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  Dedicated to the players who always pick the “Support” class and then wonder why they’re the only ones doing any work. And to everyone who sees a giant, mysterious crystal and thinks, “I should probably touch that.” This is your fault.
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The lattice was bleeding.

I could feel it through my fingertips, pressed flat against the crystal’s south face where the fracture lines ran thickest. Not pain, exactly. More like a vibration that kept changing pitch, the way a loaded truck sounds different from an empty one rolling over the same stretch of bad road. The crystal was loaded. One hundred and fourteen souls attuned to it, and every one of them was a weight the failing structure had to carry.

Wardkeeper Interface active. Lattice Mend in progress.

Target: Spawn Crystal, Thornwall Outpost

Integrity: 23%. Declining 0.4% per minute.

Estimated repair time at current mana output: 11 min 14 sec.

Mana: 674/920. Regeneration: 8.2/sec.

Eleven minutes. I’d been at this for almost an hour already. My knees ached from kneeling on the stone floor of the crystal chamber, and the mana regen tea I’d drunk before starting had worn off twenty minutes ago. The fracture network inside the crystal looked like a road map of a country that had given up on infrastructure. Cracks branching into cracks, each one a channel where resonance energy leaked out instead of circulating. Every time I sealed one, another opened two inches away, as if the crystal was determined to fall apart and resented my interference.

Lattice Mend progress: Sector 7 of 12 stabilized. Proceeding to Sector 8.

Mana: 631/920.

I shifted my weight and pressed harder. The crystal was warm. That was wrong. Healthy crystals ran cool, body temperature at most. Warm meant the internal lattice was generating friction, which meant micro-fractures I couldn’t see on the interface were grinding against each other with every resurrection pulse. Each time someone attuned to Thornwall died and respawned, the crystal shuddered. A tiny shudder. Barely measurable. But 114 attunements meant 114 potential resurrection events, and in the border territories where Thornwall sat, people died a lot.

The math wasn’t complicated. It was just ugly.

I’d run the projections three days ago when Pellick, Thornwall’s self-appointed clan leader, finally admitted the crystal had been “acting funny.” Acting funny. The man ran a crafting commune, not a military outpost, and he described a structural integrity crisis the way you’d describe a cat that had stopped eating. By the time I arrived, integrity was at 31% and dropping. Standard repair reagents brought it back to 38%. I spent two days cycling Lattice Mend and Ward Circuit in alternating shifts, sleeping four hours a night on a bedroll in the corner of the crystal chamber because I didn’t trust anyone else to monitor the resonance readings. On the third morning, integrity sat at 44% and I allowed myself to believe Thornwall might stabilize.

Then the Greyvale corridor collapsed.

Three crystals. Gone in a single night. The displacement cascade dumped twelve hundred players onto the nearest surviving nodes, and the resonance shockwave hit every crystal in a two-hundred-mile radius. Thornwall’s integrity dropped from 44% to 23% between midnight and dawn. Two days of work, erased by a chain reaction I could have predicted if I’d been watching the network map instead of this one crystal’s fracture lines.

My fault. The word tasted familiar. I’d been chewing on it for eleven months now, ever since I picked Wardkeeper from the skill tree and every combat player on the server looked at me like I’d ordered a salad at a steakhouse.

Lattice Mend progress: Sector 8 of 12 stabilized. Proceeding to Sector 9.

Integrity: 24%. Rate of decline slowing.

Mana: 583/920.

Better. The decline curve was flattening. Three more sectors and the crystal would stabilize, at least enough to hold through the week. After that, I’d need fresh reagents to reinforce the lattice properly, and fresh reagents cost money I didn’t have because Thornwall’s treasury consisted of whatever Pellick could squeeze out of forty amateur blacksmiths and a leatherworker who still thought she was playing a game.

Footsteps. Heavy ones, coming down the spiral staircase that connected the crystal chamber to the outpost’s main hall above. I didn’t turn around. Lattice Mend required sustained contact, and breaking concentration meant restarting the current sector from scratch.

“Korvin.”

Pellick’s voice. Tight. Higher than usual.

“Busy,” I said.

“We’ve got a problem.”

“I know. I’m fixing it.”

“A different problem.”

Something in his tone made the hairs on my arms stand up, but I kept my palms flat against the crystal. Sector 9 was the worst of the remaining four. A web of micro-fractures radiated from a deep structural flaw that probably dated back to the crystal’s original growth phase, long before anyone built an outpost around it. Pulling my hands away now would mean another forty minutes of work to get back to this point.

“Talk,” I said.

“Bren spotted three players on the ridge. East side, maybe four hundred meters out. They’re not moving. Just sitting there, watching.”

“Class?”

“He couldn’t tell. They had some kind of stealth shimmer going. He only saw them because one of them moved against the skyline.”

Stealth shimmer at four hundred meters. That meant either high-level rogues with premium concealment gear, or scouts running modified detection-suppression buffs. Neither option was good.

“Guild tags?”

“He couldn’t read them at that distance.”

I closed my eyes. The crystal hummed under my hands, its lattice vibrating with the particular frequency of Sector 9’s instability. Seven more minutes to finish the repair. Maybe eight if the deep flaw resisted the mend cycle.

“Pellick. Go back upstairs. Tell Bren to keep watching them but not to engage. Not to message them, not to wave, not to do anything that suggests we know they’re there. Pull everyone inside the walls. Lock the gate. And do it quietly.”

“You think they’re…”

“I think three invisible players sitting on a ridge overlooking a failing spawn crystal is not a social visit. Go.”

His footsteps retreated up the stairs, faster than they’d come down. I heard the scrape of the iron door at the top and then his muffled voice calling to someone in the hall. Good. At least he moved fast when scared.

Lattice Mend progress: Sector 9 of 12. Deep structural flaw detected. Repair cycle extended.

