Mother of All Spiders is half renown for her beauty, it's true. She's also known for her ferocity.”
“Why is she called an infant?” asked Lounging Carl, absently chewing on his restraints. “She seems pretty grown up to me.”
Lunarious replied. “She's a demon princess. Her kind live for ages. I've heard stories about her family that lives deep down in The Demon’s Run. A deformed brother who cries steam. A sister that resembles a giant, mutated tree. Another sister who commands the magma beneath her feet with magical gloves. A father with but one eyebrow.”
Maya shuddered.
“What have you brought to my web, Engyll?” whispered The Infant Mother. Somehow, Maya could hear her from far away.
Engyll called up from some dusty, dim corner. “Sweet treats for your family, fair lady.”
The Infant Mother grunted, expelled a dollop of webbing, and lowered herself to the floor. Maya winced because it was pretty gross to think about any sort of dollop.
“Hmm, yes. I do believe father is famished.” She approached with alarming speed, her shiny, thin spider legs clacking on the stone floor. Before Maya could push away, she was upon them.  “But it is a mother's responsibility to feed her children first.”
And with that, from the enormous stone portal, streamed another carpet of tiny spiders. They approached like a wave and surrounded the companions, circling around them.
Maya swallowed. “Lunarious, it isn't like this in the game. Why isn't she fighting us?”
Lunarious looked down. “She will. She'll untie us to divvy us up and I'll fight her...it's just-”
“It's just what!? Now isn't the time to be coy!,” she hissed.
“It's just that I've never fought The Infant Mother of All Spiders. I've only heard tales.” The knight seemed to deflate.
Maya furrowed her brow. “You're the best, Lunarious. You can do it, I'm sure.”
“M'lady, I fear I've twice failed you.”
“What are you talking about?”
“First, I allowed the dastard Engyll to poison me. Second, I am arachnophobic. I carry a mighty fright for eight legged things. Not just spiders either. The Octorucks near The Ocean of Ashes make my heart flutter. I squeal at the sight of half a centipede. Once, I saw four curseds lining up to bash their heads on the same spot of wall. I'm shamed to say I sheathed my sword rather than blooded it.”
“Bananas!” Maya swore, sizing up her other companions. Lounging Carl was tunelessly whistling through broken lips and Femur was lecturing several spiders on osteoporosis.
“Children?” called The Infant Mother. “Would you like to unwrap your presents?” She clicked her back spinnerets together and an honor guard of tiny spiders surged from the ring. As they got close, Maya noticed that they carried tiny spears and wore tiny helmets. It was the cutest thing she had ever seen, though Lunarious was openly weeping as the spiders bit through his restraints. She looked around frantically, and her eye caught a spot of light peeking out from under Lunarious’s shoulder pad.
“Sir Knight, what's that light?” she asked.
She heard the knight's jaw drop in his helmet, an echoey hollow sound. “By the Moon! I can call upon one of the The Covenant of the Moon!”
Maya gasped. Of course! Souls of Darkness had a strange and rarely used form of cooperative play. If the player prayed three times before the Moonlight Shrine, they were gifted The Lunar Emblem. If the player held The Lunar Emblem and another person plugged in a second controller, they could join forces for a boss fight. The second player could only play for five minutes and you could only use the emblem once per playthrough so most players saved it for Corjess and Padestein in The Silver City.
Did this mean someone was in her living room playing the game? Were they controlling her? Did they see what she did? Who was it? Oh, well. No time to worry about that. This was an emergency. There were spiders at her feet adjusting tiny bibs.
“Use it!” she hissed.
The Knight closed his eyes and muttered the oath of The Covenant of the Moon. “The Moon Shines Still, Even in Daylight.” As he did so, the web restraining them spilled to the ground. The trio scrambled to their feet and Lunarious picked up his sword. The tiny spiders converged and The Infant Mother pulled her webbed sword from somewhere near her grody spinnerets.  She raised the sword, covered in silk, above her head and-
Nearby, a shaft of moonlight cut through the dusty air to strike the ground. Out of the stone floor materialized a phantom, glowing pale gray. She wore a long skirt patterned with flames, a cropped shirt and a hood and in her hands she wielded a Moon Crest shield and a svelte rapier. The phantom took a step forward and waved. Lunarious, shrugging off his remaining web restraints, bowed.
“Lady Baker! It is good to see you!” shouted the Moonlit Knight, suddenly filled with something approaching bravery.  The phantom bowed back and hurried past the surrounding spiders to the group in the center of the arena. The tiny spiders were surprised to see her, dropping their tiny forks and knives. One distinguished spider dropped four tiny monocles.
“I suppose father will have something to sup upon after all,” growled The Infant Mother as she raised her sword.
The melee was brutal. The Infant Mother leapt about, extremely agile for her size. Her sword cut in wide sweeps, sometimes aiming to cut down her enemies, sometimes to direct her children. The spiders followed her direction, making large sections of the room impassible. When she had one of the companions slowed down by her young, she would whirl her silk covered sword above her head and shoot magic beams in all directions.
Lunarious tried to engage The Infant Mother, keeping his Moon Crest shield up at all times, and brushing aside her blows. At the same time, Lady Baker stuck to her flanks, poking her spider flesh with the pointy end of her needle-like sword. Femur smashed the carpet of spiders like a frantic game of Whack-a-Mole. Lounging Carl leaned against a column ferociously, sleeping courageously, bravely allowing several of the tiny spiders to feast on his leathery skin.
Maya did her best to stomp on spiders when they came near but she mostly wanted to stay away from The Infant Mother. Her silky sword barely nicked the armor of the two knights but it would cut right through her shirt and jeans! She shuddered to think what would happen if she were struck. In the game, if you died, you respawned at the same place you last made camp. But maybe this was different.
Luckily, working together, the two knights had whittled down the demon's health. The Infant Mother flew into a rage and charged Lunarious, her silken sword clanging off his shield as she backed him into the wall. Lady Baker saw her chance and rushed to the spider demon's rear, shielding her eyes from the grotesque spinnerets. Baker gripped her rapier in both hands and prepared a mighty thrust and then... faded away. Her time was up.
Lunarious stood confidently, waiting for his companion to deliver the deathblow. He hadn't seen her fade away and was holding his shield loose in his hand. Maya had to think of something!
“Lunarious!” she shouted. “Lady Baker has disengaged to help me! Um, ah! Ah! I'm scared of spiders too! She's still in the room though! She definitely hasn't faded away! You have to land the finishing blow!” Maya tried to sound scared. Well, she was scared. She tried to sound scared in a different way.
The Moonlit Knight raised his shield just in time but the demon's rage sent it clattering across the floor. As the demoness struck again, Lunarious rolled out of the way in his heavy armor, landing dully on his shoulder and slowly standing up. Luckily, The Infant Mother expected him to be helpless and left her flank open. He sent Daydrinker deep between her 6th and 7th legs, to the hilt.
It took a moment for The Infant Mother to realize she'd been bested. The strength drained from her body, fingertips to spinnerets, causing her to drop her sword. Then her legs gave out, folding under her as she breathed her last.
Maya spotted movement out of the corner of her eyes. The spiders, the millions of spiders, converged on their mother, covering her completely, slowly devouring her. Maya suppressed her gag reflex.
“Ah, a splendid fight. What jolly cooperation! Where is Lady Baker?” Lunarious walked up, wiping demon blood from his sword onto his tunic.
Maya was plugging her ears so as not to hear the nearby matrophagy but Lounging Carl answered. “She faded away a while ago. Didn't you notice?”
Lunarious was about to box the cursed one in the gut but paused. “Truly? Did I best The Infant Mother of All Spiders on my own?”
Lounging Carl held his hand out flat and tilted it back and forth. “Kinda?”
“Ha! I'll take it! For the Glory of the Moon! The Moon Shines Still, Even in Daylight!”  Lunarious pumped his fist while Maya retched. Luckily, Lounging Carl had no such sensibilities. He walked over to the desiccated demon and reached into the carnage, pulling out a glowing orb.
“Ok, we got the thingie. Can we get out of here now?
 
 	GAME-SOLVERZ HINT!

