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    Dedications 
 
      
 
    For my parents, who never objected when I chose to spend my adolescent years gaming.  Who would’ve known I was actually doing some early book research! 
 
      
 
    And to Joe (or should I say, Giffrim).  No matter what world we were exploring, you were always by my side with an axe in your hand. 
 
      
 
    I’d also like to give a special thanks to all my readers on Royal Road Legends.  Without your continued support and feedback, I would never be able to write like I do.  You guys rock! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Prologue 
 
    Dusk had fallen at the Axion research facility, the building empty and dark as the midnight hour drew close.  A cluster of monitors came to life, illuminating a small room in blue.  At the center of the room stood a man, his suit well fitted and neatly pressed, his arms crossed tightly across his chest.  Images from the monitors reflected onto his glasses.  Numbers scrolled haphazardly across the screen.  Information to be processed.  Data. 
 
    Another man entered the room, his posture slumped.  He wore his weariness like a cheap suit.  “Sir, are you sure about this?”  he asked.  “The amount of lives this will affect is going to be catastrophic.” 
 
    The first remained silent for a moment before answering.  “Do you find satisfaction in this world, Wesley?” 
 
    “Well, n-no sir.” 
 
    The man turned to look at Wesley.  He removed his dark glasses to reveal eyes both intense and resolute. 
 
    “Exactly.  Just look around you.  We were born into a world wrought with pain, a world that decays from the pollution left behind by our ancestors… a world where corruption inches its way into every facet of our lives...  No more!  The sun has set on this world, but tomorrow it will rise on a new one… a world where those that are truly worthy will rise to the top.” 
 
    “And what of you, sir?”  Wesley asked, wiping the sweat from his brow. 
 
    “What of me?”  The man leaned in close, causing Wesley to flinch.  “I will be its god.” 
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    September 7th, 2076 
 
      
 
    The clang of swords was like music to my ears, even if it was just virtual reality. 
 
    “Watch my back!”  I yelled as two brutish orcs made their approach, a pair of longswords grasped tightly in their thick, green mitts.  I drew a blade of my own and pointed it at the beasts, prepared to strike them down at the first opportunity. 
 
    “Chill out, Adam.”  Max replied, leisurely swinging a Warhammer around in his hands.  “These mobs are trash.” 
 
    “Yeah.”   I conceded.  “But I heard an elite spawned in this area yesterday.”  I paused our conversation as the first of the orcs made its move, charging in with the tip of its sword aimed directly at my heart.  I easily side-stepped the strike and drove my blade into the creature’s neck.  The HP bar above its head immediately depleted, and the creature faded from view. 
 
    “Damn, this game’s gotten boring.”  Max said with a sigh as he turned and slammed his Warhammer through the second creature’s skull.   
 
    “We only have to hold out for one more night.” I reasoned.   Max was right, though.  The VRMMO’s out on the market had gotten rather dull, especially with how much Max and I had played them.  Soon, that was about to change.  Tomorrow night was the launch of Aether Gate Online, the most anticipated game release in the 21st century.  The game had promised an immersive experience like nothing that came before it.  From what I had read it boasted dozens of playable classes, a fully realized fantasy world with several different factions, high level raiding events and I quote… “the best PVP experience a game could offer.”  The thought of some solid PVP had me stoked! 
 
    A notification blinked in the air above us. 
 
    Elite monster approaching 
 
    “Here we go!”  I said, readying my blade.  The soil shifted as a pair of bony fingers began to emerge from the ground. 
 
    Suddenly, a series of loud bangs on my bedroom door quickly eliminated any immersion I had in the game.  “I gotta go Max.”  I said with a sigh as I pulled up the main menu and selected EXIT GAME. 
 
    “Its all good man.”  Max replied.  “I’ll catch you tomorrow.” 
 
    “See ya later.”  I replied as the game disconnected.  I removed the soulink VR device from my head as another round of banging echoed through my room.  There were many reasons I loved escaping to the virtual world, but one of the biggest had to be my father. 
 
    “Open the damn door!” he hollered, his words slurred from all the beers he’d drank this evening.  Reluctantly, I popped the lock off.  The door swung open and my father stumbled in.  He was no more disheveled than usual, and his eyes had this glazed over look about them.  Sometimes, on his way to the bathroom he would make little detours to my room just to give me hell.  He staggered so close that his breath made my eyes water.  “What the hell are you doin in here?”   
 
    “Nothing dad.  J-just playing a game.”  I replied, avoiding eye contact with him.  He was bigger than me, though not by much.  Nevertheless, he was my father and a confrontation with him was never going to end well for me.  He stood there, staring for what seemed like an eternity.  My stomach started to twist into knots.  Finally, he turned to leave the room but not before giving me a stiff shove out of the way. 
 
    “Always on that goddamn game… you’re wasting your damn life.”  he mumbled.  I stood and watched as he made his way to the door.  Of course, he had to stop and get one last jab at me.  “Oh, and next time, open the goddamn door when I knock!”  He slammed the door as he exited the room, leaving me to my thoughts.  Deep down, I knew he was wrong about that whole ‘wasting your life’ schtick.  The world had gone to shit, I knew it had and so did he… he’d just chosen a different way to escape.  The question was, why did he have to drag me down with him? 
 
    I gripped the soulink headset in my hands, running my fingers across the smooth facemask and the slightly elevated logo that read ‘Axion Advanced Technologies’.  The worlds this device had taken me to were always so much simpler than my own.  They made sense, unlike my shitty reality.  I thought about throwing the headset on and knocking out a few quests or helping Max with that elite mob, but my heart just wasn’t in it tonight.  Instead, I tossed the device on my desk and went to bed. 
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    September 8th, 2099 
 
    It was launch day!  Well, almost.  The game officially launched at midnight and almost everyone I knew was planning an all-nighter once the servers went live.   
 
    School seemed to drag by so slowly.  It was senior year, so my schedule was packed with electives I could give two shits about.  I struggled to keep my eyes open through final period as the robotic instructor droned on.  Today’s lecture was ‘lessons that humanity can take from the third great world war.’ 
 
      Heh, like I needed to hear that.  The war had taken my mother from me, the one person in the world who understood me better than anyone.  Her death damaged me more than any physical pain ever could, it damaged all of us.  That’s probably why I spent so much time in virtual reality... why would I want to stay in a world that could destroy something so beautiful? 
 
    I dashed for the doors as soon as the final bell rang, eager to get home and get everything ready for launch.  The smell of toxicity and pollution hit my nose as soon as I stepped outside.  You see, my school was in the lower levels of a giant ‘megatropolis’ known as Sector 7. There were so many people packed into the giant sprawling city that the environment had taken a back seat to human need.  It was unfortunate, really. 
 
    I waited patiently near the edge of the school grounds for the gravtrain to take me back to suburbia.  My mother might’ve been gone, but at least the money she left us kept dad and I out of the city.  
 
    I felt a firm hand on my shoulder.  I turned with a grin on my face, assuming it was Max.  Unfortunately, I was quite wrong. 
 
    “Where’s my money, douchebag?”  Victor said, squeezing tightly on my shoulder until I winced.  Vic always had his eyes on me like homing missiles.  Was I that easy of a target?  I mean, I wasn’t particularly small, but perhaps his perceived dichotomy between us triggered something in his tiny brain.  After all, I was a socially awkward loner and he was a varsity linebacker at one of the largest high schools in the city. 
 
    “Get the hell away from me, Vic.”  I said, trying wriggle out of his grasp. 
 
    “You’ve been avoiding me all day, Adam.  Didn’t you think I’d find you sooner or later?”  He was right about one thing, I had been avoiding him.  You see, Vic was a tough guy, but he wasn’t too smart.  One day I made the mistake of showing him up in geometry, a mistake he’d never forgotten.  That was four years ago… and he had make sure to give me hell ever since.  Today, he was short on cash for lunch, but I foolishly stood my ground when he asked for it this morning.  Now I was going to pay.  
 
      Vic looked around, checking to see if the coast was clear before blasting me in the stomach with a closed fist.  I dropped to my knees, sucking for air.  “Shoulda listened.”  Vic said as he got ready to hit me again.  Thankfully, Max had arrived.  Max was a pretty big guy, and though he certainly wasn’t an athlete, nobody ever really thought about messing with him.   
 