Estimated additional time: 3 min 22 sec.

Mana: 547/920.

I adjusted my grip on the crystal and fed more mana into the fracture network. The deep flaw fought back, the way old wounds always do. You couldn’t truly heal a structural defect. All you could do was build enough reinforcement around it that the stress distributed evenly instead of concentrating at the weak point. It was the same principle that kept bridges standing and supply chains functioning: you didn’t eliminate the vulnerability, you managed it. You spread the load. You planned for the failure you knew was coming and made sure it happened where you could control it.

The crystal pulsed. Someone had just died and respawned.

Resurrection event logged. Player: Genrik (Level 18, Bladewright).

Cause of death: PvE, Quartzback Boar, Thornwall East Field.

Crystal load: 0.7% integrity consumed per resurrection.

Current integrity: 23.6%.

A level-18 Bladewright dying to a boar. In the fields right outside the outpost. If those scouts on the ridge were paying attention, and they were paying attention, they just watched a resurrection pulse light up the crystal chamber like a signal flare. Here we are. Come and get us.

I pushed the thought away. Seven minutes. Six now, maybe. Focus on the lattice. Let the mend cycle finish.

The next four minutes passed in something that wasn’t silence but felt like it. The crystal hummed. My mana ticked down and regenerated in a steady rhythm. I could hear the outpost above me through the stone ceiling: footsteps, the creak of the gate mechanism, Pellick’s voice giving instructions that were probably too loud and too nervous to be useful. The man meant well. He’d built Thornwall as a haven for crafters who wanted to work without worrying about PvP raids and territory disputes. A good idea, in a server that no longer rewarded good ideas.

Lattice Mend progress: Sector 9 of 12 stabilized. Proceeding to Sector 10.

Integrity: 24.1%. Rate of decline arrested.

Mana: 489/920.

The decline had stopped. The crystal wasn’t healing yet, but it wasn’t getting worse. Three more sectors and I could lock in a baseline that would hold for days instead of hours. My shoulders burned from holding the same position. I ignored them.

Sector 10. Clean. Minor fractures, well-distributed, easy to seal. Forty-five seconds.

Sector 11. A cluster of parallel cracks that wanted to become a shear plane. I fed mana into the gaps, felt the lattice resist, pushed harder. The crystal’s temperature dropped half a degree. Good sign. Ninety seconds.

Lattice Mend progress: Sector 11 of 12 stabilized. Proceeding to Sector 12.

Integrity: 25.3%. Baseline approaching viable threshold.

Mana: 412/920.

One more sector. Two minutes, maybe less. I could feel the crystal starting to cohere, the way a broken machine sounds when the last misaligned part finally seats properly. The hum smoothed out. The vibration under my palms shifted from rough to steady.

Then the floor shook.

Not the crystal. The ground itself. A deep, concussive thump that rattled dust from the ceiling and sent tiny stone chips skittering across the floor. I knew that sound. Every Wardkeeper knew that sound, the way a doctor knows the sound of a flatline.

Shatter charge. Someone had just planted a Shatter charge on the outpost’s outer wall.

Warning! Seismic disturbance detected within 200m of active Lattice Mend operation. Maintain contact to preserve repair progress.

Warning: Breaking contact will reset current sector. All progress on Sector 12 will be lost.

A second thump. Closer. The iron door at the top of the stairs banged open and Pellick’s voice came tumbling down, cracked with panic.

“They’re on the wall! Three of them! They’re planting something on the foundations!”

Shatter charges. Planted on the outpost’s structural foundation, which shared bedrock with the crystal chamber. If they detonated at this range, the seismic pulse would hit the crystal like a sledgehammer hitting a wine glass. At 25% integrity, the crystal might survive. Might. The math on that particular calculation involved variables I didn’t have time to compute.

I had a choice. A clean, binary, logistics-grade choice.

Option one: pull my hands off the crystal, run upstairs, and try to stop three stealth-capable players from detonating charges that were probably on a remote trigger. Even if I reached them in time, my combat capabilities consisted of a secondary Hexwarden dip that gave me exactly two offensive spells, both of which hit about as hard as a polite suggestion. I was level 34. If those scouts were Razed Banner, and they were Razed Banner, the weakest of them outleveled me by thirty points minimum.

Option two: stay. Finish the repair. Seal Sector 12 and bring the crystal to the highest integrity I could manage before the charges blew. Give it every possible fraction of a percentage point to survive the detonation.

The math was simple. I couldn’t stop the charges. I could strengthen the crystal.

“Pellick. Get everyone into the chamber. Now. Everyone. Pull them off the walls, out of the workshops, out of bed if you have to. Get them in here, around the crystal, and stay low.”

“But the charges…”

“I know about the charges. Get your people down here. Do it now.”

His footsteps vanished upstairs. A third thump, this one directly overhead. Dust cascaded from the ceiling. A crack appeared in the stone above the stairwell, thin as a hair, branching like lightning.

Lattice Mend progress: Sector 12 of 12. Estimated time to completion: 1 min 48 sec.

Mana: 388/920.

One minute forty-eight seconds. I could hear people coming down the stairs now, a confused stampede of boots and bare feet and the clatter of someone dropping a smithing hammer on the stone steps. Pellick’s voice, hoarse and commanding for once in his life, shepherding them into the chamber. “Against the far wall! Away from the door! Move!”

I didn’t look. I watched the numbers.

Lattice Mend: 40% complete on Sector 12.

Integrity: 25.7%.

The crystal was knitting. I could feel the last sector’s fractures closing, the lattice tightening like a net being drawn shut. Not perfect. Not even good. But functional. Viable. Enough to maybe, maybe survive what was coming.

Sixty seconds.

Another thump. Not a charge this time. Something heavier. A siege-grade Shatter mine, the kind that cost eight hundred gold apiece and could crack a crystal from fifty meters. If they’d brought one of those, the math changed. The math changed badly.