	The Demon’s Run is home to the rare Ore Merchant Hugwi Porco. Hugwi trades upgrade ore in exchange for the souls of your fallen foes, which is actually pretty dark when you think about it.
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Ghost Therapy
	Engyll shivered under his moth soiled blanket, beneath the pale moon. Maya thought he looked sort of sad.
"What do we do with him?" she asked.
Lunarious tipped his helmet towards Daydrinker, resting in its scabbard. "You know what I'd like to do with him, M'Lady."
Maya furrowed her brow. It didn't seem right to her, even if he had betrayed them. The man had sold them out to The Infant Mother of All Spiders, sure, and he had poisoned Lunarious, OK, and also he smelled like two farts got into a fight. But it felt bad to kill an unarmed prisoner.
They had camped on the Hellkite Ridge after scrambling up the rocky face of The Cliffs of Madness that bordered Garbage Gulch. They were heading towards Hydration Nation to get the next Soul Orb from The Drowned Quorum. The way had been rough, though Maya seemed to be the only one who noticed; Lunarious was tireless and Lounging Carl seemed to keep the same lackadaisical pace no matter what they were doing. Femur floated along, trailing Engyll behind her, bound in rope.
Maya found herself missing her friends, her mom, her sister. Though it was undoubtedly super cool to be seeing the locations from Souls of Darkness in real life, she felt like she couldn't relate to her companions at all. She was grateful for their help but the whole thing felt pretty intense. Lunarious cleared his throat.
"Something on your mind, Sir Knight?" she asked.
"Oh, me? Nothing, no. But, just in the interest of making conversation, did I ever tell you how much I love The Moon?"
Maya waited a full three seconds before answering. That doesn't sound like a long time but it is, count it out. "No, Lunarious."
The knight sat up straight. "Oh, I well and truly do. It is always there, like a calm mother, bathing you in her embrace. I have a secret, m'lady. I hope that one day, foolish as it sounds, I might have my own moon. Does that sound strange?"
Maya drew in the dirt with a stick. "Strange? I don't know. It sounds pretty nuts to me. The moon is like this big planet in the sky. If you had it, wouldn't it destroy the world? Also, tides."
Lunarious paused for a moment. "Well, yes. I suppose you're correct. I'll have to settle for admiring her from afar. Goodnight, little lady."
Maya waited for the knight to settle in and then crept to the edge of camp. Lounging Carl was snoring soundly and Femur lay motionless on the ground, still tied to Engyll's feet. There, she took a small bundle of kindling and brought over a burning stick from their campfire. She built a tiny campfire next to Engyll the Corrupt and shook his shoulder.
Engyll rubbed the sleep from his eyes. "Myes, young girl? What do you want of poor Engyll the Corrupt, hmm? Hmm?"
She told him her plan.
The next day, near the scrubby crest of the cliff, she tapped Lunarious on the shoulder.
"I think you're right, Sir Knight. We can't have Engyll with us on our quest. Please untie him from Femur and push him into Garbage Gulch. The Trashvoles and Vomit Scorpions can have him."
Lunarious drew his sword. "Why bother? It'd be a simple thing to run the dastard through."
Maya shook her head. "Daydrinker has such a fine edge! There's no need to wear down her durability. We haven't even met a blacksmith yet."
Lunarious shrugged and did as Maya asked. Before being shoved off the cliff, Engyll looked on the young girl with kind eyes. She knew that he'd respawn at the bonfire she made for him. She also made sure to kick down a ladder in a shallow cave that lead to The Cursed Hamlet. With any luck, Engyll would live out the rest of his days there. If he had to corrupt things, let him corrupt those who were already doomed, she thought.
The companions crested the cliff side and stood face to face with Hydration Nation, a partially flooded city at the bottom of a valley. The architecture was elaborate but severe, all harsh angles and sharp ornamentation. Where the city was flooded, the towers looked like fingers reaching out of a spooky bathtub. Maya shuddered.
She knew from item descriptions that it wasn't always known as Hydration Nation. In the distant past it was called Gilmor, a beautiful gilded counter point to The Silver City. Ruled by The Quorum, the city prospered. Trade flourished. The Gilmor Gila Monsters were 10 and zero and favored to win the Koledran Classic Cup for the third consecutive year.
But a darkness overtook the city.  Some say the Quorum were tempted by some toothsome serpent who brought promises of power in exchange for opening the city up to the Void. Others say that wealthy people from out of town bought up all the cool old houses and rented them out at absurd prices. No one could be sure. In the end, The Quorum ordered the city flooded to contain the threat and, having once been honorable caretakers, they stayed in bed during the deluge, drowning, like that old couple in The Titanic. Now the city was filled with ghosts and spirits, water logged zombies, and grody jellyfish, all ruled over by The Drowned Quorum in their Civic Center of Despair.
As they approached, she noticed the denizens milled about the city, ignoring the companions.
"Why aren't they attacking us?" asked Lunarious, cautiously waving his sword.
Maya had anticipated this. "We sequence broke the game."
"Game, m'lady?"
"Um, what I mean is, we found a shortcut. Or magic. Or we're lucky." The knight seemed satisfied with this. Typically, when playing Souls of Darkness, the player would have already been to meet Learned Sevarus in The Starlit Observatory before braving Hydration Nation. Using a combination of speedrun tricks and exploitation of 3d geometry, Maya had managed to approach collecting the Soul Orbs in a different order. In fact, there were many areas they were able to skip. They fully passed over The Church With No Name, Fortress of Vississitud, The Tomb of the Son of the Wolf and The Pit of Despair. Out of all of them, she was most happy to avoid The Pit of Despair. It sounded cool but it was actually just a big sewer filled with pee pee and poo.
Since they hadn't met with Learned Sevarus, they hadn't collected The Necklace of 311 Scars which made one tangible, and visible, to ghosts. As such, the first, driest portion of the city was relatively easy. When you had the necklace on, the ghosts turned into bloodthirsty monsters, clawing and biting at you as you passed, ambushing you from inside the walls. Without the Necklace, however, they were just people. Dead people, sure, but people. They went through the motions of their former lives, watering plants that had long since rotted away and working on novels that would go forever unpublished.
Eventually, they came to the flooded section of the city and Maya stamped her foot. "Bananas!" she swore. They needed The Rotted Eyes of Wade! When you swallowed the Rotted Eyes, you were able to breathe underwater. The problem was that they were carried by ghosts, the same ghosts they couldn't attack.
Lounging Carl noticed her frustration. "What's that matter, squirt?" he asked and after she explained the situation, he laughed.
"I fail to see the humor, cursed wretch," threatened Lunarious, reaching for his sword.
"That ain't the only thing you fail to see. Look over there." He pointed into the water at a ghost dad sitting on a ghost bench explaining his impending ghost divorce to his ghost kids.
"Yeah, it's sad," said Maya.
"No, look closer. Look at his eyes." Lounging Carl put his hand on her shoulder.
"Yeah, he's crying stupid ghost tears. So what?"
Lounging Carl sighed. "They're flesh! Tangible. He has The Rotted Eyes of Wade! We just need to pluck them out."
Maya sharply drew breath. What a conundrum! Sure, she'd killed hundreds of ghosts in the game but this felt different. Was there honor in striking a foe down when he didn't expect it? Especially during such a tender moment. The children? Not only would they have to live with divorced parents but their father would be blind. How would he earn ghost food for their gh—
"Got 'em." Lounging Carl held two bloated eyeballs in his hand, dripping with ectoplasm and tears. Maya looked over his shoulder to see the ghost dad silently screaming and holding his face. Yeesh!
"Me and the bone don't need to breathe but you and moon boy are going to have to swallow these, it looks like."
Maya held her breath and ate the eyeball as fast as she could, being careful not to let her teeth brush against it. It was a little like a soft boiled egg. She could feel it working immediately.
"Let's get going before I have to see those kids cry anymore," she said and the companions entered the water. Though she could breathe, it was still cold and wet and she couldn't see all that well. What she could see, however, was amazing. Where the city above was ravaged by time and picked clean by looters, the city below the water was preserved. Golden awnings over ornate double doors that lead to velveteen parlors. Scrimshaw sconces held eternally extinguished torches at regular intervals. A school of fish swam through an open church window and into an immaculate cloister. Maya's jaw dropped but she promptly shut her mouth when some krill decided to check out her molars.
They stuck to the building interiors as much as possible to avoid the drowned zombies prowling the still beautiful streets. In the game this wasn't an option but in real life you could climb through a window or over a crate. The Rotted Eyes of Wade that they'd eaten allowed them to move freely in the water as well, so they made good time. A few zombies barred their path but between Lunarious and Femur, they stood little chance. Soon they found themselves outside the outrageously ornate Civic Center of Dread.
Inside, past the bumper pool strewn youth center and Lobby of Malcontent they came to the hearing chamber.
A voice drifted from the room. "We've been expecting you." Inside Maya found a circular chamber with raised seating all around. Dozens of folding chairs were stacked against the walls and on the side opposite the entrance, seated on the raised section, were The Drowned Quorum. Maya knew them well from the description of their Soul Orb.
First there was Bair, the serious one, a phosphorescent specter, tall and gaunt. His fingers were as long as Maya's arms and his eyes were occluded with wax. Then there was Braytoc, the brutal one. He was stout and nearly opaque, rough whiskers covering almost his entire face. His mouth was bound with phantom gaffer's tape. Finally there was Kathlege, the wild card. She was often seen skateboarding around Hydration Nation with a slice of pizza in each hand. Her ears were coated with a thick layer of Darke Bee nectar.
"You've been expecting us?" Maya stood in the center of the room with her friends, Lunarious with Daydrinker drawn.
"No, silly child. We haven't been respecting Russ. We don't even know who he is," said Kathlege, only half paying attention as she played knife games with her fingers.
Bair shook his head. "Yes, we've been expecting you. We received word from one of The Marrowlord's skeleton ravens. We understand you wish to take our Soul Orb? A trial by combat, is it?"
Kathlege rummaged around an old treasure chest. "Trial by Wombat! I have a wombat here, actually. This is going to be amazing." Braytoc growled.
Maya had a plan. "Wrong on both accounts. I have no intention of fighting you or your wombat. We can't actually touch one another."
Braytoc took this as a challenge and dove from his seat onto the floor, flourishing a spectral battle axe from the ether. He swung the axe with ghostly fury. "MRrrrrrghgmmmmmph!" he cried but the blade passed through Lunarious’s shield as the knight tried to block it.
Bair fanned his inhumanly long fingers. "We seem to be at an impasse. We have no intention of giving up our Soul Orb and you cannot take it from us. Please see yourself out and if you'd like to make a donation to the Lil' Londo's Urban Achievers fund on your way out, there's a box. Good day."
Maya stood her ground. "That's where you're wrong. I know about sub section 4D3D3D3 of the Gilmor Civic Grievances Code." All her friends thought it was a waste of time to read the item descriptions on the file cabinets found deep within Hydration Nation but it was finally paying off.
Kathlege laughed. "Section 40-E-3040? How are mimic zoning ordinances going to help you?" But the other members of the Quorum heard her clearly and were not happy. Braytoc's nostrils flared and Bair looked down his nose at the group.
"Fair enough. You may choose a contest of skill instead of trial by combat." Bair smiled, his teeth long and narrow. "But know that you must represent yourself. No audience is allowed in the chamber during deliberations. Your friends will have to go."
Maya swallowed. At first, Lunarious protested but she was able to convince him. She was surprised to see that Lounging Carl hadn't entered the room at all and was instead pilfering water logged snacks from an ornate and delicate vending machine. After her companions wished her well, she entered the chamber.
After roughly ten minutes she walked out, beaming, holding a glowing Soul Orb in her hands.
"M'lady! By what witchery did you acquire the orb? How did you best such formidable spirits?"
She smiled. "I challenged them to horseshoes. They suck at it. They can't even hold stuff."
 	GAME-SOLVERZ HINT!