    Vic sized Max up for a second, trying to show some bravado, then walked off towards the parking garage. 
 
    “Nice talkin to ya Vic.  Have a great day.”  I said in my most sarcastic of tones as Max hoisted me back to my feet. 
 
    “Asshole.”  Max added, a scowl on his usually cheery face. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it man.  I’m fine.  Besides, nothing can ruin today.”  
 
    A smile returned on Max’s face.  “I can’t freakin wait!” 
 
    It was only a moment before the gravitrain arrived.  The large shuttle came to a stop in front of us, its sleek cabin hovering over two vertical steel beams.  We were giddy as we rode home, eagerly awaiting the game’s imminent launch.  We decided that Max would crash at my house.  If Max was there, then my dad would likely leave me alone...  and besides, launch day events were always way better with a friend.   
 
    We arrived at my house shortly after.  My dad was sitting on the couch, waiting as Max and I entered.  Max gave me a look, but I gave him a nod and he made his way upstairs. 
 
    “Adam.” My dad said, his tone much more somber than last nights. 
 
    “Yeah, dad?” 
 
    His voice starts to crack.  “I-  I just wanted to say sorry…. About last night.  I-“ 
 
    “It's fine, dad.” I interject.  I really didn't want to do this right then, especially with Max over. 
 
    We exchanged looks and I could just tell he felt terrible.  That’s how these things usually went.  He would get drunk, give me a hard time then feel bad and apologize the next day.  I know my mom’s death hit him harder than anyone.  It was the reason he turned to the drink.  Still, that didn't mean he deserved a pass every time he lost it. 
 
    I turned and followed Max upstairs before the conversation could continue.  I know there was more that he wanted to say, but I'd reconcile with him later. 
 
    It didn’t take long to get our rigs set up.  In fact, by five o’clock we were downright bored.  Max offered to jump into another game to pass time, but it just didn’t feel right.  With all the hype built up, the only thing I wanted to do was jump into Aether Gate Online. 
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    I sat back in my chair, holding the soulink headset in my sweaty palms.  I looked over at that clock.  11:57….  Only 3 more minutes until launch and I could barely sit still.  Damnit time speed up! 
 
    Max was already jacked in, patiently waiting for the server to come online.  I for one hated staring into the black empty screen, so I held out til the last minute.  Instead, I sat back, impatiently fiddling with the soulink.  The headset was quite a technological feat…  It started by partially blocking out the user’s senses, then tapped into their subconscious through a series of rhythmic messages to the brain.  It allowed the user to ‘full dive’ into their game or application of choice, though with enough jostling (or in my case, yelling) you could pull the user out of the immersion. 
 
    At first, the technology was shunned upon.  A few prominent ‘health experts’ claimed that such a link could pose a risk to the user’s brain.  Others complained that jacking into the soulink was just another way to escape a world that was already full of its own problems…  Then they tried the soulink and realized how much better it felt to be spell-slinging wizard rather than living the dreary life they were given.  Jack in and you could be anything you wanted to be, you could live the life you deserved to live.  The device was truly revolutionary… 
 
    12:00am!  I threw the headset over my head.  It blocked out most of my senses, but I had no trouble finding the power switch.   After all, I’d been doing it every day for the past six years. 
 
    Everything was dark and silent for the briefest of seconds.  Then, a bright white light illuminated my vision.  The words “Aether Gate Online” materialized in front of me. I waved the menu away, eager to dive into some gameplay.  Almost immediately, stone walls began to rise on either side of me.  The once empty space beneath my feet was quickly populated with floorboards of solid oak.  I gazed around as the room came to completion… a dark chamber with no exit and a pair of sculpted stone dragons on either wall.  Cozy! 
 
    I inspected the chamber, though it had little information to offer.   
 
    “Your name.” a melodic voice echoed through my ears.  I searched for the source of the voice, but the room was still quite empty. 
 
    “Your name, traveler…”  the voice echoed again.  I pondered for just a moment.  This must be the character generator module… damn.  I hadn’t even come up with a good name yet!  I thought on it for a few seconds more.  I wanted to start with something fresh, a new name that I could build a legacy on. 
 
    “Zander” I said aloud.  “Zander Darkblade.” 
 
    Suddenly, the space in front of me began to blur, as if the area was in some sort of flux.  Small pixels that looked like tiny sparks began to light up in front of me.  Eventually, the tiny specks of light fused as they took bodily form.  Gradually the light faded, leaving the form of an elvish maiden just feet in front of me.  My eyes went wide as she approached, her long violet gown flowing despite the lack of air flow in the small chamber.  I gave her a quick look over.  Her features were nearly perfect, from her smooth pale skin to her golden hair.  The realism was uncanny…. she was quite beautiful, even if she was just an NPC! 
 
    “Welcome Zander Darkblade, to Aether Gate Online.” She said in her melodic tone.  “Please select your class.”  She stepped aside as 3 separate projections appeared side by side.  I held my hand up to the first projection, which pictured a heavily armored warrior cleaving his adversary in two.  The picture faded as a circular menu appeared in its place. 
 
    The words Combat Domain illuminated above the menu.  I scrolled through the myriad of classes…there were so many!  Warrior, rogue, ranger… I dropped my hand and let the menu fade.  The next projection pictured a spellcaster firing bolts of fire from his hands.  I pulled up the menu. 
 
    Magick Domain.  The first few classes displayed were typical spellcasters… mage, warlock, illusionist.  I was never much of a caster, so I released the menu and moved on to the third and final projection.  It displayed a savage-looking fellow wielding an axe imbued with blue fire. 
 
    This was the Primal Domain.  The first pair of classes displayed was shaman and druid. I dropped my hands to my sides and thought on it for a moment.  The elvish woman continued to stare, awaiting my decision.  The fact that she looked so real made It a little creepy.  After some deliberation, I pulled up the physical classes once more and gave the circular menu a spin.  I’d went straight to warrior in my last few MMO’s, but this time I wanted something different.  I thought back on my life for the briefest of seconds.  I was sick and tired of getting pushed around.  I wanted to be powerful.  I wanted to play something that invoked fear by name alone but could back up its namesake with brutal efficiency. 
 
    I paused as something caught my eye.  I read over the class description. A combatant skilled at dispatching single target foes.  This class specializes in removing strong and elite threats.  “This.”  I said aloud. 
 
      “You have selected the Slayer class.”  The woman said.  “Your character model will be generated upon entering the game.  Please remain still why I format you for your role.” 
 
    “Wait, what did you say?”  Before I could react, the elf pressed her hand against my forehead.  I lurched back as a rush of data… no, of knowledge, flooded my mind at an exponential rate!  Basic battle maneuvers, various fighting stances, deadly skills, it all filled my brain so quickly that my eyes rolled back in to my head! 
 
    Moments passed as my brain struggled to process the information.  I took a knee, breathing deeply as the rush finally subsided.  Slowly, I began to rise when another wave of knowledge crashed into my mind… the history of great and powerful slayers, battles won and lost.  It all came so fast that I could barely keep track.  Then, abruptly, it all stopped.   
 
    I fell forward, my head spinning from the experience.  I tried to recall some of the information I had taken in, but I just couldn’t seem to access it, as if there was some sort of blocker.  “What did you do to me?”  I gasped, holding my head. 
 
    The elf hovered near me, the soft silk of her violet dress brushing against my face.  “I have given you all that you will need for your journey.  In time, as you grow stronger, you will find access to more of the knowledge you have been granted. 
 
    “But,” I began to speak, but she floated away from me, ignoring my call.  Suddenly, she turned about. 
 
    “Prepare yourself, traveler, for the culling.” 
 
    “The…culling?”  I had no idea what she was talking about. 
 
    “All those who enter the Aether Gate must prove themselves in the culling.  Survive, and you will be rewarded.  Fall, and you will perish.  Good luck traveler.” 
 
    Before I could ask any more questions, the elvish woman faded into tiny particles of light once more.  I jumped as the stone dragon statues on either side of me began to move.  They inched closer to each other, there stone claws extending downwards as their snouts met at a point.  The room lit up as a fiery portal emerged between the effigies.  I stepped towards the portal… the Aether gate.  I could feel the heat from the gateway on my palm.  The immersion was truly amazing!   
 