Lattice Mend: 70% complete on Sector 12.

Integrity: 26.2%.

Forty seconds.

Someone was praying behind me. Soft words in a language the game’s translation system couldn’t parse, which meant it was real. Not game-speak, not Ironfeld common. A human language, spoken by a human being who’d gone perma inside this server and was now standing in a stone basement watching the walls crack and asking whatever god they’d carried with them from the outside to please, please let this hold.

Thirty seconds.

Lattice Mend: 85% complete on Sector 12.

My mana bar was dropping faster than regen could fill it. I was burning through reserves I’d need later, but later was a concept that required the crystal to still exist, so I poured it in. Every point. Every fraction.

Twenty seconds.

The praying stopped. In its place, silence. The particular silence of people who have run out of things to say and are simply waiting to learn whether they will continue to exist.

Ten seconds.

Lattice Mend: 97% complete.

I felt the last fracture close. The lattice locked. The crystal’s hum dropped an octave and steadied into something that sounded, if you were inclined to anthropomorphize a mineral structure (and after eleven months of touching them, I was), like a long exhale.

Lattice Mend complete! All 12 sectors stabilized.

Spawn Crystal, Thornwall Outpost.

Integrity: 27.4%.

Status: CRITICAL but STABLE.

Wardkeeper Bonus: Emergency stabilization grants +3% integrity buffer for 2 hours. Effective integrity: 30.4%.

I pulled my hands away. My fingers were numb. My mana sat at 201 out of 920, and the regen felt sluggish, like my body had forgotten how to refill the tank after draining it that hard.

I stood up. My knees popped. Turned around.

The crystal chamber was full. Forty-odd people pressed against the far wall, their faces lit by the crystal’s pale blue glow. Crafters in leather aprons. A couple of low-level fighters in mismatched plate. Three children, which meant three perma players under sixteen whose parents or guardians had brought them to Thornwall because it was supposed to be safe. An elderly Stonekin woman who ran the outpost’s general store sat on the floor with her back against the wall, her eyes closed, her lips still moving.

Pellick stood at the base of the stairs, blocking the doorway with his body. He was shaking. His health bar, visible through the party interface, was full. He wasn’t injured. He was just afraid.

I opened my mouth to tell him it was going to be fine, which would have been a lie, when the world turned white.

The detonation hit the crystal chamber like a fist made of sound. The floor bucked. The walls screamed, stone grinding against stone. People fell. The children screamed. The crystal, my crystal, the crystal I’d just spent an hour stitching back together, rang like a bell struck by a wrecking ball.

Seismic event detected!

Shatter charge detonation: magnitude 7.2 (local scale).

Impact on Spawn Crystal, Thornwall Outpost:

Integrity damage: -18.1%

Current integrity: 12.3%

Emergency stabilization buffer: consumed.

Status: CRITICAL. Structural failure imminent within 4-6 hours at current load.

Warning! Integrity below 15%. Displacement cascade risk: HIGH.

Recommend immediate load reduction (player de-attunement) or emergency reagent infusion.

The dust settled. The ringing in my ears faded to a high whine. I looked at the crystal. A new fracture, visible to the naked eye, ran diagonally across its south face, right through the sector I’d finished repairing nineteen seconds ago. The fracture glowed faintly orange. Hot. Stressed. But sealed. The lattice around it was holding the crack in place like scaffolding around a broken beam.

Twelve percent integrity. With 114 players attuned.

If I hadn’t finished the repair, if that last sector had been open when the charge hit, the crystal would have detonated. Every person in this room would be in Displacement right now, dumped onto the nearest surviving crystal, stacking debuffs, losing stats, losing time, losing ground they’d never get back.

Instead, the crystal held. At twelve percent, in critical condition, bleeding resonance energy from a fracture I couldn’t fix without reagents I didn’t have. But it held.

I pulled up the outpost’s external sensor feed on my interface. The three scouts were moving east, away from Thornwall, at a pace that suggested professional withdrawal rather than retreat. They weren’t running. They’d done what they came to do. Planted the charges, triggered them remotely from a safe distance, and now they were leaving to report the results.

One of them had stopped briefly at the ridge. A targeting marker appeared on my sensor feed and vanished.

Waypoint logged (hostile). Coordinates transmitted to unknown recipient.

They’d marked the location. Tagged it for follow-up. This wasn’t the attack. This was the survey.

I closed the sensor feed. Opened the crystal network map. The Greyvale corridor was a string of dead nodes, dark spots where crystals used to be. The displacement wave was still propagating, integrity readings dropping at crystals I’d never visited, would never have time to visit. The wave would reach Thornwall’s network neighbors within forty-eight hours, maybe less. When it did, their integrity would drop, and the people attuned to those crystals would start dying and respawning more often, and each respawn would drain more energy, and the crystals would fail faster, and the cycle would continue until there was nothing left but the Razed Banner’s protected nodes and whatever scraps of independence they decided to tolerate.

I stared at the map. One hundred and fourteen people behind me, waiting for me to say something. To tell them the plan. To make the logistics work.

The crystal at Thornwall had twelve percent integrity and a fracture that would kill it within the week, reagents or no reagents. Even if I could find the materials, even if I could stabilize it permanently, the outpost’s walls were cracked, its defenses were a joke, and the Razed Banner had just painted a target on its location. The next visit wouldn’t be three scouts with charges. It would be a strike force.

One hundred and fourteen people. When the crystal failed, where would they go? The nearest surviving node was Korrath Hold, already overcrowded, already straining under its own load. Dumping 114 more attunements onto Korrath’s crystal would push it past capacity and accelerate its decline. The displacement would propagate. Korrath would fail. The next crystal down the line would fail. Dominoes.