	If you’re having trouble with The Drowned Quorum, try putting on your heaviest armor! You won’t get stunned by their attacks when you drink your potions!
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Enter Artos!
	Maya sat at the campfire, staring at the three Soul Orbs in front of her. The one from The Marrowlord was dark gray and smoky, white around the edges, and seemed to absorb the reflection from the fire. The Infant Mother of All Spider's orb was a sickly eggshell color which shifted in the light from bile yellow to bile brown. And her most recent acquisition, the Soul Orb from The Drowned Quorum was nearly transparent other than a web of ultra fine crystalline structures within. Such odd little objects, she thought. She had fought and killed for them dozens of times, but here, in the light of the campfire, they looked sort of pathetic.
Of course, she knew that they were what gave the lords of this world their power. When the primordial humans found the orbs, a new age was ushered in. The Marrowlord gained stewardship over death itself. The Infant Mother of All Spiders was once an ordinary girl who tried to use the orb to bring prosperity to her people in Garbage Gulch (formerly Swanky Acres) but accidentally loosed a horde of demons and mutated herself and her family, poisoning the area. The Drowned Quorum used the orb to bring prosperity to their golden town. And finally, Learned Sevarus in his Starlit Observatory, used his orb to extract wisdom from the stars themselves.
The Callow King, the primordial human who had originally found the orbs, kept none, instead choosing to distribute them to his friends. He had discovered a way to gain power from the worship of those who benefited. Of course, it came crashing down as the kingdoms fell and now he was rotting behind The Tainted Sepulcher, tending the source of his power, The Cosmic Campfire. Some said he's a shadow of his former self while others said he's biding his time, working with Agents of the Void, and that he caused the sorry state of Koledran on purpose. It was still up for debate in lore circles.
Even after they got all the orbs, there was one other piece of the puzzle that they needed: The Bone Key. This finger bone of a long forgotten saint opened the Passage of Cinders to the Tainted Sepulcher. In the game, you would find Lunarious in The Silver City and he'd give you the key. But Lunarious, at least this version, didn't have it. So, they were faced with a choice. They could either head to The Starlit Observatory or towards The Grave of Artos, Voidsaunterer, who won The Bone Key in a bet.
Both were difficult treks. The Observatory was through The Wyvernwood, a forest long brought to cinders by dragonfire. The Grave of Artos was deep in Bloodroot, a dense and hostile forest. Artos wasn't actually buried in The Grave of Artos. It was just called that because he owned it. He bought it for his one true love Eagleflint, The Scarlet Archer. Maybe Eagleflint's Tomb would have been a better name but Artos was sort of a jerk.
As she was trying to decide where to go next, the question was answered for her. The air grew still and even the puswasps and corpsehoppers held their breath. She got the intense feeling they were being watched.
"I see you down there." A voice came from the trees. Maya looked up to a nearby ridge to see Artos himself watching over them. His purple, void tainted armor absorbed the firelight and his signature blade The Forever Alonne hung at his back. He brought a strange-looking metal cylinder to his lips and let out a cloud of steam. "Long time no see, Lunarious."
Lunarious’s grip on Daydrinker tightened. "Hello Artos."
From the shadows behind Artos emerged his steed, Rohrs, the giant cat. His fur bristled in the moonlight as he snarled. The patterns of black and white fur on the great cat gave him the suggestion of a lopsided mustache. To Maya, he always looked a little like a cat version of an angry insurance salesman.
"I see you found some losers to hang out with. Still looking to find your own moon?" The Voidsaunterer chuckled.
"What do you want, Artos?" Lunarious seemed to be trembling in his armor. Whether it was in fear or anger, Maya wasn't sure.
"Just checking in. See my cool new necklace?" Artos pulled a bone on a chain from under his chestplate.
"The Bone Key!" Maya gasped.
"Yeah, see, I heard someone was collecting Soul Orbs and figured you'd be needing this." The Voidkissed Knight put the strange metal tube to his lips again, this time holding his breath before letting out a ring of steam. "Not that I'm going to give it to you."
Lunarious kicked Lounging Carl in the shin in frustration. "Moon blast you Artos. What do you want for the key?"
"Now, when I sauntered into the Void...," he began.
"Here we go," muttered Lounging Carl.
"I faced chimeras and griffons and Mornot, The Grandfather of The Void. I slew dragons, bro. And I came away totally unscathed."
Lunarious coughed into his hand. It sounded like he said, "Eagleflint" but Artos ignored him.
"I showed the world what I was made of. Stronger stuff than you, moon boy. I bet you couldn't survive for five minutes in Bloodroot."
Lunarious looked at Maya. "M'lady, I am up to any challenge that doesn't involve spiders or squid. I will be your champion and survive the Bloodroot." Bloodroot was a special area in the game, a sort of arena where different monsters and characters from around the game were summoned in. When you entered Bloodroot, you were immediately besieged by what were affectionately known as "gank squads" and you were almost always outnumbered.
Lunarious looked up. "I am up to your challenge, disgraced knight. By the Moon, we'll go to Bloodroot and survive as long as we need to prove ourselves."
Artos chuckled again and addressed Maya directly. "M'lady, you should think about dropping this white knight and getting with a true gentleman." When Lunarious said, "M'lady" it was fun but when Artos said it, it made her shudder.
"Lunarious is my friend! We'll beat your stupid challenge and take the key, I know it!" Maya scowled as hard as she could.
"We'll see, m'lady." Artos mounted Rohrs and started to leave but turned back. "And you should smile, young lady. It is becoming."
"Ugh, I hate that guy," said Lounging Carl and they all agreed. After venting for a few minutes, they traveled to the outskirts of Bloodroot. Bloodroot was a dense and overgrown wood, teeming with greenmen and ents and prowled by the Sanguine Moth, a fierce predator and master of sorcery, pyromancy, cryomancy and sangumancy. Luckily, she was an optional boss that lead to another hidden area of the game: The Ruins of Old Olalsia. The area of the forest that lead to The Grave of Artos was less dense but no less dangerous.
Before they could enter that area of Bloodroot, they came to a small alcove where the guardian of woods waited, Avlanna. Avlanna was sister to the great cat Rohrs but held more of an administrative role, deciding who was cleared to enter.  She stopped them before the arch that lead to the invasion zone.
“Do you not seek to unenter the exit of the aperture?” she asked.
“...what?” Maya responded.
“A simple yes or no question. Is it not true that you would decline to refuse entry into the Grave of Artos?”
“I—”
“It is false that you would truthfully lie about not seeking to decline to pursue the grave, yes or no?!” The great cat was losing patience, it seemed. “Also, keep in mind that it is opposite day.”