    I took a deep breath, then stepped through the portal.  It was time to shine! 
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    Year of Rebirth: 0001 
 
    It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the bright blue sky, a stark contrast from the dark chamber I had just departed.  Around me, giant oaks reached to the heavens, their trunks so large I couldn’t even wrap my arms around them.  The ground beneath me was covered in leaves larger than my palm, with wildflowers of blue and purple and green that swayed near my waistline. 
 
    It was amazing.  I could feel the soft earth beneath my feet and the air press against my face.  This was VR truly on another level…. It was as if I'd left my normal body behind entirely.   
 
    I raised my hands in front of my face, trying to orient myself to this new body.  My size seemed to be relatively the same, though the extra layer of muscle the game had packed on was certainly a welcomed addition.  My black hair was now a shimmering silver.  It was a bit longer as well, nearly brushing my shoulders.  I always wanted to grow my hair out, but I guess this was easier. 
 
    Encircling my vision were two translucent bars.  I focused on the first… HP 100/100.  The second read Energy 100/100.  It seemed straightforward enough. I took a quick glance over myself.  Cotton pants, tall boots, a brown leather tunic and a short sword strapped to my belt.  It wasn’t much, but this was just the beginning, after all.  A small notification indicator began to blink in the corner of my vision.  I focused on it, pulling up another menu in my field of vision.  It was my character sheet!  
 
      
 
    Name: Zander Darkblade 
 
    Class: Slayer 
 
    Lvl: 1  
 
    Exp, 0/100 
 
      
 
    Strength: 10 
 
    Dexterity: 10 
 
    Intelligence: 10 
 
    Constitution: 10 
 
    Wisdom: 10 
 
    Charisma: 10 
 
      
 
    Faction: None 
 
    Skills: 
 
    Mark of the slayer 
 
      
 
    I decided to take a closer look at my attributes.  I focused on them, bringing up the information in greater detail.  It would be important to know how they affected me inside of the game. 
 
      
 
    Strength:  Your characters physical power in game.  Increasing your strength will allow you to lift heavier objects, wield larger weapons, and inflict greater damage to your opponents.   
 
      
 
    Dexterity:  Your characters speed and agility in game.  Increasing your agility will allow you to move faster, dodge more efficiently, and perform acrobatic feats. 
 
      
 
    Intelligence:  Your characters ability to manifest spells from the Magick domain.  Increasing your intelligence will allow you to cast more powerful magick spells, cast them more frequently, and have a larger pool of energy with which to draw from. 
 
      
 
    Constitution:  Your characters health.  Increasing your constitution will improve your ability to withstand damage, resist poisons, and recover from injury. 
 
      
 
    Charisma:  Your characters wit.  Increasing your charisma will improve your persuasion and diplomatic ability.  It also grants a small bit of luck! 
 
      
 
    Although increasing these attributes will grant you greater power, one must also rely on his or her inner strength if one is to survive Aetheria. 
 
      
 
    May Aether’s Light Guide You 
 
      
 
    Pretty standard stuff, though my starting skill, “Mark of the slayer” had caught my interest.  The description read as follows. ‘Mark an enemy for death.  Your attacks and skills will increase by 10% against this foe.  This skill may make you vulnerable to attacks from others.’  It certainly seemed powerful, though I’d have to be careful about using it against larger mobs.  
 
    I closed out my character screen and began to tool around with my interface.  That’s when I remembered… Max!  I scrolled past my inventory and pulled up my friends list, which had automatically been uploaded from my soulink headset.  There he was…  
 
      
 
    Maximus Lvl 1 Guardian 
 
    Currently in Combat 
 
      
 
    Damn!  Max must’ve jumped right into it!  I focused on his name, intent on sending him a message so we could meet up.  Another notification popped up. 
 
      
 
    A player must be in your vicinity to receive personal messages 
 
      
 
    I sighed.  I guess I’d have to find him, then.  Hopefully this starting area wasn’t too large.  I started to scroll through the interface a bit more, that was until a loud humming sound caught my attention.  The leaves at my feet began to swirl and the wind whipped through the trees.  I gazed up.  Floating through the sky above was a sight that was truly breathtaking.  Built of steel and wood and a bit of magic, it glided between the clouds behind the strength of two massive spinning propellers.  Massive sails bent and swayed with the ever-changing wind current.  I couldn’t believe what I was seeing… it was an airship!  A freaking airship! 
 
    I stood in awe as the massive transport passed over.  Behind it, a group of strange-looking birdlike creatures flittered about in its tailwinds…  I’d only been online for a few moments and I was already itching to find out more.  I took another quick look around.  The area seemed relatively quiet.  Weird… most of the games I’d played held your hand through the starting zone, not drop you off in some strange area with no instruction.  Nevertheless, I started to trudge forward.  I would have to come across something eventually, right? 
 
    As I walked, I began to notice movement on the bark of one of the massive oaks.  Scaling the side of an impossibly tall tree was a strange little creature that appeared to be made of wood.  My eyes met with a pair of black orbs rolling about in the creature’s tiny wooden face.  Suddenly, using its little twig arms and legs, the stick creature wrapped its body tightly around the oak, nearly making it disappear from sight… perhaps a natural camouflage?  I gave the peculiar little thing an inspection.  It was a nature sprite. 
 
    Curious, I reached my hand out to touch the creature, but it noticed me and immediately scaled the side of the tree.  I shrugged, then moved on.  What a bizarre little thing! 
 
    It wasn’t but a few moments before I started to notice some… changes.   The sky began to darken from an iridescent blue to different shades of scarlet.  A cool, crispness in the air settled in.  I thought about tucking my arms into my tunic, but I decided against it.  Quick access to your weapon was always imperative. 
 
    I looked up as another object began to materialize in the sky.  It was much smaller than the airship… in fact it was quite the familiar sight.  It was the elvish maiden from earlier!  Despite the distance between us, I could see something was very different this time.  A long crimson robe settled on her shoulders rather than the violet she had on before.  It dangled freely in the air as she levitated above the trees.  Though welcoming during our first encounter, now her faced seemed quite serious… almost angry. 
 
    “Welcome players, to the world of Aetheria.”  Her voice echoed through the sky, projecting through the forest and beyond.  It had an edge to it this time.  “I am Luscinda, Herald of the Aether Gate.  I hope you’ve taken a few moments to acclimate yourselves to your new body… for now begins the culling!”  The way she said it sent a shiver down my spine.  “Fight for your lives and earn your glory.  Those that fight valiantly will move on.  Those that are weak will fall!”  She paused for a second, considering something.  “And a word of caution, travelers… the life that you possess on Aetheria is fragile and precious, not unlike the life you once lived…  It is the only life you will be given.  Do not throw it away!  Be wary, yet brave.  Fight with caution, yet conviction…  and always keep your eyes on the enemy!  Good luck, travelers!  Only the strong will survive!” 
 
    With that, Luscinda faded from view once more, replaced by a beacon of light that seemed to touch the ground at some unseen point in the distance.  That must be where I need to go.  I gathered myself and started to move out, eager to jump into some action.  It wasn’t but a few seconds before I heard movement in forest around me.  I looked to my left and then to my right.  I could see them, moving through the trees.  Some of them proceeded with caution while others were in a full-blown sprint.  Other players!  They must’ve been rushing towards the beacon as well!  
 
    I started to run, ignoring my inhibitions and desire to explore.  It was important not to fall behind on launch day, and the way that elf spoke about the ‘the culling’ had me wondering if there was an opportunity to grab some exclusive Day 1 loot. 
 
    “Hey!”  A voice yelled as I began to make my way through the area.  I tried to ignore it, but the voice persisted.  “Hey, hey you!”  I paused and turned to face the voice.  Behind me was a man of similar height and proportion, though his black hair was trimmed much closer to his head.   He wore an expression of both fear and confusion.  This must’ve been his first VRMMO.  “C-can you help me out?  I don’t know what the hell I’m doing.”  He stammered.  I focused on the small icon above his head. 
 
      
 
    Name:  The_Destroyer 
 
    Warrior 
 
    Lvl: 1 
 
      
 
    What a shitty name, especially for a guy who looked ready to shit his pants in the starting zone.  I sighed.  “C’mon then.  I don’t know much yet either, but I’ll let you follow.  Let’s head to the beacon and see what’s up.” 
 