The math didn’t work. It never worked. You could repair one crystal, reinforce one outpost, save one group of crafters and children and old women, and the system-level collapse kept rolling because it wasn’t a local problem. It was a network problem, and you couldn’t solve a network problem one node at a time.

I was angry. Not at the scouts, not at the Razed Banner, not even at Pellick, who was still standing at the base of the stairs with that look on his face like someone had told him the rules of his game had changed and nobody was going to explain the new ones. I was angry at the math. At the clean, undeniable arithmetic of cascading failure that said everything I’d done in this room was a delay, not a solution.

I took a breath. Let it out. Folded the network map.

“Pellick.”

He blinked. “Yes?”

“Crystal’s at twelve percent. It’ll hold for a few days if we reduce the resurrection load. Tell your people to stay inside the walls. No farming, no gathering runs, nothing that gets them killed and forces a respawn. Every resurrection pulse costs us integrity we can’t afford.”

He nodded, too fast.

“I need reagents. Three units of Lattice Sealer and a Resonance Stabilizer cartridge, minimum. Your treasury got the funds?”

His expression answered that before his mouth did.

“Right. I’ll source them myself. In the meantime, I’m going to cycle Ward Circuit on the crystal every four hours to slow the bleed. That means I don’t leave this chamber. Someone will need to bring me food and water. And tea. The kind with the mana regen bonus, if your herbalist can manage it.”

“Okay. Yes. I’ll tell her.”

I turned back to the crystal. Placed my hands on it again, gently this time, not to repair but to listen. The hum was ragged. The new fracture was stable but unhappy, radiating stress into the surrounding lattice like a toothache radiating into your jaw.

Twelve percent. One hundred and fourteen souls. A hostile waypoint logged in someone’s attack planner, waiting for a strike force that was probably already being assembled.

I’d bought them hours. Maybe days. Not enough. Not nearly enough.

But the crystal was still standing. And as long as it was standing, the people attuned to it had a place to come back to when they died. That was the whole job. That was the only job. Keep the crystal alive so the people stay real.

I began the first Ward Circuit cycle. Mana flowed out of me and into the stone. The crystal’s hum steadied, just a fraction. Just enough to matter.

Behind me, someone started praying again.
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I was counting tea bags when the server started dying.

Not my server. Not yet. But the network map on my Wardkeeper interface didn’t care about jurisdiction. It showed every crystal I had permissions to monitor, which after eleven months of trading repair favors across the server’s independent outposts, meant about sixty nodes. Sixty pale blue dots arranged across the map like a constellation someone had drawn while drunk. Each dot pulsed with its own rhythm, a heartbeat I could read the way a mechanic reads engine noise. Fast pulse, high load. Slow pulse, stable. No pulse, dead.

Three dots in the Greyvale corridor went dark between one breath and the next.

Server Alert! Emergency Broadcast, Priority 1.

Spawn Crystal DESTROYED: Greyvale Station (ID: GV-0117)

Spawn Crystal DESTROYED: Greyvale Crossing (ID: GV-0224)

Spawn Crystal DESTROYED: Greyvale South Gate (ID: GV-0331)

Cause: Coordinated Shatter assault. Razed Banner guild confirmed.

Total displaced players: 1,247.

Displacement cascade in progress. All Wardkeepers: monitor local crystal integrity.

I set the tea bag down on the workbench. My hands were steady. The rest of me was doing arithmetic.

Greyvale Station had held around four hundred attunements. Greyvale Crossing, three hundred and fifty. South Gate, close to five hundred. All three crystals networked to each other and to a ring of smaller nodes that stretched south and west toward the border territories where Thornwall sat. The destruction of three networked crystals didn’t just displace 1,247 players. It sent a resonance shockwave through every crystal connected to the dead nodes, a pulse of destabilized energy that hit surviving crystals like a stress test they hadn’t signed up for.

I pulled up the integrity readings for the four crystals closest to Greyvale’s collapse.

Korrath Hold: Integrity 71%. Load: 412/500 attunements. Status: Stable but strained.

Durnfeld Outpost: Integrity 58%. Load: 289/350 attunements. Status: Moderate risk.

Solvik Camp: Integrity 44%. Load: 178/200 attunements. Status: High risk.

Thornwall Outpost: Integrity 12%. Load: 114/150 attunements. Status: CRITICAL.

Four crystals. The nearest surviving nodes in the displacement chain. When 1,247 people lost their bind points tonight, the system would relocate them to the closest crystal with available capacity. The allocation algorithm was simple: nearest first, capacity permitting, with overflow cascading to the next nearest. It was designed for isolated incidents. One crystal failing. A dozen players needing new homes. Not this.

I opened the cascade simulator, a tool buried so deep in the Wardkeeper interface that most players in my class didn’t know it existed. I’d found it during my third week in Ironfeld, while reading through the skill tree documentation at two in the morning because I couldn’t sleep and the alternative was lying in the dark thinking about the body in the apartment in Nizhny Novgorod. The cascade simulator let you model displacement events across a crystal network and project integrity loss over time.

I fed it the numbers. Three crystals destroyed. 1,247 players entering displacement. Four receiving nodes with current integrity and load figures. Standard resurrection frequency for mixed-level populations in contested border territories.

The simulator thought for three seconds. Then it drew me a graph.

Korrath Hold would absorb the largest share of refugees, roughly 600, pushing it to capacity. The sudden load increase would accelerate integrity loss from its baseline rate of 0.1% per day to approximately 1.8% per day. At that rate, Korrath’s crystal would drop below 50% integrity within two weeks. Below 50% was where things got unpredictable. Micro-fractures propagated faster. Resonance patterns destabilized. The crystal entered what the engineering manuals called “accelerated decline,” which was a polite way of saying the rock was dying and would take everyone attuned to it along for the ride.

Durnfeld would take maybe 300, hitting capacity. Similar trajectory. Three weeks to critical, maybe less if the population engaged in heavy combat and drove up the resurrection rate.