Maya looked at her companions but they only shrugged. “Yes?," she ventured.
The great cat smiled and swished her tail. The trees parted to form an entryway. “That is, in truth, an incorrect answer, I so lie, but I cannot deny that you would not enter or exit by the reverse,” she purred.
“Ah, geez,” Maya said as they continued. 
They walked through the arch of leaves and branches and the air immediately felt different, more electric. Maya was tense. There was no telling what monsters they'd face.  
“We have arrived, Voidsaunterer!,” shouted Lunarious. “Let the challenge begin!”
The air shimmered before them and out lurched a Chaos Warbler! This bloated, flightless bird was originally found only in The Demon’s Run. It had three wings on each shoulder and its beak opened horizontally rather than vertically. It let out a daemonic chirp before hopping into action. Lunarious side-stepped its deadly peck and rent it in twain with Daydrinker.
Next came a pair of Corrupted Nyriads, grotesque reverse mermaids found deep in Hydration Nation where they guarded The Quorum Robes, a particularly useless set of light armor. Being summoned on land, they only flailed on the ground, their fish mouths opening and closing slowly as they kicked their legs in futility. They were harmless but still grossed everyone out.
A soft tittering came from the trees above them and they looked up to see a gaggle of Cockatrice! Cockatrice were lizard-like birds who, while not dangerous in combat, exhaled a fine mist that turned you to stone! In the game, it was a huge pain because only an obscure merchant in the Cursed Hamlet sold the golden needles required to acupuncture yourself back to health.
The three cockatrice started dive bombing them, their lungs swollen with petrifying mist. Femur knocked Maya to the ground and Lunarious hid behind his shield but Lounging Carl was staring into space during the attack and his arm was caught full on with a spray of mist. There was a terrible crackling noise as his rotted flesh started to calcify and the weight of his arm eventually caused him to collapse.
Maya crawled over to him as Lunarious swiped at the deadly birds, sending clouds of feathers into the air.
“Are you OK?” she asked.
“What? Oh, yeah, I'm fine,” he responded, closing his eyes to take a quick nap. Maya hid her head in her hands. How much time must they still endure!?
After a few moments Lunarious came to join them, stepping on Lounging Carl's chest to crouch next to Maya. “We only have a minute left, m'lady, but I'm afraid it's dire. Look.”
Lunarious pointed to a huge shape in the woods, an outline of a hulking man wearing ornate armor and a helmet shaped like an afro.
“See that, Moonboy?” came Artos's voice.
“Of course I see it!,” snapped Lunarious. “It's the only afro in Bloodroot.”
Maya couldn't believe her eyes. It was true. The Legend. There had been rumors of a very rare encounter in Bloodroot but she'd never seen it.  A one in a million encounter. The Legend, a giant wielding The Chaoshander, a flaming sword. It is said the Legend is undefeated.
“Plateaus are the highest form of flattery. Laugh or father spank. SPPAAAAAANK!”  The Legend boomed, shaking leaves from the trees.
Lunarious stood up and tightened the straps on his armor.
“Sir Knight! What are you doing? The Legend never dies! You cannot hope to defeat him!”
“Everything dies, m'lady,” he said. “You're a scholar of my world and you don't know that yet?”
She could hear the smile in his voice but was still terrified. She had grown very fond of The Moonlit Knight in their travels and besides, even if he respawned at their last campsite, she would be left waiting while he returned. Left alone with Artos and The Legend.
Lunarious raised his shield. “I'm ready.”	
The Legend tromped forward, swinging the flaming Chaoshander. “Hi Ready, nice to meet you. I'm The Legend.”
“His dad jokes are unstoppable, you know. As is his sword.” Artos had appeared from the trees, squatting next to Maya to watch the fight. Rohrs, the great cat, ferociously licked himself.
“Have you heard the rumor about butter? Nevermind, I shouldn't spread it,” shouted The Legend as he swung his giant sword. “I will spread your entrails on the trees, though.” Lunarious tried to roll out of the way but got clipped by the tip of the sword, staggering him.
“Why was the cat disqualified from the race?” The Legend wound up another swing. “It was a cheetah (cheater).”  This swing went over Lunarious’s head, but in dodging, he backed himself into a tree.
Maya noticed that Rohrs seemed to have taken offense at this one and growled a bit. She stood up.
“Legend! Listen to me,” she shouted.
Lunarious looked shocked. “No, m'lady! He's too strong!” Maya ignored him.
“Your jokes are great! Tell me another one about cats!”
The Legend strode towards them and Artos fled, leaping from branch to branch. Femur floated in front of Maya protectively and even Lounging Carl sat up. Rohrs, however, was watching carefully, his ears flat against his head.
“My cat puked on the carpet. I guess he wasn't feline well.” The Legend knocked down a small tree in his path. Rohrs started shaking his haunches.
The Legend was nearly upon them. “My Giant Wife told me to put the cat out. I told her I didn't realize it was on fire.”
It was the straw that broke the great cat's back. Rohrs pounced ferociously, bringing The Legend to the ground. “Someone got up on the wrong side of the bed this morning. Next time, try sleeping on the top instead of the bottom,” he said, squirming under Rohrs’s great claws.
“Rohrs, no! Bad cat!” shouted Artos from the trees but it didn't stop the ferocious and cute beast. His claws raked against the Legend's armor as he gnawed at his helmet. The cat couldn't penetrate his protection but while The Legend was prone, Lunarious raised his sword above his head.
The Legend protested. “Moonlit Knight, you seek to strike me while I'm thus incapacitated? What of honor?”
“On her what?” Lunarious said, sending Daydrinker between a gap in The Legend's armor. Maya shielded her eyes as the giant bled out onto the forest floor. Satisfied, Rohrs curled up against a tree and started to purr.
“You cheated!” shouted Artos, suddenly chest to chest with Lunarious. “You're no true gentleman! What's your IQ? ”
Lunarious puffed out his chest. “I did behave without honor, that is true. But I did it to help my friends. Something you wouldn't know anything about, Voidkissed Knight.”
Artos backed off and laughed, pulling out his strange metal cylinder and blowing a cloud of steam into Lunarious’s helmet. “Well, if you think I'm going to give up the Bone Key after you cheated, think again.”
“Naw, I got it,” said Lounging Carl, holding the key in his unpetrified hand. “I took it while you were sitting on me. You should be careful who you treat like a bench, basilisk breath.”
Artos drew his sword in fury but Femur was there to knock it from his hand.  Lunarious put his gauntleted hand on his shoulder. “Let it go, Artos. Go back to your grave. You lost.”
Artos shook his shoulder. “You'll see. You'll all see. I'll tell the world about you and the way I hate you. I'll tell everyone how you don't have honor. Then you'll see!” He then ran off and the great cat followed slowly behind. With Bone Key in hand, they only had to get the final Soul Orb.
 	GAME-SOLVERZ HINT!