    Some of the man’s fear faded from his face.  “Thanks man.  These games are pretty new to me.” 
 
    Great.  Stuck with a complete noob.  Nonetheless, I focused on his icon once more until another menu popped up. 
 
      
 
    The_Destroyer 
 
    -Invite to party 
 
    -Trade 
 
    -Duel 
 
      
 
    I sent him a party invite, which he eagerly accepted. 
 
      
 
    The_Destroyer has joined your party. 
 
      
 
    “Awesome.”  The warrior said with enthusiasm as he threw his arm around me.  I quickly shrugged it off. 
 
    “Let’s get moving.” 
 
    He complied, and we started making our way towards to beacon once more. 
 
    “I can’t thank you enough.”  He said not more than a minute later.  Damn, he was already annoying.  “I’m Vic, by the way.” 
 
    I paused.  No way.  There was just no way this could be the same Vic that tried to make my life a living hell. 
 
    “Sector 7 1st district high school?”  I asked nonchalantly. 
 
    “How’d you know?” he replied emphatically. 
 
    Crap.  I had to think quick.  “Uh, the game spawns you regionally, so your close to others in your area.  I saw your name in the paper, so I just figured.  7 sacks last week.  That was awesome.” 
 
    Vic’s face beamed with pride.  “Damn right it was.” 
 
    It wasn’t a lie, spawn points had been regionally divided, though I never expected a situation like this…  Trapped with my tormentor from high school in the one place I thought I was free.  My hand twitched as I rested it on the hilt of my blade.  I could take him down right here and he would never know what hit him.  Who cares if I got flagged as a Player Killer. Then I thought on it for a second…. He had no idea who I was.  This could actually be fun! 
 
    I released my blade and we trudged on. 
 
    “I’m Zander.” I said, deciding to keep my real identity secret.  He nodded, and we moved out.  It didn’t take long to reach the beacon… or to hear the screams. 
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    The trees began to clear out as we reached the beacon, making the screams from the other players ring through all the more clearly.  The light from the beacon shone down on a large stone platform, its edges etched in undecipherable glowing runes.  The platform was massive, hundreds of feet wide at least.  I stepped on to it as my vision drifted towards it center.  That’s where it stood. 
 
    It was several heads taller than any of the players surrounding it and covered in red leathery skin.  The beast walked on two legs, it’s girth contained in tight studded armor that was held together with a series of buckles and straps.  The creature’s face was certainly the ugliest thing I’d seen in this world so far... flat, with a small warped pair of nostrils and large tusks that protruded from it jaw.  In its hand it wielded a massive curved blade that it used to viciously chop at the players who dared to get close.   
 
    I focused on the icon above its head.   
 
      
 
    Butcher of the Wilds 
 
    Race:  Scorchland Ogre 
 
    Boss 
 
    Lvl: ??? 
 
      
 
    Shit.  Did we stumble into a high-level area by mistake?  Regardless, I stepped onto the platform, waving Vic on to join me.  Two players rushed past us, terror stricken on there faces as they fled the butcher.  As they reached the edge of the platform, the runes shone brightly, creating an invisible barrier that the unwitting players smashed into head on.   
 
    “W-we-we’re trapped in here!”  One of the men stammered as he slammed his fists against the barriers translucent wall.  “It’s going to slaughter us!” 
 
    Damn.  Maybe it was time for that guy to log out for a bit.  In rare cases, prolonged exposure to VR had been known to warp the minds of a player now and again. 
 
    I shook it off and charged forward, drawing my sword as I approached the butcher.  Another player dashed by me, spear in hand.  He leveled his weapon at the beast and stabbed it into the butcher’s gut.  -8 HP blinked over the bosses’ head, though his HP bar barely moved.  The boss responded with a swift vertical chop of it’s blade that sliced through the player and cut his HP bar in half.  He let out a blood-curdling scream as he dropped his spear and clutched the open wound on his chest.   
 
    “It hurts!  It really freaking hurts!”  The butcher stepped in and delivered another attack, depleting the player’s remaining HP.  His body stood idol for just a second before bursting into a colorful display of pixels that disappeared in the wind. This thing was strong! 
 
    I stepped in with blade in hand.  I was eager to get a stab at this, literally.  The butcher swung his blade as I approached, but the attack was slow enough to dodge.  I ducked the strike and stabbed my short sword into it’s thigh.  -6 HP.  The feeling of slamming my blade into the creature was thrilling.  So thrilling, in fact, that I didn’t notice the butcher’s backswing.  Its blade sliced across my shoulder, spraying my blood and forcing me to stumble back out of range.  -25 HP. 
 
    Searing pain coursed through my shoulder as blood trickled down my arm.  It hurt worse than any beating I’d ever received from Vic, worse than anything I’d ever felt before!  Worry gripped my thoughts.  How could the game be doing this, projecting these feelings and all this pain!   
 
    My mind started to race.  The pain was so intense, more real than anything I’d felt before.  Suddenly, the maiden’s words echoed in my mind…   It is the only life you will be given.  She… she couldn’t have meant that literally, could she?  Were our lives really at stake?! 
 
    I had to get out of here, had to think this thing through.  I crawled back as more players emerged onto the platform and charged the butcher of the wilds.  I pulled up my interface and searched for the log out button… it was gone!  What the hell was going on! 
 
    More screams filled the air as the butcher took another life.  The number of players left on the platform was beginning to dwindle… nine to be exact (including myself).  I looked to Vic who shaking as he backed against the wall, doing his best not to start sobbing.  “We’re gonna die, aren’t we?”  he said. 
 
    “I-I don’t wanna die!  Not like this!”  another player yelled.  Fear was quickly spreading through the others like a disease.  There was no way to win if that happened. 
 
    I looked up as the creature made a charge at another pair of players.  Its movements were stiff and predictable.  That’s when it hit me.  No matter what was happening, no matter the stakes, at its very basic level this was still a game… and I was a damn good gamer. 
 
    “Everybody up!”  I yelled as I climbed back to my feet and rose my blade.   
 
    “Its no use.”  One of them yelled.  “Were done for!” 
 
    “No were not!  Now weapons up, damnit!”  Reluctantly, the man rose to his feet and raised his short sword. 
 
    The only way we were going to win this was if we worked together, if we played to our strengths and stopped trying to run.  “Casters!  Run to the left side of the platform!”  I yelled.  Reluctantly, four players dressed in plain robes began to scurry across the platform.  The butcher eyed them and began its pursuit. 
 
    “Tanks!  Get that things attention and hold it!” 
 
    A short woman with long blonde hair nodded, hoisting her buckler into the air before running towards the boss.  Another man joined her, and the two approached the butcher’s flank.  They hollered as they slammed their shields into the back of the beast’s legs, grabbing its attention.  As the beast turned to strike, a light blue aura appeared around the tanks. 
 
      
 
    Stalwart 
 
    Reduce incoming damage by 15% 
 
    Increase all resistances by 10% 
 
      
 
    The curved blade smashed into the woman’s buckler.  I winced, expecting her knees to buckle from the strike but her defenses held true.  She parried the blow, then another, grimacing as the attacks smashed against her shield.  
 
    “Switch off!”  the man yelled, taking her place and absorbing the butcher’s next strike. 
 
    We were doing it! 
 
    I quickly glanced around the edge of the platform.  There were two others melee-class characters as well as Vic, who still seemed a bit sheepish.  “It’s now or never!”  I waved them forward then began charging at the boss, sword in hand. 
 
    Bursts of magical energy exploded in an array of colors across the creature’s back as the casters let loose their starting spells.  The butcher’s HP bar began to dwindle, dropping by near 25%! 
 
    I pulled up my skills as I approached the boss, selecting Mark of the Slayer.  I small insignia appeared above the creature, a pair of glowing swords crossed at the center.  It was marked! 
 
    I dashed in alongside the others.  A faint glow appeared around the beast through my eyes alone, indicating that my foe was marked.  I stabbed into the boss as the tanks continued to absorb its assault.  -16 HP. The others began their attacks, taking small chunks of HP from the butcher with each passing second.  Its health bar dwindled, falling below 10% as we pressed on. 
 
    Suddenly, the creature’s black beady eyes turned a bright shade of red.  It began flailing about, ignoring the tanks and swinging its blade with reckless abandon.  Above its head a new skill flashed: 
 
      
 
    Berserker’s rage 
 
    -Damage +50% 
 
      
 
    Damnit all! 
 