Solvik was already in trouble. It would absorb 200 refugees and immediately exceed its rated capacity. The simulator drew its integrity line plunging into red within six days.

And Thornwall.

Thornwall, with its 12% integrity and its fracture line I’d stabilized nineteen hours ago and its 114 crafters and children and one old woman who prayed in a language the translation system couldn’t parse. Thornwall sat at the end of the displacement chain like the last bucket under a leaking roof. It wouldn’t absorb refugees from Greyvale directly. Its capacity was too low, its integrity too poor. The system would route around it. But the resonance shockwave from Greyvale’s collapse would still hit it, because resonance didn’t care about capacity. Resonance traveled through the network the way vibrations travel through a bridge: every connected node felt it.

The simulator projected Thornwall’s integrity loss from the shockwave at 2.3% over forty-eight hours.

I stared at that number. Twelve percent minus 2.3 left 9.7. Below ten percent, a crystal entered what the manuals called “terminal oscillation,” which wasn’t polite at all. It meant the lattice structure had lost the ability to self-regulate. Without constant Wardkeeper intervention, the crystal would shake itself apart within hours.

Forty-eight hours. That was how long Thornwall had before the shockwave arrived and pushed its crystal below the threshold.

I closed the simulator. Folded the projection graph into my saved files. Then I opened my message interface and composed a note to Pellick.

I wrote it three times before sending it.

The first draft was too long. It explained the cascade mechanics, the resonance shockwave, the integrity projections. It cited the engineering manuals and included the simulator output as an attachment. It was a briefing document, and Pellick was not an officer receiving a briefing. He was a leatherworker who’d started a crafting commune because he liked making belts.

The second draft was too short. “Evacuate Thornwall within 48 hours. Crystal will fail. This is not optional.” Accurate. Also guaranteed to produce the exact wrong response from a man whose entire identity was built around the outpost he’d founded.

The third draft found the middle. I kept it to six sentences. I stated the situation: Greyvale corridor destroyed, displacement cascade in progress, resonance shockwave inbound. I stated the timeline: forty-eight hours. I stated the recommendation: begin organized evacuation to Korrath Hold, which despite its own problems had the capacity and the structural integrity to absorb 114 additional attunements without immediate collapse. I offered to coordinate the de-attunement process remotely, which would minimize the stress on Thornwall’s crystal during the transfer. I did not use the word “evacuate.” I used the phrase “staged relocation.”

I sent it. Then I put water on for tea, because the next hour was going to be long and I’d learned months ago that waiting for replies on an empty stomach and with cold hands made everything worse.

The reply came in eleven minutes. I’d expected twenty, so Pellick was either more alert than usual or more afraid than he was admitting.

Korvin. Appreciate the heads up. We discussed it at this mornings meeting. Decided to hold position. Thornwall is our home. We dont run. Pellick.

I read it twice. Then I read it a third time, focusing on the word “meeting.” This morning’s meeting. Which meant Pellick had received my message, taken it to his people, presented the situation, and held a vote. In eleven minutes. Either the meeting was already in progress when my message arrived, which meant they’d already been discussing the Greyvale collapse and had already decided to stay before I weighed in, or the “meeting” consisted of Pellick telling three friends at breakfast that some Wardkeeper was being dramatic and receiving nods of agreement over their porridge.

I typed a response. Deleted it. Typed another. Deleted that one too.

The thing about logistics is that it teaches you to recognize a failure mode before it finishes failing. You see the inventory numbers trending wrong. You see the delivery schedule slipping. You see the warehouse manager who keeps saying “it’s fine, we’ll catch up next week” while the backlog grows and the trucks stack up at the loading dock. And you learn, after enough iterations, that the warehouse manager is not lying. He believes it. He has to believe it, because the alternative is admitting that the system he built and runs and identifies with is not going to make it. Admitting that means admitting he failed, and people will walk through fire before they admit they’ve failed.

Pellick wasn’t stupid. He’d seen the Greyvale alerts. He knew the server was contracting, the independents being squeezed, the crystals failing faster than anyone could fix them. He knew Thornwall’s crystal was at 12% and held together by my repair work and wishful thinking. He knew all of that, and he’d still told his people they were staying, because Thornwall was the thing he’d built in this world and the idea of abandoning it was worse than the math.

I’d seen this before. Not in games. In the army. In the logistics corps, where I’d spent fourteen years managing supply chains for units that operated on the assumption that supplies would always arrive, until they didn’t. The officers who refused to adjust their operational plans when the supply data changed were not bad officers. Most of them were brave, competent, and sincere. They simply couldn’t metabolize the information that the system they depended on was breaking. The data said one thing. Their experience, their identity, their entire framework for understanding the world said another. And the framework always won, right up until the moment the last truck didn’t come and the ammunition ran out and someone had to explain to a room full of soldiers that the plan had changed because the plan had always been wrong.

Pellick was standing in front of that room right now. He just didn’t know it yet.

I composed one more message. Short. Professional. The kind of message you write when you know the recipient won’t act on it but you need the record to show you tried.

Pellick. Understood. I respect the decision. Recommend you establish contingency bind points at Korrath Hold for essential personnel, including your under-18 perma residents. If Thornwall’s crystal fails without warning, the displacement will route to the nearest available node. Korrath is your best option. Having a fallback position is not the same as running. It is planning. Korvin.

I sent it. No reply came. I didn’t expect one.

I poured the tea. Ironfeld’s herbalists had figured out early that mana regeneration buffs sold better than healing potions in a world where most deaths came from running dry mid-fight, and the premium blends could push your regen rate up by 5% for two hours. I couldn’t afford premium. My blend was a mid-tier mix I bought in bulk from a retired alchemist in Korrath who gave me a discount because I’d fixed a resonance leak in his building’s foundation crystal last month. It tasted like someone had boiled pine needles in dishwater. It worked.