	Cats are like furry friends you can carry with you to school, but shouldn’t. Try feeding them their favorite food: treats! And keeping their favorite thing clean: cat litter!
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Chapter 9
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The Stars In The Sky
	The Wyvernwood was a dark and treacherous place, full of terrors unknown. Well, they were known, actually. Wyverns mostly.
The winged horrors had already burned down the wood, creating a forest of cinders and charcoal. Soot and ash continually drifted to the ground, like snow. The fire breathing wyverns stalked between the trees, eagerly awaiting prey.
They weren't true dragons, of course. The true dragons were almost wiped out after The Callow King distributed the Soul Orbs. There was a great war between people and dragons and the dragons, who mostly wanted to hang out and play dragon games, were all killed. Now, their younger, tougher cousins bided their time, waiting for civilization to decline enough for them to conquer. While waiting, they experimented with some of the games of the true dragons, like "Flame Toss" and "Scorch Ball" and "Burn the Forest." Thus, they ruined their once great home.
Before they had entered the forest, Lunarious assured Maya that he'd slain more than his fair share of wyverns. Time proved him right, because as they made their way through the silent forest, a wyvern would sometimes notice them and come bounding through the ash, breathing great plumes of flame. Lunarious was always able to side step them and cut them down from behind. Each wyvern acted exactly the same, and each time, the Moonlit Knight struck it down.
"I come here sometimes, m'lady, when I'm feeling weak. I'm ashamed to say that striking down these creatures makes me feel powerful." Lunarious wiped wyvernblood on the hem of his tunic. "I heard about the great war with dragons from those in my order. I always wondered what it would have been like."
"Why do they just let you kill them?" she asked.
Lunarious shrugged. "The dragons of old were intelligent. Geniuses even. Which is why they spent their time playing dragon games and eating good food. Men brought war to them. These creatures? These are pale imitations."
Of course there was just one dragon left and that was who they were going to see. Learned Sevarus, the traitor. As the humans readied for war, Learned Sevarus made a deal with the Callow King, trading information for safety. That was why the humans knew exactly when to strike. It was during a Cute Tail Contest put on by Wing Dings, The All Dragon Community Planning Committee. There were scale encrusted ribbons and bloody participation certificates everywhere.
In exchange for the betrayal, Learned Sevarus was granted land and a Soul Orb. He used his new influence to build The Starlit Observatory, a grand place of learning, complete with a comprehensive library and a giant telescope. He had archived copies of every item description from the back of every object in the kingdom and had every issue of The Blighttown Beacon on microfiche. It was there that he studied the stars, looking to unlock their secrets.
A lifetime of reading in the dark had made his vision spotty and atrophied his form. He was now a shrunken, pathetic thing attended by Servants of Seeing, strange sorcerers clad head to toe in armor covered in eyeballs. They were real weird.
Maya reviewed this all in her head as they came to the base of the pathway that lead to The Starlit Observatory. It had become night so slowly that she didn't even notice. It was always night in this part of Koledran. Like something out of a nightmare, or Anchorage, Alaska.
As they ascended the marble steps, Maya shuddered. Learned Sevarus was always one of the toughest bosses in the game for her. When you entered his library, he would grasp the magic crystal around his neck and turn invisible while summoning dozens of Servants of Seeing to imprison you. Though you could fight them off for a time, eventually they would wear you down. Then you had to fight your way out of his Oubliette Obscura and face him in his Grand Star Chamber. It was very demanding and she always died a bunch.
When they reached the glass double door they were surprised to find a note taped to it. It read:
"Maya. My eyes tell me you are perambulating toward me at a rapid pace and that you have acquired a motley assortment of bosom companions. Undoubtedly you wish to have your beefy ignoramus drive that ridiculous sword into me. I believe there is solution we will find mutually beneficial. Please find me in my library. My servants will not harm you. -S"
On the back of the note was a smaller post-it note that read.
"Note left by the quisling Learned Sevarus for a strange visitor from another world. Sevarus was known for betraying his kind to The Callow King but it is said that a coward seeks solace in security."
"Huh," said Maya. "Do you think we can trust him?"
Lunarious shook his head. "No, but if we play along, we can be ready for anything he throws at us."
They pushed the door open and were greeted by one of the Servants of Seeing. He was clad in the strange armor they all wore, covered head to toe in eyeballs. Most of them were ornamental but Maya was never sure which because from time to time, she would see one of them blink.
"Nice to see you," he said. "I'm to see you to Lord Sevarus. My name is Nikdan."
"Hello," said Maya, feeling unsure. But they walked with the Servant of Seeing, who functioned as a sort of tour guide for the facility. The building was beautiful, marble from floor to ceiling, and filled with instruments of learning. Astrolabes, compasses, astrolabes, rulers, astrolabes and slide rules.
"To your left you'll see a few of our larger astrolabes. To your right, a small astrolabe next to a larger one so that you can easily compare," he said. They walked to a grand staircase and started ascending. "This ornate handrail was carved from an astrolabe the size of a castle. My lord had that astrolabe built for his 400th birthday but grew tired of it by the 500th. I believe his astrolabe phase may be waning."
They crested the stairs and Nikdan stood aside. "You'll see my lord at the end of the hall."
When they entered the library, Maya was half expecting to find Learned Sevarus poised to vanish, crystal in hand, but instead found him hunched over a desk, reading.
"Do come in. My eyes may have taken leave but my manners have not. Have a seat. I have provided Darkecakes and Darketea for refreshment." The dragon did not look up. Maya and Lunarious sat down and did nothing while Lounging Carl attacked the Darkcakes.
Learned Sevarus was pale and wrinkled, with tentacles instead of legs and spectacles balanced on his nose. He was reading a book titled, "A Treatise on Metafictional Reality” by Lord Derk." After a few moments, he placed a ribbon bookmark between the pages and addressed the companions.
"My time is valuable," began the wurm. "So I will not mince words. I know why you are here, Maya, and more importantly, I know who you are. I know where you're from." The dragon pulled out a tattered plush doll.
"Little Mr. Pork!" gasped Maya.
"This is not of this world. And neither are you. You come from the stars above." The dragon waited a moment for a reaction, and seeing that Maya was suitably taken back, he continued. "You seek the Soul Orbs and The Bone Key to get to Ryant, the Callow King. Why?"
She hesitated.
"Before you lie, remember that I have the last Soul Orb. If I were to set the entirety of my Servants of Seeing on you, you would likely perish. Your lunar companion would put on quite the show, I am sure, but in the end you would fall. And I know what you are thinking — that you would then awaken in my Oubliette Obscura and fight your way back to me."
Maya gripped the table, her knuckles turning white.
"What you do not know is that after you fall, before you are revived, I will arrange your companions, forming a cage around you. And give them this." He held up a vial of swirling, gray mist. "Cockatrice breath. My eyes report that you have not made your way to the merchant in The Cursed Hamlet for Golden Needles. Tsk, tsk. Too many shortcuts."
The dragon stood up and slithered in slow circles around the room. "You'll then spend the rest of your days trapped in a literal prison of friendship until you slowly succumb to the curse and go mad. Look around you. Look closely."
She did but Lunarious noticed it first and stood, drawing Daydrinker. "You fiend!" he shouted. Between gaps in the books, behind study carrels and card catalogs were Servants of Seeing. She counted a dozen though there had to be more. Their armor made it seem like there were hundreds of eyes on her. She swallowed.
"That is what we will call option one. Would you like to hear option two?"
"You'll never get away with this Sevarus. The rest of my order will find out and storm your observatory. There won't be a legible page left." Lunarious’s voice was steel but he had drooped his sword.
"Oh, is that true? How do you plan to alert them? You have used your badge already." The dragon allowed himself a toothy grin.
"What's option two?" Maya asked.
The dragon smiled wider. "I want to know about your world. Where you come from. I want you to explain to me what I see in the stars. And if you ever return home... I would like to come with you."
"That's dumb!" shouted Lounging Carl, leaning on a poorly hidden Servant of Seeing.
"Is it, my cadaverous friend? I have reached the limits of what I can learn of Koledran. I cry to the skies, 'Grant me eyes so that I may see!' and still, nothing. Nothing I have done, all of the lore I have read, grants me release from my final mystery. The Star Windows."
"The Star Windows?" Maya asked. In all of her research she had never heard of such a thing.
"Follow me. Your companions stay," said the dragon as a contingent of Servants of Seeing emerged from around them, leading her along with wicked looking tridents. He lead them to the Grand Star Chamber, which was really just a room with a telescope. "Please, take a look," he said, swinging the eye piece toward her.
She crept toward the telescope, intimidated by its immensity. It was as big as a semi truck at its widest point. She put her eye to the scope and—
It took a moment to realize what she was seeing. At first it seemed like she was looking at a constellation of stars but when she looked closer she saw that they were actually TV screens! And behind each screen was someone holding a SuperStation controller! People of all ages, genders and colors, playing Souls of Darkness!
For a moment, despite her fear, she felt a warmness in her heart.
"My rituals have determined that you come from The Star Windows. If you would like my Soul Orb, you must let me experience it firsthand." The dragon crossed his tentacles.
She wasn't sure what to do. She wasn't even sure if she'd be able to get home herself, let alone bring anyone. And even if she agreed, she'd need to conquer The Silver City first. It seemed as if Learned Sevarus was making a gamble...
"Sir Dragon," she said. "You know probabilities, right? Like gambling and stuff?"
"Of course," said the dragon. "I am a master of all disciplines."
"Then you know this is a dorky bet for nerds. You're risking your Soul Orb, the source of all your power, and I still need to defeat The Guardians of The Silver City. Even with Lunarious, I stand almost no chance. You said it yourself, we used our emblem already. And don't think the floating bone or the cursed one is going to help. I promise, they won't." She reached out and touched the dragon's shoulder.
"You may have a point. But still, my brain thirsts for forbidden knowledge. I must know what is beyond The Star Windows," said the dragon.
"And you will," she said. "Loan me your Soul Orb and I'll give you these artifacts from my world." She reached into her pockets and pulled out a dollar and 73 cents and a worn copy of the Souls of Darkness manual. "And I promise you more. If I can get home, I'll send you things from my world. Books, games, toys, food, um, trash probably."
The dragon narrowed his eyes. "What do you mean loan you the Soul Orb. How do you intend to get it back to me?"
"Sir Lunarious. I'll make him swear to the Moon that he return it to you. I won't need it after The Tainted Sepulcher anyway. He's super honorable."
The dragon thought for a long while. "Deal. Once a moon, you must provide me with something from your world. If you do not, I swear I will not stop until I have found a way to take what rightfully belongs to me." There was a sinister edge to the dragon's words.
Maya breathed a sigh of relief. "Throw in the stuffed animal and you got a deal. It doesn't belong to me and I need to return it someone very dear."
It was a deal. While Learned Sevarus's servants drew up the contracts, he entertained the companions with brain games and riddles. Maya took a very challenging scantron test about Koledran kingdom capital cities and Lunarious learned a lot about tides. Finally, the contract was ready and they both signed it.
"It's a pleasure doing business with you, Sevarus," Maya said, signing her name. "I send you some stuff and you don't try to invade my world. Win, win!"
The dragon dipped one of his claws in an ink well and signed, his script cramped and spider like. "Indeed. You have my word. You can trust me."
 	GAME-SOLVERZ HINT!