    I watched as the butcher charged the group of casters.  They tried to dodge it, but one unlucky young woman stumbled and quickly fell victim to the beast’s blade.  I charged at the butcher’s flank, but it’s movements were too erratic.   In its rage, it turned and slashed out with its blade.  I slid to the ground trying desperately to dodge the blow, but the tip slashed across my chest, shearing my tunic and spraying my blood across the stone.  -68 Hp. 
 
    I cried out in pain as my HP bar drained.  A glancing blow had brought me so close to death….and for that matter who the hell knew what would happen if I died in game.  I inched my body away from the butcher as it changed its focus back to the tanks, knocking them around with its fevered strikes.  I rose to a knee and watched as another player fell to the butcher of the wilds.  Damnit all, it couldn’t end like this. 
 
    Suddenly, the boss changed its focus.  Its fiery red eyes locked on a warrior cowering in the corner…. Vic! 
 
    Now this was karmic justice.  I watched as the butcher began its charge, all the while Vic remained frozen in fear.  In seconds he would be slain, a fitting payback for the years of adolescent torment he’d subjected me to… 
 
    My stomach started to churn.  Vic was an asshole, but was I really prepared to sit back and watch him die? 
 
    Instinctively my legs began to move, even before I had told them to.  I dashed towards the butcher from an angle, looking to cut off its charge.  My HP bar blinked red, but I blocked it out, solely focused on the target ahead.   
 
    I lunged my sword forward!  The butcher swung its mighty blade at my neck.  I closed my eyes as I felt my blade penetrate its armor and plunged into its gut.  Several seconds passed before I finally opened my eyes.  The beast stood in front of me, my sword protruding from its crimson hide.  The butcher’s blade wavered just inches from my face, though it never followed through with the strike.  Instead, the creature burst into hundreds of glimmering particles that showered the platform.  I couldn’t believe it… we won! 
 
    I let gravity take over as I fell to my back.  The red sky faded as it returned to a familiar shade of blue.  I could hear the other players cries of joy as they celebrated our victory.   
 
    Another notification popped up in the air above me. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations 
 
    Boss defeated- Butcher of the Wilds 
 
    350 Exp. Rewarded 
 
      
 
    I waved it off and another notification followed shortly after. 
 
      
 
    You have reached level 2 
 
    -You have 2 attribute points to allocate 
 
    -You have 1 skill point to allocate 
 
      
 
    And again. 
 
      
 
    You have reached level 3 
 
    -You have 2 attribute points to allocate (4 total) 
 
    -You have 1 skill point to allocate (2 total) 
 
      
 
    I smile crept across my face.  I’d never felt like I held any power over my life… but this, this felt right.  I pulled up my interface.  I thought about allocating my skill points, then quickly waved it off.  There would be time for that in a bit.  I gave my blinking HP bar another look.  Right now, I needed a bit of rest. 
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    Everyone on the platform remained quiet for a little while, a stark contrast to the mayhem that had just ensued.  The fight had been exhilarating, unlike anything I'd ever felt before… but that was over with.  Now, all I was left with was a nearly empty HP bar blinking in my face and pain coursing through my body.  It was quite sobering. 
 
    Slowly, I sat up and took a quick look around.  There had to have been dozens of us at the onset of battle, but now only me and seven others remained… three mages, the pair of guardians, a rogue and of course Vic.  All of the others had fallen in the butcher’s frenzy.   
 
    As I rose to my feet, I noticed something… peculiar. Most of the other players sat at level 2, all with varying amounts of experience points.  Well, except for Vic.  He remained at base level.  Had the game rewarded experience points based on participation…  if that was the case, then perhaps I got more for delivering the killing blow! 
 
    Either way, I didn’t have much time to dwell on it.  At the center of the platform a soft, white light began to glow, grabbing everyone’s attention.  The light brightened for a second, then quickly dissipated.  In its place was a large wooden chest.  The other players stared curiously as the chest wriggled in place, as if it were taunting us with whatever prize it had hidden inside.  As I approached, the words “CONGRATULATIONS” glimmered in the sky above.  The lid popped open seconds later, revealing its treasures. 
 
      
 
    Studded Leather Armor Obtained 
 
      
 
    X10 Throwing Knives Obtained 
 
      
 
    3 Silver Obtained 
 
      
 
    76 Copper Obtained 
 
      
 
    I shrugged.  Not a bad haul at all.  The other players stepped forward, each of them receiving different items from the chest until finally it faded from view.  Behind me, Vic let out an exaggerated sigh.  “I didn’t get anything…” 
 
    “That’s because you didn’t do anything, coward.”  The female guardian chimed in, drawing a laugh from the other players.  I focused on the icon above her head. 
 
      
 
    Name:  Hilda 
 
    Guardian 
 
    Lvl: 2 
 
      
 
    She noticed me inspecting her and approached with a big grin on her face.  “Hell of a show you put on, hero.” 
 
    I was always one of the shy ones in the real world, but that had never been a problem in VR… until now.  Hilda was tall and bold and beautiful, with long blonde hair and striking blue eyes that made it hard for my brain to form words.  “Th-thanks.”  I managed to choke out. 
 
    “I should be thanking you.”  She replied as she slung her buckler across her back.  “If you didn’t rally us back there, we might’ve all been deleted.” 
 
    “I suppose I just wanted to win.”  Damnit!  I probably sounded like an idiot.  Thankfully, she didn’t seem to mind. 
 
    “Well, I like winning.  Maybe when we get this shit sorted we can group up.” 
 
    “Hell yeah!”  I responded, drawing a laugh out of her.  At least I had that going for me.  Suddenly, a notification appeared in the corner of my vision.   
 
      
 
    Hilda would like to add you as a friend 
 
      
 
    Accept! 
 
    The air began to shift around us, bringing our conversation to a sudden halt. 
 
    “Up there!”  I heard one of the others yell.  Above us, the hum of propellers echoed as the airship from earlier made another pass.  I watched as it slowly shifted in the sky, before finally coming to a stop directly above the platform. 
 
    I jumped back as a rope ladder fell from the transport.  It dangled freely, swaying back and forth in the wind.  
 
    “Sh-should we climb it?”  Vic asked, creeping just a bit closer. 
 
    “Sure.”  I replied.  “You head up first.  If you don’t come back, then we know it’s not safe.” 
 
    He frowned, clearly unamused.  Suddenly, a figure appeared on the edge of the transport, though the angle of the sun made it hard to discern its form. 
 
    The figure latched on to the ladder and began its descent towards the ground. 
 
    “Weapons ready!”  I yelled, though I prayed we wouldn’t need to use them.  The only one of us with any semblance of a health bar was Vic, and he was next to useless! 
 
    As the figure descended, I began to get a better picture.  It was definitely a male, easily identified by the thick beard dangling from his chin.  He was quite a bit shorter than I was, and quite a bit wider as well.   
 
    “Is that a dwarf?”  Hilda asked, cupping her hands over her eyes to get a better look.   
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    The stout and sturdy man leapt from the rope ladder, skipping the last several rungs and landing on the platform with a hard ‘thud’.  He was well dressed… well, better than any of us, at least.  His leather boots were shined, his pants free of holes, and his lavender tunic was finely crafted with gold trim.  Even his beard was well-kept, braided with a thin golden cord. 
 
    “Well met!” he hollered in a tone that could only be described as dwarvish.  “And congratulations!  Ye’ve braved the butcher and survived the wilds!  Now, climb aboard, we’ve got a ways to go!” 
 
    “Where the hell are going?"  I said.  I couldn’t help but be skeptical.  After all, the last NPC I encountered had sent me into an unescapable death trap. 
 
    “Well friend, ye have an audience with Vazryn… Lord of Aetheria!” 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    The wind whipped through my hair as we soared above the clouds, leaving the tall oaks and the wildflowers behind.  We had deliberated as a group before boarding the flying vessel, but the game really didn’t leave us with any other choices.  With hardly any HP and minimal gear, boarding the airship seemed like an easy enough choice. 
 
    And so, we boarded ‘The Winged Tavern’, a name that I learned was given to the airship due to all the ale the ship’s crew typically smuggled on. The fine dwarf that had greeted us was Grimley Ironwing, self-proclaimed greatest pilot in Aetheria.   
 