Strong Herbal Tea (Standard Grade)

Use: +3% Mana Regeneration for 2 hrs.

I drank it standing at the workbench, my interface open, watching the displacement cascade unfold in real time.

The first wave of relocations hit Korrath Hold at 03:14 server time. The crystal’s integrity reading, which I’d been watching pulse at a comfortable 71%, dropped to 68% in the first hour as 200 displaced players materialized in the Hold’s resurrection chamber and immediately began drawing on the crystal’s energy reserves. By 04:00, another 180 had arrived. Korrath’s load counter climbed past 600, then 650. The crystal’s pulse quickened, a heartbeat running fast under unexpected strain.

I messaged Korrath’s Wardkeeper, a methodical Stonekin named Ferdas who I’d traded repair notes with for months.

Ferdas. Watching your numbers. You seeing the load spike?

Three minutes later:

Seeing it. Already cycling Ward Circuit. Got enough reagents for maybe ten days of sustained maintenance. After that I’m in trouble. Your projection says two weeks to sub-50. You think that holds?

I checked the simulator again. Updated the numbers with real-time data.

Projection holds if resurrection rate stays at current baseline. If your new residents start dying more than twice daily average, timeline compresses. Could be ten days instead of fourteen. Recommend you petition Korrath leadership to restrict combat activity in contested zones until the load stabilizes.

His reply was a single word:

Hah.

Which told me everything about Korrath’s leadership and their likelihood of restricting combat activity to protect a crystal they’d taken for granted since the day it was grown.

Durnfeld’s numbers moved next. Their crystal absorbed 290 displaced players between 04:00 and 06:00, pushing it to capacity. The Wardkeeper there was a part-timer, a combat player who’d picked up the Lattice Mend skill as a secondary and used it the way most people used a spare tire: it was in the trunk, theoretically functional, and they’d never actually tested it under pressure. I sent a detailed maintenance protocol to their inbox. No acknowledgment.

Solvik was the one that worried me most. Their crystal was already at 44% before the cascade. By 05:30, it had absorbed its share of refugees and the integrity reading was dropping at a rate my simulator hadn’t predicted, because the simulator assumed standard resurrection frequency and Solvik’s population included a disproportionate number of low-level grinders who died and respawned eight to twelve times a day farming in the hills around the camp. Each respawn was a hammer blow to an already cracking crystal.

Solvik Camp: Integrity 39%. Load: 387/200 attunements (OVER CAPACITY).

Rate of decline: 1.2% per hour.

Estimated time to critical threshold (15%): 20 hours.

I set down the tea. Twenty hours. Solvik’s crystal would be in terminal range by tomorrow night. When it failed, its 387 attunements would cascade to the next available node. Which, depending on how the network routing calculated distance and capacity at that moment, could be Korrath, Durnfeld, or Thornwall.

If it was Thornwall, 387 players landing on a crystal at 12% integrity would kill it instantly. Not in hours. Not in minutes. The system would attempt to attune 387 new players to a crystal that could barely hold 114, the load would spike past any threshold I could reinforce, and the lattice would shatter.

I opened the routing algorithm documentation. Buried in the Wardkeeper archive, three layers deep, behind two access gates I’d unlocked by completing a quest chain that most Wardkeepers never bothered with because the rewards were “documentation access” and who wanted documentation when you could have a sword?

The routing algorithm prioritized three factors: distance, available capacity, and crystal integrity. Distance was weighted highest. Capacity second. Integrity third. Which meant that if Solvik failed, the system would route its refugees to the nearest crystal with any available capacity, regardless of that crystal’s condition. Thornwall was closer to Solvik than Korrath was. And Thornwall technically had 36 open attunement slots.

The algorithm didn’t know that those 36 slots existed because the crystal was too damaged to safely fill them. The algorithm didn’t know about fracture lines or resonance shockwaves or the difference between rated capacity and survivable load. The algorithm was a formula. It did what formulas do: it solved for the variables it was given and ignored everything else.

I had twenty hours to change one of those variables.

I couldn’t move Thornwall farther from Solvik. I couldn’t increase Korrath’s capacity fast enough to make it a more attractive routing target. But I could do one thing: I could reduce Thornwall’s available capacity to zero. If every attunement slot was filled, the routing algorithm would skip Thornwall entirely and send Solvik’s refugees to the next node in the chain.

Filling 36 slots meant finding 36 players willing to attune to a crystal at 12% integrity in an outpost that had been tagged for a Razed Banner strike. Players who understood that attuning to Thornwall right now was less like moving into a house and more like volunteering to sit inside a building that might collapse at any moment.

I wasn’t going to find those players. Nobody with survival instincts would take that deal.

Which left one other option. I could de-attune Thornwall’s existing population and re-attune them at Korrath Hold, reducing Thornwall’s load to zero and removing it from the routing algorithm entirely. An empty crystal with no attunements wouldn’t receive displaced players, because there would be no one to displace to it. The crystal would sit alone in its chamber, slowly dying, and the cascade would flow around it like water around a stone.

This was the evacuation I’d recommended to Pellick two hours ago. The one he’d refused.

I pulled up his message again. We dont run.

Four hours had passed since the Greyvale collapse. In that time, 1,247 players had been scattered across a network that wasn’t built to hold them. Three crystals were absorbing unsustainable loads. One was twenty hours from failure. And the man responsible for 114 lives was sitting in his outpost, surrounded by cracking walls and a crystal I’d glued together with mana and stubbornness, telling himself that holding position was the same as having a plan.

I closed the message. Opened my personal log. I’d been keeping it since the first week, a habit carried over from military service where you documented everything because the day would come when someone would ask you to explain a decision and the only thing standing between you and a tribunal was the paperwork.

Log Entry, Day 327.