	The invisible walkways behind The Starlit Observatory can be a pain. If you place a candle in The Skull of Placid Slumber, the light shining from its eyes will illuminate the paths.
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Chapter 10
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A Loyal Friend
The Callow King grew powerful from the worship of Koledran's citizens and built a shining city. There he ruled, taking a queen and siring three children. When the curse came, however, they all abandoned him. His wife crossed the seas to the north to the vast, butter colored fields of Gyrie. His daughter ran off with the first cosmic entity she met, taking up residence in the ruins beneath Nyarnam. Malovent, his first son, had traveled backward in time and was never seen again. And his youngest son simply disappeared.
Still, even in decline, the city was a glory to behold. Flying buttresses, walls strewn with tall, elegant crenellations. From the outside of the city, Maya could see no less than five grand cathedrals and no less than three fancy book stores. Chandeliers hung from bridges and everything, though tarnished, was silver and sparkled in the sunlight. It was the most beautiful thing she'd ever seen.
All four Soul Orbs in hand, they opened the gates of the Silver City. The world of Souls of Darkness was one of perpetual decline, waiting for the player to come along and defeat The Callow King. They could then take pity and leave the old man to his fantasies or they could douse the Cosmic Campfire, cutting off the source of his power and what little prosperity the world had left. Because of this, the streets of The Silver City were entirely empty. The populace had almost all gone mad, turning on one another or fleeing from the city.  The only people left were The Pastel Guardians who stood watch over The Painting of Ellermos, an optional area, and The Priest Kings of Old, holy warriors who shepherded The Covenant of The Moon. Of course, that was only in the city proper. Once they got to the Tainted Sepulcher, they would have to contend with Corjess and Padestein, The Callow King's sworn protectors.
"We should seek out the holy men of my order, m'lady," said Lunarious. "They'll have an idea why The King has your sister."
"Skeletons are skelefriends," added Femur, helpfully.
The companions walked through the tarnished streets, passing by tipped carriages and strewn broken glass. They passed civic buildings, hollowed out apartments and The Ruined Arby's, eventually coming to The Moon Temple, home of The Covenant of The Moon. Inside, they found The Priest Kings sitting around and chatting about priest stuff.
"Your holiness," said Lunarious, bowing. A portly priest stood. He was wearing long, midnight blue robes and had a silver diadem with the symbol of his order. His face was jowly and loose and he had watery eyes.
"Rise, sir knight. How goes the quest? Found your own moon yet?"
"No, your holiness." Lunarious coughed. Maya sensed it was possibly a sore subject. "I wonder if we may speak to you? My friend here has questions about The Callow King."
"Ah, Ryant, The Callow King. Yes, it seems he is doing his damnedest to fulfill the prophecy." The priest sat down on an ornate silver recliner.
Maya stepped forward. "We know that! What's he doing with my sister?"
The priest smiled. "That we don't know, young lady. You'll have to ask him."
"Bananas! You guys are useless!" she stomped. Lunarious attempted to stop her but she stormed out. She was breathing hard, counting to ten, when her friends joined her.
"M'lady! That was a holy man you were shouting at. You must show some respect," Lunarious chided.
"Raspberries to your respect! Those guys are playing you! Haven't you read the item descriptions?" She grabbed his shield, turned it around and thrust it back to him. "Read the note."
He did. It read, "Shield of Lunarious, The Moonlit Knight, servant of The False Order. Though his quest was wrought with folly and though he served an order of charlatans, he was a brave and true friend. Strong resistance to fire and magic."
"M'lady...," he began.
"My friend Zack figured it all out. The High Adjudicator who rules from the fountain is a demon. They just send you guys running around to collect souls for them."
"I—," said Lunarious but he never finished the thought, instead turning around. Maya thought she heard the sound of crying echoing from his helmet. She felt like a real jerk.
"Geez, you're a real jerk," said Lounging Carl. Femur had nothing to add and instead just hovered judgmentally. She ran to the Moonlit Knight.
"Lunarious, I'm sorry! I shouldn't have opened my big mouth. I'm just nervous about Carlee. He's had her for days. I'm just stressed out," she said.
"Then you should go to her, m'lady. You don't need the help of a failure and a fool." The knight sat down cross legged on a silver yoga mat.
She grabbed his shoulder. "You're not a fool! You've been such a big help, Lunarious. Didn't you read the whole description? You're a brave and true friend. It doesn't matter if the priests tricked you. Go give'em what for after we teach The Callow King a lesson."
The knight paused. "I feel like such a ninny. How did I fail to realize?"
"You wouldn't believe how long it took me to figure that out. And I wasn't busy slaying wyverns. You're no fool, Moonlit Knight." She wrapped her arms around his neck. Lunarious stood up.
"M'lady, I thank you for showing me a hard truth. I may never find my own moon but I can help you bring an end to the curse. Or at least get your sister back. Let's go, the Tainted Sepulcher is that way."
"Also," said Lounging Carl, "I stole a bunch of their stuff and vandalized their holy books. Now it looks like they worship a demon named 'Beelzebutt'."
"Thank you," said Maya and the four of them headed to the Sepulcher.
The Tainted Sepulcher was a featureless slate gray building in the center of the city, the size of a football stadium. It stood in stark contrast to the opulence around it. She knew that The Callow King had it built to aid his citizens in mourning his death when he eventually died. Basically, it was supposed to bum everyone out when they saw it.
Though it appeared to have no apertures, she knew there was a key hole situated in the center of the south side. She pulled The Bone Key out of her pocket and slid it into the hole. "Here goes nothing!"
The entire southern wall of the tomb rumbled and sank into the ground, sending up dust clouds and making the entire city shake. Lunarious drew his sword and readied his shield. Even Lounging Carl looked relatively alert. When the dust settled they saw five huge stone coffins, arrayed like an asterisk and in the center, the guardians, Corjess and Padestein.
Corjess was what could politely be referred to as a knight of carriage. Though clearly muscular, he carried hundreds of pounds of extra bulk and he wore strange armor, sculpted to highlight each and every fold in his corpulence. He wielded a huge warhammer that he balanced on, appearing to use it as a cane. Padestein was lankier and carried a spear. His armor was brilliant orange and had several embellishments meant to suggest a tiger.
She knew from the lore that there was no arguing with them, no tricking them. Corjess was an unrepentant sadist and cannibal and was known for eating his fallen comrades in battle in order to gain their strength. Padestein was a born warrior with the personality of a dead fish. He cared only about battle.
"Look what we have here," said Padestein, twirling his spear.
"Tasty is wot they are," grunted Corjess. "Smash'em with my hammer. Grind them to dust and mix them with water to drink in the morning. Sprinkle the little one over my cereal." The bigger knight hefted his hammer.
Lunarious stepped forward, pushing Maya behind him. He was joined by Femur and Lounging Carl as well.
"Bones stop growing during puberty," shrieked Femur.
"I didn't like living that much anyway," threatened Lounging Carl.
As the guardians approached, Maya stepped up to the line as well. Lunarious attempted to stand in front of her but she squirmed out from behind him.
"I'll do my best. If I die here, it'll be for my sister and my friends," she said. Lunarious started to protest but instead simply nodded.
It was a grand and tense melee. Lunarious took the vanguard, parrying Padestein's thrusts and riposting when he was able, driving the lanky knight back towards the coffins. Their weapons clanged on one another's armor creating a frightening cacophony.
The rest of them attempted to keep Corjess busy, scoring hits when they could. The obese knight didn't know how to react to Lounging Carl who neither felt pain or valued his own life. He would send the cursed one flying across the room only to have him get up again and charge back into the fray. At one point, his petrified arm broke off at the joint only for him to wield it as a battering ram.  Femur did her best to wedge herself under bits of the knights armor. When she took purchase, Maya would jump up and yank, sending greaves and shoulder pads flying.
Lunarious kept the coffins between himself and orange knight. "The coffins you guard are empty, like those they were made for!" he shouted, stealing thrusts when Padestein's spear went wide.
"What do you know! There's no such thing as the moon, you fool! It's just the sun's wife!" countered Padestein.
Their baffling insults filled the sepulcher but Maya had to stop paying attention. Corjess had turned his back on Lounging Carl and was swinging his hammer at her in wide arcs. All she had to defend herself with was a vambrace she had pried loose. They had worked over his armor well, so much so that he no longer looked like he was wearing armor at all. Pauldrons, vambraces, greaves, cuisses, faulds and other things no one had heard of were all missing. He looked like a sausage escaping its skin.
"I canna wait to chomp your bones, lil' one," growled Corjess. "Also the muscle and organs. Dem too."
Maya looked around for help but was dismayed to find Lunarious hard pressed on the opposite end of the room with Lounging Carl helping him. Only Femur was nowhere to be seen. I have to do this myself, she thought. 
Maya was in decent shape but wasn't a particularly athletic girl. What she did have, however, was her mind and her studies. She searched her memory for everything she knew about Corjess. The item descriptions for his hammer, his gauntlets, his Secret Cannibal Spices, but none provided what she was looking for. Suddenly she remembered the description from his breastplate that read:
"Breastplate of Corjess, The Cannibal Knight and Guardian of The Tainted Sepulcher. Provides excellent protection but requires super human strength and admirable girth. Some men choose to gird themselves like turtles, slow and steady. Without a shell, however, a turtle is nothing."
When Corjess brought his hammer down, a mighty overhead blow, Maya knew what to do. She leapt onto the head of the hammer and dove at the knight's exposed neck. Without a gorget, it was totally open. Scrambling up his broken armor like a ladder, she jammed the vambrace into his soft Adam's apple. Though it wasn't sharp enough to break the skin, the corpulent knight still choked, dropping his hammer and stumbling backwards, clutching his throat, gasping for air.
As Corjess reeled, Maya climbed further, positioning herself on his shoulder and yanking off his helmet. He was an ugly man, all goiter and scab, but she had a brief moment of sympathy for him. The moment didn't last long, however, because Femur came screaming from the corner, heading directly for his mouth.
"Bones are not digestible in dogs! They can be very grating as they pass through the intestines and can cause diarrhea with or without blood!" she cried, slamming into the knights mouth and knocking him onto his back. Corjess now lay flat with Femur sticking out of his mouth, slowly regaining his senses.
"Calcium! Calcium!" Femur pleaded. Maya didn't exactly understand but knew that the brave bone was willing to sacrifice herself. She wound up and kicked the knight's jaw shut onto the bone, causing a large chunk of Femur to get lodged in his throat.
Femur fell to the floor, broken, while the knight turned purple, choking to death.
Padestein wasn't doing that well either. The difficulty of the Corjess and Padestein fight had always been fighting two foes at once. With one of them down, it was easy for Lunarious to knock the spear from the orange knight's hand. Padestein seemed nonplussed, however, and attempted to maneuver around The Moonlit Knight.
"What are you doing? You are unarmed. Yield," demanded Lunarious.
Padestein looked nervous. "Oh, I will, honest. But would you allow me to go mourn my fallen comrade a moment? I just want to touch him, say goodbye."
Maya approached him with narrowed eyes.
"Yes, I loved old Carlos, I truly did. He was kind and I didn't mind that he ate people. If I could just get over there—"
Maya pointed her vambrace. "You think I'm stupid? You want to absorb his power! Why do you think we'd just stand here and let you? Lounging Carl, find something to tie him up."
The cursed one did so and Lunarious took Femur's broken form under his arm where she moaned about milk. Maya approached the back of the Sepulcher where four identical indentations awaited her. After a moment, Lunarious and Lounging Carl put their respective hands on her shoulder.
"M'lady, it's time," said Lunarious. "It's been the very highest of honors."
"I'm not that hungry but I could eat," said Lounging Carl.
And she put four Soul Orbs into the recessions, each sinking in with a soft click. After a moment, the floor fell away and they plummeted.
 	GAME-SOLVERZ HINT!