    I also learned a bit about those strange bird-creatures that rode on the ship’s tailwinds.  Apparently, they were another form of a creature I had spotted before… a sprite.   This particular breed was different then the nature sprite.  These fed off the fumes coming from the airship’s Aether-infused engines.  They also danced in the skies, providing a bit of entertainment for the ship’s dwarvish crew.   
 
    While the dwarves tended to the ship, I leaned against the mast and focused on my interface, bringing up a series of menus.  First, I pulled up my inventory.  Other than my newly acquired items, I spotted my short sword as well as common traveler’s clothes.  I focused on my new studded leather armor.  A faint glow appeared around my body as the armor formed atop it.  It was thin, yet durable, offering a bit more protection while still allowing freedom of movement.  Nice!  I then selected my x10 throwing knives and equipped them.  A bandolier formed across my chest with the knives settled in for easy access. 
 
    Next, I pulled up my character sheet. 
 
      
 
    You have 4 attribute points to allocate 
 
    You have 2 skill points to allocate 
 
      
 
    I pondered on my attribute points for a moment, thinking about my encounter with the butcher.  My two greatest assets in that fight were my speed and strength.  It only made sense to bolster them. 
 
      
 
    +2 Strength 
 
    +2 Dexterity 
 
      
 
    Finally, I pulled up my skill tree, which offered 3 different paths…   
 
      
 
    Weapon MasteryCombat ExpertiseDark Magic (locked) 
 
      
 
    Hmmm.  Improving my skills in combat was a priority, so combat expertise seemed like the obvious choice.  Nonetheless, I took a look at the weapon mastery tree.  My eyes went wide as I read over the primary skill available. 
 
      
 
    Blade of the Slayer (passive) 
 
    -Create a bond with the weapon of your choice.  You may summon your bonded weapon at will.  Slay your enemies with increased damage 
 
      
 
    I was oh so tempted to take it, but the measly short sword I was carrying hardly seemed worthy, so I decided to move on for now.  Dark magic was locked out until I could reach level 5, so back to combat skills I went. 
 
      
 
    Skill unlocked 
 
      
 
    Lunging strike 
 
    -Quickly close the distance between you and your opponent, dealing a vicious blow 
 
      
 
    Skill unlocked 
 
      
 
    Doublestrike 
 
    -Strike twice in quick succession, dealing extra damage on the second strike 
 
      
 
    Satisfied, I closed out my menus and walked to the edge of the airship.  My eyes went wide… what a view. 
 
    Vast valleys and dense forests seemed to stretch on for miles, split by a pair of massive rushing rivers that winded through the landscape.  To the north, the horizon was filled with a seemingly never-ending line of snowy peaks, and beyond that… a darkness that sent shivers down my spine.  I studied the landscape, trying to pick up on as many details as I could remember… the large tower by the lake to the east, the floating castle far to the west… it was all so overwhelming! 
 
    “She’s a beaut’, isn’t she lad?” 
 
    I nearly jumped out of my skin, surprised by the silent approach of our captain, Grimley.  I gave him a puzzling stare, not quite certain what he meant. 
 
    “Aetheria.  She’s a beautiful place… beautiful and dangerous.” 
 
    I had already found that second part out firsthand.  “It is quite a sight to see.”  I replied.  “You say we’re heading to see the Lord of this land… where is that exactly?  And why does he want to see us?” 
 
    The dwarf grinned wide, showing his pearly white teeth.  “Why, we’re going to Karrihdan, the city that rose from the ashes.  As for Lord Vazryn’s intentions… well, that’s something only he can tell ye.”  The dwarf gave me a wink.  “Me and my band don’t ask a lot of questions.  As long as Lord Vazryn keeps giving us coin, we’ll keep on makin his runs.” 
 
    “So, what your telling me is that you’re an uber?” 
 
    Grimley gave me a confused look that quickly turn sour.  “Watch your mouth, lad.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but let out a laugh, drawing strange looks from another pair of dwarven deckhands as they hurried past.  They quickly turned away, focusing their attention on the main sails as the wind current took a swift change of direction. 
 
    It wasn’t much longer until our destination came into view.  Karrihdan, the city that rose from ash.  It was a sprawling cityscape littered with buildings of varying shape and size.  Even from this distance I could see the cobblestone streets bustling with activity, though whether they were NPCs or other players waited to be seen.   
 
    “Look!”  Vic yelled as he approached the front of the ship, pointing to the far side of the city. 
 
    There they were… dozens of other airships, likely carrying the others that had survived their first horrific trial.  That reminded me, I pulled up my friends list and scrolled down to Maximus.  
 
      
 
    Maximus  Lvl 2 Guardian 
 
    Area Unknown 
 
      
 
    Well, at least he’d survived, though he clearly wasn’t in the area.  I’d have to search for him later, after I got my bearings and found someone to babysit Vic.  As we began our descent, Grimley made his way to the bow, waving his short arms in the air to grab everyone’s attention.  “Gather your things and prepare to depart!  For now, we arrive at the city that burned, and the city that rose again!  We arrive in the land of opportunity, and the home of the best ale in Aetheria… we arrive in Karrihdan, the city blessed by dragonfire!” 
 
    With his nice little display of showmanship complete, Grimley lifted a foamy mug to his mouth and drank deeply, leaning so far back that I was certain he would fall overboard. 
 
    . 
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    I was sure of one thing as the airship began to make its final descent into the city… this place was huge!   Dozens of other ships hovered in the area as we lowered onto a giant stone clearing on the city’s north side… almost like a primitive airfield of sorts.  
 
    At eye level were four massive flags that surrounded the area, proudly on display for us newcomers.  Each of the flags was striking in its own way.  The first was bright red, with the head of a fearsome gold dragon at its center.  The second was blacker than midnight, containing a silvery metallic wolf’s head that howled towards the heavens.  The third flag was a majestic violet, its center holding a black-winged raven.  And finally, the fourth flag, tattered and blue, displayed a long, coiled tentacle. 
 
    “Those be the banners of the four great guilds of Aetheria.” One of the deckhands said, noticing my gaze lingering on the giant displays. 
 
    “The great guilds?  I replied, my interest piqued. 
 
    “Aye.  You see, Karrihdan wasn’t always the great city you see ‘afore you.  It used to be a city corrupt to its ugly core...  That’s ‘afore the great red came and burned this place down with its dragonfire… left thousands dead and thousands more without homes.  All was lost, but the four guilds rallied and fought the ancient drake off.  They rebuilt the city bigger and better then it ever was ‘afore.  Now, even though the guilds are at odds with each other, they’re still honored equally on the streets of Karrihdan.” 
 
    I nodded.  “They must be quite powerful then.” 
 
    “Oh, they are.”  The dwarf said with a quick nod of his head.  “The first banner you see there is The Drakenguard.  Courage and ferocity is what they live by… if I had to bet I’d say they’re the strongest of the four guilds.  Then there’s The Iron Wolves.  Iron and blood are the only two things that the wolves deal in.  They’re experts on the battlefield, and often first to turn the gears of war. That third banner belongs to Ravenflight.  Of all the guilds, little is known about Ravenflight, though its members rely on cunning, wit, and a well-placed blade to get the job done.  And finally, there’s The Tidecallers.”  The deckhand paused as his face twisted.  “The Tidecallers are a strange lot… more like a cult if you ask me.  In order to join, they dunk ya in water and make you complete some strange ritual.  They think they’re all connected… just ‘tentacles of the Kraken’.” 
 
    “Kraken?”  I asked, prodding the deckhand for more info. 
 
    “Giant god-like sea-beast.  Though I think they’re talkin metaphorically.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh as he struggled to make sense of it. 
 
    “Well, where do I sign up?”  Hilda said as she squeezed in between us, clearly eavesdropping on the conversation. 
 
    “There isn’t a sign-up sheet, lass.  The guilds have their ears and eyes out in the streets, lookin for those they deem worthy to wear their mantles.  If you’re lucky enough, then you might get an invitation.” 
 
    I couldn't help but grin a little as we disembarked from the winged tavern.  Surely the guild recruiters would see my higher level and beg me to join.  Though which guild would I choose… 
 
    That thought quickly escaped my mind as I saw the other airships begin to empty out.  Thousands of players began to crowd the large area, some grinning with excitement while others wore expressions of sadness or fear. My heart sank just a bit when I noticed how many other players had already hit level 3.   It was clear that this was going to be a battle to the top. 
 