Greyvale corridor destroyed. Three crystals confirmed shattered. Displacement cascade active. Solvik Camp projected to fail within 20 hours. If Solvik fails, routing algorithm will send approximately 387 refugees to Thornwall, which cannot survive the load. Recommended evacuation to Thornwall leadership. Recommendation refused.

Options: (1) De-attune Thornwall population by force. Technically possible. Wardkeeper override exists for emergency crystal management. Would destroy my relationship with Pellick and every independent outpost leader who hears about it. Sets precedent that Wardkeepers can override local sovereignty. Bad precedent. Worse politics. (2) Allow Thornwall to receive Solvik overflow and fail. 114 current residents enter displacement. Crystal destroyed. Permanent loss of network node. (3) Find alternative solution within 20-hour window.

I saved the log. Stared at the three options.

Option one was correct. Option one was also the kind of correct that gets you killed, because in a world where trust is the only currency that matters more than gold, a Wardkeeper who overrides a community’s decision is a Wardkeeper nobody will ever let near their crystal again. Pellick would hate me. The other outpost leaders would hear about it within a day. The message would be clear: let the repair guy in and he’ll decide when you leave your own home.

Option two was unacceptable.

Option three was a blank space where a plan should be.

I drained the rest of the tea. It had gone cold. The mana regen buff was still active, a faint warmth in my chest that had nothing to do with the drink’s temperature.

Twenty hours. Nineteen, now.

I reopened the network map. Stared at the constellation of blue dots, the dark holes where Greyvale used to be, the pulsing nodes that were working too hard and the dim ones that were barely holding on. Thornwall blinked at the edge of my display, faint and irregular, like a star that couldn’t decide whether it was dying or just tired.

Somewhere on that map, in the spaces between the dots, there had to be something I wasn’t seeing. A node I’d missed. A variable the routing algorithm hadn’t accounted for. A piece of the network that didn’t fit the model.

I expanded the map. Zoomed out past the border territories, past the contested zones, past the trade routes and the guild holdings and the Razed Banner’s protected enclaves. Zoomed out until I could see the edges of the playable world, where the terrain dissolved into placeholder geometry and the skybox met the ground in a hard line that nobody was supposed to look at too closely.

And there, in the northeast corner of the map, inside the gray hatch marks that designated the Quarantine Zone, my Wardkeeper interface picked up something it had never shown me before.

A resonance signature. Faint. Steady. Unmapped.

Something was pulsing in the Quarantine Zone. Something that resonated on the same frequency as a spawn crystal, but wasn’t listed in any database I had access to.

I zoomed in. The signature didn’t resolve into a labeled node. No ID number. No integrity reading. No attunement count. Just a pulse, slow and regular, like a heartbeat at rest.

I flagged it. Saved the coordinates. Filed them alongside the log entry and the cascade projections and the message from Pellick that said We dont run.

Then I closed the map and started planning for Pellick’s failure.
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Eleven months earlier.

The capsule smelled like the last person who’d used it. Sweat and cheap deodorant and something chemical, a cleaning agent that hadn’t quite finished its job. The padding on the headrest was compressed in the shape of someone else’s skull, a stranger who’d spent their four legal hours running through a fantasy world and then climbed out and went back to whatever life waited for them outside the machine.

I shifted my weight and felt the familiar grinding in my lower back, the vertebrae settling against each other in the way that my neurologist had described, with admirable clinical detachment, as “progressive mechanical failure.” L3 through L5. The discs were compressing. The nerve channels were narrowing. The signals from my brain to my legs were arriving late, garbled, and increasingly optional. Six months ago I could walk without thinking about it. Three months ago I started using a cane. Last week my left foot stopped responding to commands for eleven seconds while I was crossing a street, and the only reason I didn’t fall was that a teenager grabbed my arm and held me upright until my leg remembered what it was for.

Two years. That was the neurologist’s estimate. Two years of progressive decline until I’d need a wheelchair full-time, followed by an indefinite period of further deterioration that she described as “variable in trajectory” and I translated as “we don’t know when it stops getting worse, or if it stops.”

I wasn’t dying. That was the distinction my sister Anya kept making, as if the distinction mattered. “You’re not dying, Kolya. People live full lives in wheelchairs.” She was right. They did. I’d seen them, during my fourteen years in the logistics corps, processing supply requisitions for military hospitals where soldiers who’d left parts of themselves in places the evening news didn’t mention learned to navigate a world that hadn’t been built for them. I respected those people with every gram of professionalism I possessed. I also knew, with the certainty of a man who’d spent his career watching systems degrade, that my particular system was not going to stabilize. The neurologist’s “variable trajectory” was doctor-speak for a downhill slope with no guardrail, and the only question was how fast.

The capsule hummed. The FIVR system ran its startup sequence, a cascade of green indicators scrolling across the inside of the visor. I’d bought the capsule secondhand from a forum contact who’d upgraded to a newer model. It was three years old, scuffed, and the left armrest wobbled. But the immersion hardware was intact, and the jailbreak chip I’d had installed by a technician who worked out of a garage in the industrial district south of Nizhny Novgorod had bypassed the government-mandated four-hour timer without tripping any of the monitoring flags.

The IV drip hung from a stand Anya had set up beside the capsule. Saline and nutrients, calibrated by a retired nurse from the perma forums who charged two hundred dollars for a consultation and provided instructions so detailed they read like aircraft maintenance manuals. Anya had practiced the setup three times before today. She’d cried during the first practice run and been steady by the third, which was the trajectory I’d expected because Anya was built the same way I was: she processed emotion by converting it into competence.

I’d said goodbye to her an hour ago. Not goodbye. We didn’t use that word. I told her I’d message her from inside as soon as I could, and she told me to eat something before logging in, and I told her I’d eaten, which was a lie, and she knew it was a lie, and neither of us corrected the record because the lie was easier to carry out the door than the truth.

FIVR System Online.