	Beyond the first Primeval Candle in The Silver City sits a strongbox guarded by an Avarictor. Use a Cleric’s Charm to lull the sinful creature to slumber. This allows you to snatch the Crystal Key and conquer the city ahead.
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The Cycle
	Though she fell through blackness for what felt like minutes, there was no rush of wind, no friction at all. She knew she was traveling through Void on her way to The Chamber of The Cosmic Campfire. After a moment she lifted her head and saw that her companions were not with her. It seemed that in real life, as in the game, you had to face The Callow King alone.
She saw it, looking down. A tiny glowing speck that grew larger, at first slowly, then rapidly. The speck expanded to a desolate, stone hewn, circular chamber with a strange bonfire in the middle. The Cosmic Campfire wasn't just a fire. It burned the goodwill of the people of the kingdom, their very souls, to sustain The Callow King. The king sat there, hunched over the fire, poking it with a stick. And, across from him, Carlee.
As the ground grew large and filled her field of vision, she slowed down and drifted to the ground, touching the dirt with a soft "fup." Standing there, she wasn't sure if they even noticed her. What was she going to do? She didn't have a plan at this point. Would she fight him? Would she grab Carlee and jump off the edge of The Chamber, taking their chances with The Void?
She was startled from her reverie by a voice. "Come, sit by the fire. I have no intention of fighting you."
It was then that Carlee looked up as well. She squealed and leapt to her feet and tackled Maya, hugging her legs tightly.
"Maya!" she wailed, crying. Maya hugged her little sister as hard as she could without hurting her, holding her close. After minutes, she stood up.
"Are you OK, Carlee?" she asked, seriously.
"Yeah, I'm OK. This mwan is nwice." Carlee walked away, grabbed a rock and tossed it into The Cosmic Campfire. A clutch of souls sprang forth.
The Callow King didn't look up. "I didn't hurt her. I didn't want to hurt anyone. Come, sit down. We'll talk."
"I'll stand, thank you," said Maya, moving to be close to Carlee. The younger girl didn't seem to notice.
"Suit yourself," sighed The Callow King. His voice was somehow familiar, gruff but not without warmth.
"Why did you take her?" Maya demanded.
"You're younger than I thought you'd be. In some ways, that's good, I suppose," he said.
"Start making sense," she demanded.
He shrugged. "None of it makes sense. It's up to you to interpret it. You probably know more about this world than I do. Does it seem like a happy place to you?"
Maya wasn't expecting that question. "Not exactly."
"It's not. It's miserable. I'm here alone. My family left me. My citizens are mad beasts. And here I am, tending a dying fire. If I continue, I might get a few more years out of it. If I abandon it, The Void will take us. It's a damnable cycle. But then again, you know this."
"It's all your fault though, you don't get to be sad about it. You extended your Darke Reign using the Cosmic Campfire. You caused the curse! It's all your fault, you killed the world."
The Callow King looked up. His face was still shrouded in shadow. "Do you really believe that? That I can't be sad about it because it's my fault? Why do you think I'm sad about it?" He looked down and poked the fire with his stick.
Maya thought for a moment.
"It doesn't matter. The prophecy came true. I took the girl and it brought you. And now you get to make a choice," he said.
"I know the choice. I've done this a dozen times. Just give me my sister and I'll make whichever choice you want. I'll leave you here to tend your sad, stupid fire or I'll give it up to The Void. I just want my sister back."
She could hear a melancholy smile in The Callow King's voice. "No, not this time. It's a different choice. Do you know what this is?" The King reached into his tunic and tossed something to Maya.
She instantly knew what she was looking at. A Lethine Sphere, an item used in 2 player versus mode. If you tossed it at the other player, they would wake up at a random bonfire rather than the one they last died at.
"Yeah, so? I don't play versus mode very much. What's it have to do with anything?"
"Read the description," he said.
She did. "A Lethine Sphere, manufactured by the Mnemomancers of Ancient Ul. Occludes the memory. Useful when adventurers quarrel. It is said to have a special properties when wielded by one from the stars. A versus mode item."
It'd been so long since she read it, she forgot that last part. Learned Sevarus said she was from the stars. What did it mean?
"I've had my scholars studying it and I think it's the key to the prophecy," he said.
"What do you mean?"
He shrugged. "Warriors show up here all the time. Someone shows up, kills me and makes the choice. But I'm always back again before too long. Things return to the perpetual twilight eventually. The prophecy said to bring someone from the stars. I wondered, what would make this visitor different?"
"The Lethine Sphere...," she said.
The king nodded. "My scholars believe that by holding that, you get to make a different choice."
"What choice?"
"Well, you can ignore it. You can leave with your sister, step into The Void and go back to your world."
"Or?"
"Or you can bring The Lethine Sphere back to your world, with your sister, and use it. And erase all of this."
Maya's eyes were wide. "What do you mean erase all of this?"
The Callow King looked up again. His eyes were soft brown, the same as Carlee's. "My mistake. If you crush that sphere in your world, Koledran will cease to exist. Or, more accurately, it will be as if Koledran never existed. The portal you took to our world will disappear. Everyone would forget about me, my mistake, and my sad, cursed kingdom."
Maya blinked. "It would erase Souls of Darkness?"
The king smiled. "Your sister told me that's what you call us. It's a very bleak name, don't you think? How do you think that makes us feel?"
"But I love Souls of Darkness," she protested.
"I know you do. I can't force you to make that decision. But my hope is that you do. You've seen the ruins of my kingdom. You've seen the alternative too, the empty misery of the The Void. I come to you as a man, a human being, a father, with a third option. Undo the mistake."
"I need to think about this," she said.
"Take your time. That's the upshot of perpetual twilight. It's perpetual." The King drew aimless shapes in the dirt.
She couldn't pretend the King didn't have a point, as much as she wanted to.  Everywhere she'd been in Koledran was a disaster. The curse left its citizens mindless. Others were torn apart by demons or poisoned by the filth of others. The few who kept their senses were misguided schemers like Artos and Sevarus. Ghost divorce was rampant. And if she erased Souls of Darkness from the world, it wasn't like there weren't other games. Dark Souls, for example, was very similar. She could give that a shot.
And yet, there were moments of goodness, moments of mercy. She thought about the harmless skeletons in The Forgotten Tomb, spending their days japing. Even Engyll the Corrupt seemed to have a reasonably good time of things. And her friends, of course. Lounging Carl, for whom this new world was a responsibility-free haven. Femur who was happy to float along and spout facts. And Lunarious, who was happy pursuing his own moon. Or, at least, he was happy before she came along.
Chasing away that bad thought, what mostly came to mind were the countless televisions she'd seen in the Grand Star Chamber. Hundreds of people of all shapes, sizes, genders, colors, ages and walks of life, all coming together over Souls of Darkness. She thought about The Covenant of The Moon. Not the real one, but her friends and all the fun times she had staying up late, talking about lore and character builds.
Oh, and they'd recently announced Souls of Darkness 2. Yeah, no way was she going to erase it.
"I can see from your face that you've decided. I can't say that I'm happy about it," said The Callow King, standing up. She half expected him to draw his sword, The Sunlight Blade, but instead he just held out his hand. "Do me a favor. Take care of yourself and your sister. Try not to make the same mistake I did."
She shook his hand and returned The Lethine Sphere. "Would you do me a favor, Callow King?"
"My name is Ryant."
"Ryant, would you give this sphere to Lunarious next time you see him? There are things I want him to forget."
"Sure. I'll use it on him before he runs me through." The king smiled. "It'd be an honorable thing to do."
She nodded. Against her better judgement, she was getting upset. "Come on, let's go Carlee. I brought you Little Mr. Pork."
"Lilla Missa Powk!" her sister shouted, running to her Maya. "Goodbwye, sad mwan," she said to The Callow King.
Maya took a moment to look off into The Void and say goodbye to Koledran. Though she knew that she'd visit it again and again, she'd never forget the time that Souls of Darkness was real. Taking her sister's hand, she looked back one final time at The Callow King, pathetic in the shadow of his dying fire.
"It's good that you're trying," she said, and stepped off the edge of the world.
 