    The airships began to ascend once more as the last few players disembarked, leaving us lost and a bit confused.  One ship remained however, lingering above the massive crowd as its propellers slowly rotated.  A rope ladder dropped from the side of the ship, though only a single man descended.  He wore a smug look on his face as he slid down the ladder, looking over the rest of us with these piercing green eyes.  At his side dangled a pair of short swords, a clear indicator that he was a melee class.  I gave him a quick inspection. 
 
    My eyes went wide. 
 
      
 
    Arden. Lvl 5 Duelist  
 
      
 
    Level 5!  I waited, eager to see who else climbed out of the ship, but no one else came… was it possible?  Could he have solo’ed the boss? 
 
    “Hey.” I said as Arden approached, curious to find out how he pulled off such a feat.  “Did you-“ 
 
    The man put a gloved hand to my face as he passed, cutting me off and drawing wide-eyed looks from the other players.  His thin golden locks shifted slightly, allowing our eyes to meet for the briefest of seconds.  That look told me everything I needed to know. 
 
    He thought he was better than me. 
 
    And at level 5, it’s possible that he was, but that still didn’t stop my blood from boiling.  I was tempted to challenge him to a duel right then and there, but I waved the idea off.  I’d get my bearings first, then I’d seek that smug bastard out. 
 
    Ooh’s and aah’s from the front of the crowd quickly stole my attention away from Arden.  All eyes turned as another group made its approach. 
 
    Cutting through the crowd was an entourage of guards, all heavily armored with interlocking pieces of crimson plate and curved blades strapped to their sides.  The armor was a marvel in and of itself, displaying no apparent vulnerabilities other than the smaller slit in the faceplate that the wearer used to see.  I focused on the indicators floating above their heads. 
 
      
 
    The Cinderguard 
 
      
 
    The guards formed a complete circle as they marched on through, moving in sync as if they'd practiced this a thousand times before.  They stopped at the center of the crowd, rigid and unwavering as many of us looked on in confusion. 
 
    From the center of the guard unit, another figure emerged.  The man donned a long crimson cloak that matched the armor of his guards impeccably.  His jet-black clothing was of the finest craft, an outfit that put Grimley’s wardrobe to shame.  His dark eyes wandered over the crowd, quietly engaging each of his spectators as his eyes moved from player to player. 
 
    The man rose a hand to his chin, showing off a jeweled ring on each of his slender fingers.  He took his eyes off the crowd for just a second, then quickly re-engaged, a not so wholesome smile stretching across his bony face. 
 
    “Welcome players… to the grand city of Karrihdan.  I am Vazryn, Lord of Aetheria and master of this realm.  I want to wish you all a warm welcome to my world… a world that you will find is infinitely greater than your own.”  Vazryn rose his hands in the air as he smiled to the crowd.  Some players cheered, while others looked on with skepticism.  “Those of you that stand in this plaza with me today are individuals who possess true strength.  From afar, I witnessed many of you fight valiantly during the culling… and you triumphed!  As a reward, you have been given a chance to begin your life anew!  You see, this world was created for you… the forgotten, the downtrodden, the oppressed… the powerless!  In this world, you can be whatever you like, do whatever you like, and obtain the power that you deserve.  In Aetheria, you hold your destiny in your own hands… you only have to reach up and grab it!”  As Vazryn’s intensity increased, so did the crowd’s.  I had to admit, even I was beginning to feel roused.   
 
    “My lord.”  A meek voice squeaked out, barely audible over the crowd of players. 
 
    “My lord!”  it came again, this time much louder.  Vazryn lowered his hands, slowly bringing silence to the massive group.  
 
    “Yes?”  Vazryn beckoned, annoyance in his voice as he addressed the young female mage. The masses looked on with curiosity. 
 
    “My lord, from what you’ve said, it appears that you rule this game.  It is certainly a beautiful place you have here… but how does one leave?  I know myself and many others are missing the log out but-“ 
 
    “There is no logging out, my dear.”  Vazryn replied with a grin on his thin face.  “I have liberated you from a world that would only let you down. I have given you bodies that are faster, stronger, and more beautiful than anything you could hope to achieve.  This is your world now.  Consider your old selves…. Deceased.” 
 
    I felt a lump form in my throat as I processed his words.  A thousand questions raced through my mind.  Could this be possible?  Would I be stuck here forever?  What would happen to my body? 
 
    I took a quick look around.  Most of the others were displaying emotions ranging from slightly distressed to full blown panic attack.  Nevertheless, some players seemed satisfied, and a few were even elated that their life was starting anew.  I looked back at Vic, who had assumed the fetal position.  It was safe to say that he wasn’t too happy. 
 
    A particularly brave young warrior emerged from the crowd, stepping dangerously close to the crimson Cinderguard.  He peeked his head between them, giving Vazryn a defiant look.  “You can’t do this to us!”  he yelled, pointing his finger at the self-proclaimed lord.  “If you don’t tell us how to get out of here, then you’re not leaving this plaza alive!” 
 
    “Yeah!”  another player yelled, then another.  Slowly, a small group began to form behind the defiant young player.  Vazryn responded with a quick nod.  Suddenly, the closest member of the cinderguard unsheathed his curved blade.  It wasn’t just any old sword, but rather a blade that dripped with a fiery hot substance comparable to magma!  The guard thrust his blade forward into the young man’s chest, sending the red-hot liquid coursing through his veins.  In seconds, the liquid was dripping from his mouth, his ears, his eye ducts, until finally his body immolated in a fiery blaze.  My jaw dropped.  Likewise, the crowd fell silent 
 
    “And one more thing.”  Vazryn said, his tone now unpleasant and highly confrontational.  “Just like in your old world… in Aetheria, death is permanent.”  
 
    Cries filled the air as people soon began to realize that many of their friends and loved ones, those that were lost in the culling, would not be coming back.  Vazryn began to march through the crowd once more, exiting behind the safety of his brutally imposing cinderguard.  Fireworks lit up the sky above the plaza as the lord of Aetheria took his leave.  He must’ve assumed this would end in celebration, rather than a brazen execution.  Shimmering letters began to form in the air, momentarily grabbing everyone’s attention.  Eventually, the letters drifted together. 
 
      
 
    Welcome to Aether Gate Online 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle at the absurdity of it all.  Welcome, indeed. 
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    About 10 minutes.  That’s how long it took for the plaza to clear out, save for the few stragglers that still hadn’t come to terms with what happened. 
 
    Plenty of the other players had acted angry or sad or a bit of both, but that quickly faded as the thrill of adventure and opportunity set in.  I’m not sure if that was a testament to human resilience, or just another example of how far we’d fallen.  Were things really that bad… that they would give up their old lives so easily? 
 
    Perhaps it was the culling… perhaps those not equipped for this life had already fallen… Damnit, was I really thinking that way?  
 
    I shook my head.  No, something unnatural was happening, a feeling. an unavoidable itch for adventure that superseded my feelings of fear or worry.   I had to… no, I didn’t have time to dwell on it.  If this world was where my new life started, then I’d be damned if I didn’t try to make it to the top. 
 
    Exploring the heart of Karrihdan proved to be an adventure of its own.  Vendors filled the streets, waving shiny weapons and armor in my face that I couldn’t afford.  Inside the city’s taverns, players crowded around the NPCs that offered the best quests, queuing up for their first trek outside the city’s walls.   Still, not everyone was in a race to become strong.  Some players engaged in drinking games with the tavern dwarves, while others merely enjoyed the sights and sounds of the city.  It certainly was a beautiful place to explore, complete with a warm, calming breeze that restored your lost HP.  I wanted to do all of it, and I eventually would… though there was one specific obstacle that was slowing me down. 
 
    “What now, boss?”  Vic asked as he trailed me like a lost child.  “You don’t mind if I call you boss, do you?” 
 
    Ah, sweet karma.  “Its fine.”  I replied.  “But you might want to find someone else to follow around.  I don’t plan on staying in town too long.” 
 
    “Maybe he can wait outside the dungeon and hold our things.”  Hilda added as she gave me a wink.  I hadn’t even known she intended to stick with me for a while, but I sure didn’t mind. 
 