Operator Status: Connected.

Capsule Model: NeuroLink V7 (Modified).

Immersion Mode: Full. Timer Override: Active.

Warning: Extended full immersion exceeding government-regulated limits may result in permanent consciousness transfer (perma mode). This outcome is irreversible. Do you wish to proceed?

I read the warning. I’d read it forty times on the forums, in screenshots and transcriptions and arguments about its legal implications. The warning was mandated by the 16th Amendment to the Internet and Virtual Reality Act. It appeared in every jailbroken capsule on every server in every country that had signed the FIVR regulation treaty. It was supposed to make you stop and think. It was supposed to be a barrier.

“Confirm.”

The capsule’s interior dissolved. The smell vanished. The grinding in my spine vanished. The weight of my body, the constant negotiation between gravity and failing infrastructure, vanished.

I was standing in a white room.

No. Not white. Bright. A formless brightness that had no walls, no floor, no ceiling, just light in every direction, warm and neutral and utterly empty. The character creation environment. I’d watched videos of this on the forums, shaky screen captures recorded by players who’d forgotten to turn off their external monitors before logging in. The videos didn’t capture the feeling. The feeling was weightlessness, not physical but structural. Nothing hurt. Nothing pulled. Nothing ground against anything else. I was standing, and standing required no effort, no negotiation, no compensation for a spine that had forgotten how to do its job.

I stood there for a long time. Longer than I should have. The creation menu floated in front of me, patient, waiting. I ignored it.

I flexed my hands. Opened and closed them. Lifted my left foot, the one that had stopped working on the street last week. Set it down. Lifted it again. Set it down. The movement was instant, precise, and completely ordinary. The way it was supposed to be. The way it had been before the first scan, before the diagnosis, before the word “degenerative” entered my vocabulary and took up permanent residence.

I took a breath. Let it out. Opened the creation menu.

Choose your race.

The options arranged themselves in a grid. Ironfolk, Ashkin, Stonekin, Duskborn, Thornblood, Dravari, Sunsworn. Each name came with a portrait, a stat summary, and a paragraph of lore that I’d already memorized from the wiki. I’d spent four days before today studying race and class combinations. Four days of spreadsheets, forum posts, and probability calculations, the kind of obsessive preparation that had made me effective in logistics and insufferable at dinner parties.

“Ironfolk.”

For your information: Ironfolk are a human-adjacent race suited for endurance-based roles. Their racial bonus of +2% Constitution per level makes them the preferred choice for tanks and frontline fighters. However, their low base Intellect growth may limit effectiveness in caster or support roles.

Recommended playstyle: Melee combat, heavy armor, siege operations.

Are you sure you want to choose this race?

The system was trying to tell me something. It was telling me that Ironfolk were built for hitting things, not for fixing things. It was steering me toward a sword and shield and a straightforward career of absorbing damage and dealing it back. A reasonable path. A popular path. The path of a man who wanted to fight.

I didn’t want to fight. I wanted to maintain infrastructure.

“Confirm.”

Congratulations! You receive +2% racial bonus to Constitution at each level.

Choose your class.

The class tree was deeper than the race selection. Ironfeld used a classless skill system in theory, but in practice, most players locked into a primary branch early and built around it. The branches spread across my vision like a subway map: Bladewright, Siegecaster, Forgebound, Hexwarden, and then, at the bottom of the display, in text noticeably smaller than the others, as if the interface itself was embarrassed to show it:

Wardkeeper.

I selected it. The description panel expanded.

Wardkeeper (Support, Infrastructure)

Primary Focus: Spawn crystal maintenance, structural fortification, bind-point management.

Signature Abilities: Crystalline Bind, Lattice Mend, Resonance Anchor, Ward Circuit.

Combat Capability: Minimal. Wardkeepers possess no native offensive abilities.

Note: This class is designed for group support in organized guild operations. Solo play as a Wardkeeper is not recommended. Players selecting this class should ensure they have access to a guild or clan structure that can provide combat support.

Warning: Wardkeeper is the least-selected class on this server. Current active Wardkeepers on Ironfeld Online: 7.

Are you sure you want to choose this class?

Seven. Out of twelve million active players, seven people had looked at this class and said yes. The other 11,999,993 had picked something that could kill a monster or heal a wound or at minimum run away at a reasonable speed. Seven people had chosen to spend their time in a virtual world repairing crystals.

I was going to be the eighth.

The logic was the same logic that had guided every professional decision I’d ever made. You didn’t choose a role based on what was popular. You chose it based on what was scarce. In logistics, the scarce resource was never the trucks or the ammunition or the soldiers. It was the person who understood the system well enough to keep everything connected. The dispatcher. The maintenance chief. The supply chain manager who noticed that the delivery schedule was drifting three hours behind projections and adjusted the routing before the downstream effects cascaded into a crisis that nobody saw coming because they were all too busy fighting.

Ironfeld Online had twelve million players who could fight. It had seven who could keep the lights on.

“Confirm.”

Congratulations! You have selected the Wardkeeper class.

You gain access to the Infrastructure skill tree. Signature abilities will unlock as you progress.

Recommended: Join a guild or clan to maximize class effectiveness.

You are Wardkeeper #8 on Ironfeld Online.

I ignored the guild recommendation. Opened the stat allocation screen.

The initial pool gave me 25 free points to distribute across six attributes: Strength, Constitution, Intellect, Agility, Spirit, and a sixth stat unique to Wardkeepers called Attunement, which governed the range and efficiency of crystal interaction abilities. Most players had five stats. I had six. The sixth was useless in combat and invaluable in the one job nobody else wanted to do.

I allocated.

Strength: 3. Enough to carry basic gear and repair tools. Not enough to swing a sword effectively, which was fine because I didn’t intend to swing swords.

Constitution: 8. The racial bonus would compound this over time. By level 50, my
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