*
 
With a rush and a swirl she found herself back in her living room with her sister.
"Maya, is that you? Where were you? I've been calling for you. Were you in the yard?"
Her mom was yelling from the kitchen.
Carlee broke free and ran to her mother. "We waz inda cwampfiuh mommy!"
Maya was breathing heavily, unsure of what to do. She could tell her friends, tell her mom, but they'd never believe her. She looked down at Little Mr. Pork on the floor.
"I guess this is a secret between you and me, little guy."
Suddenly, she heard a sound from the TV, the familiar 8 bit tones of The Moonlight Melody, Lunarious’s theme. She looked to the TV and her jaw dropped.
It showed the familiar Chamber of the Cosmic Campfire scene but instead of a pitched battle, it was her friends staring upward. Lounging Carl leaned on a crumbling spire, waving his remaining arm. It was hard to make out but Femur had a tiny pixilated cast and waved her whole body back and forth. And Lunarious, The Moonlit Knight, stood right in the center, pumping his fist into the air.
She put her hand to the screen and waved back, a tear in her eye. After a time, the image faded to black and the credits rolled.
At the end it said, "Thank you for playing."
 	GAME-SOLVERZ HINT!

	The Callow King is aggressive but easy to dodge. Dodge his attacks and counter! You can do it! If not, feel free to start over. It’s your game, do what you want.


 
Chapter 12
[image: ]
Epilogue
As she had done for the last two years, Maya prepared her care package for Learned Sevarus. A box of Dark Signs cereal, a Watch Out For Fireballs! button, a Form Softworks Keychain and a plastic ring. She gathered the items up in a cardboard box and made her way to the living room.
She had a save game at precisely the right place to use the Brooch and open the portal and she'd been true to her word. Once a month, she would fire up her SuperStation and open the portal, always when her family wasn't home. It was actually difficult to convince her mother that she wanted to keep her old SuperStation now that The SuperStation 2 had come out, complete with Souls of Darkness 2. But she argued that the system had nostalgic value and was allowed to keep it.
That day her mom was at the grocery store with Carlee so she had at least a couple of hours to send the package. As always, she included a little note telling the dragon what she'd been up to. She never actually got a response but it felt cool to have a pen pal from another world. As she was writing the note, she heard a crash from the living room!
"Fuck! What was that!?" she shouted. She was two years older and swore a lot now, especially when mom wasn't home. She ran into the living room to find a lamp knocked over and shards on the carpet. "Shitberries!" she swore. "Sif? Where are you!? Bad dog!"
But when she looked for him, she saw that the dog couldn't have done this. He was tied up in the back yard. What had broken that lamp?
When she went back to the living room to clean up, she noticed that the TV was on and displaying the Souls of Darkness title screen. That's odd, she thought. I didn't even fire it up yet...
And that's when she noticed a small, white object at the corner of the display. She leaned over to pick it up.	
It was a single, pale dragon scale and on the back, a small post it note.
"Scale of Learned Sevarus, scholar and traitor. Once trusted by a forgotten fool from the stars, the insane dragon sought to traverse the barrier between worlds."
She ran to the kitchen and started frantically dialing the phone. "Forgotten fool, huh?" she said. "It's time to assemble The Covenant of The Moon!"
	 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The End
 
 
 
Dear Reader, 
	I hope you liked reading Souls of Darkness. Here is a list of some other books and movies that I thought you might like:
The film Labyrinth
 by Jim Henson
 
The film The Dark Crystal
 by Jim Henson
 
The film Willow 
by Ron Howard
 
The Belgariad series 
by David Eddings
 
The Chronicles of Prydain 
by Lloyd Alexander
 
Sideways Stories from Wayside School 
by Louis Sachar
 
	You can find these books and movies at your local library, bookstore or other fine stores. Ask your teacher or librarian for other books you might enjoy.
				Best wishes,
				Gary Butterfield
 
This book wouldn’t be possible without support from the following people. 
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I thank you all from the very bottom of my heart. Thank you for believing in me and making it possible to create the sort of thing I want to create. 
 
-Gary-
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