    “I won’t choke again...  I want to prove my worth.  I owe you that much, boss, for saving my life and all.”  Vic rose a gloved fist in the air.  We’ll see I thought to myself. 
 
    A short distance from the center of town, we came across one of the largest taverns that Karrihdan had to offer. It was quite expansive, connected to a well-built inn that stood two stories taller than the other buildings on the street.  Near its peak hung a sign… ‘The Thirsty Dragon”. 
 
    Word had begun to spread that this particular place housed some excellent quest-givers.  I shouldn't have been surprised then when I opened the door to find a packed lobby of players nearly fighting over the handful of NPCs inside for directions to the nearest dungeon. 
 
    “Forget it.  Let's try and hit one of the other taverns across town.”  I said, letting the door swing shut as I stepped back into the street.  I quickly discovered that i was talking to myself… Hilda and Vic were nearly a block down the road, and with company.  In front of them was an elvish girl… especially small, tear-filled violet eyes, possibly a child by elvish standards.  The two appeared to be engaging with her, so I jogged forward to catch up. 
 
    “Who’s this?”  I asked, briefly meeting eyes with the young elf.   
 
    “This is Eliana.” Hilda replied, her typically bold demeanor now much more sympathetic.  “She's looking for help.  She says her father was taken from her by a group of monster men.” 
 
    Monster men?  That could be anything… perhaps a good chance to grab some experience.  Still, I took a quick inspection of the girl. 
 
      
 
    Eliana  
 
    Lvl 1 
 
    (NPC) 
 
      
 
    I sighed.  “She's not even offering any quests. Do we really have time for this?” 
 
    Hilda gave me a stern look, something I hadn't see out of her before. “I watched at least a dozen other groups of players pass this girl by without thinking twice…. If we're truly stuck in this world, if this is our life now… then how do you want to live it?  I saw the other players dismiss this girl like she was nothing… but if we are truly trapped here forever, then how can we consider this girl any less real than us.” 
 
    I didn't know what to say (which probably meant what she was saying was valid).  I watched as other players made their way towards the cities gates… soon they would be passing me by.  Then I looked to the elvish girl… and the pain in her eyes looked just as real as anything I'd seen before.  “Fine.”  I conceited, drawing a huge smile from both Hilda and Eliana. 
 
    “Thank you, sir.  I’m El.”  The young elf said, extending her hand out to me. 
 
    I smiled and gave it a quick shake.  “We’ll get your dad back for you, El.” 
 
    As we began walking away, Vic gave me a pat on the back.  “I think we're making the right choice, boss.  Not helping her would've been a dick move.”  And that was coming from the guy who gave me hell every day of my teenage life… oh the irony! 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    And so, under the young elf’s direction, we set out.  She alleged that her father was taken a few miles north of town… dragged off into some abandoned tower by a group of “monster men”. Without any quest indicators to guide us, we really had no idea what we were getting in to.  I guess this truly was an adventure! 
 
    The road north was much more scenic than the other paths leading out of the city.  In fact, the road itself took a sharp left just a half mile outside of town, forcing us to take to the woods.  We made our way through the trees, trudging through the soft earth and foliage as the sun began its descent in the sky.   
 
    Finally, after what seemed like hours of walking, the woods began to clear.  Up ahead, I could see what appeared to be a large stone tower.  Its walls were heavily cracked, it's windows shattered, and the front door dangled precariously on its hinges.  That had to be it. 
 
    A sharp cackle in the distance quickly stole my attention. 
 
    “W-what was that?”  Vic stammered, a sword already in his shaking hands. 
 
    “Just stay calm.”  Hilda instructed, all the while arming herself with her newly purchased iron mace and her battle-tested buckler.  I pulled out my short sword as more unhinged laughter filled the air. 
 
    The ruffling of leaves hit my ears, forcing me to make a quick pivot to the right.  More laughter came as a creature began to emerge from behind one of the large pines… eliciting some strange looks.  It stood on its feet like a man, it wore crude armor like a man would, it even wielded a primitive hatchet… but this was no man.   The creature was slightly hunched, but it still stood at least a head taller than me.  It's arms and legs were covered in brownish spotted fur and its head… well, it's head could be best described as a cross between a snarky looking human and a drooling hyena.  It was a bit unsettling to say the least.  I focused on the small yellow icon above its head. 
 
      
 
    Gnoll Looter 
 
    Lvl 5 
 
      
 
    Was this one of the monster men that the elf had spoken of? 
 
    ZING!  An arrow soared through the air just inches from my face, breaking my train of thought. 
 
    “Over there!”  Hilda yelled, pointing to another pair of gnolls approaching from the left, a bowman and another looter.  The gnoll bowman launched a second arrow directly at Vic.  The woeful warrior cried out instinctively, but Hilda managed to intercept the arrow with her buckler just in the nick of time.  The ugly creatures let out another laugh before they began to close in.  
 
    I made a quick assessment of the battlefield.  2 foes approaching from the left, 1 from the right.      Let them get close enough and they could easily flank us, but if I could take one of them out…. 
 
    “Cover me!”  I yelled as I charged towards the first gnoll looter, sword at the ready.  I focused on my available skills as I moved forward, activating lunging strike.   I felt the muscles in my legs contract then quickly expand.  With a sudden burst of energy, I rocketed towards the gnoll with tremendous speed.  The creature seemed surprised as my blade slammed into its shoulder, quickly ending its laughter at its HP bar dwindled by a third.  It responded with a quick chop of its axe that dug into my armored shoulder (-11 HP).   
 
    Damnit that hurt! I raised my foot and gave the gnoll a stiff boot to the stomach, creating a bit of space between us.  I immediately activated my next skill, double strike. 
 
    I felt my arm muscles twitch as I slashed my blade vertically, then once more as I dragged the sharp steel back across the creature’s chest.  The gnoll howled in pain as it tried to stumble away, but it was quickly halted by the tree at its back.  I stepped forward and rammed my blade into its chest, pinning the squirming gnoll to the tall pine.  I watched as its HP bar completely diminished, until finally the gnoll burst into a sparkling array of pixels.  
 
      
 
    +25 EXP 
 
    Items acquired 
 
    X1 crude hatchet 
 
    X1 gnoll pelt 
 
    13 bronze pieces 
 
      
 
    I did a quick turnaround as I heard the clang of steel and iron.  The other gnoll looter had engaged Hilda, bashing its rusty sword against her buckler.  Meanwhile, the bowman had taken a liking to Vic, dropping its bow in favor of a sharp dagger.   Vic waived his sword awkwardly in front of his assailant, drawing another one of those sinister laughs from the beast.  The gnoll lunged forward, slicing Vic across the hand and forcing him to drop his blade.  Vic stumbled to the ground, helpless to the creature’s assault. 
 
    Shit.  I had to do something. 
 
    Without thinking, I pulled out one of my throwing knives and launched it at the beast. The blade cut through the air, landing firmly in the gnolls left eye socket.  The air briefly swirled above the beast. 
 
      
 
    Critical Hit! 
 
      
 
    I dashed in and launched a pair of heavy sword strikes.  The gnoll raised its dagger in a feeble attempt to parry, but its loss of sight had hampered its fighting skills.  The beast’s HP bar melted under the weight of my blows, until the creature eventually dissipated just like the other. 
 
    I collected a second gnoll pelt and turned to help Hilda, but it appeared she had things well under control.  The last looter back-pedaled as she made her approach, its HP already halved.  Hilda stepped in, using Shield Bash to smack her buckler into the gnoll’s face and daze the creature.  She then followed up with a Crushing Blow, bringing her mace down on the gnoll’s skull so hard that she dislodged one of its yellow eyes.   
 
    She turned to give me a wink as the gnoll’s pixelated remains fell to the ground around her.   I responded with a stupid grin… 
 
    With the area clear, Hilda and I made our way over to the crumbling stone tower.  Vic followed shortly behind, nursing his wounded hand as if it had been cut off entirely.  I took a look at his HP bar… 90/100.  I was afraid to see what would happen if he suffered a real battle wound! 
 
    We made a slow, calculated approach to the tower’s entrance.  After all, we didn't have any confirmation that this was the last of the gnolls.  A black notification appeared just as we began to enter the tower. 
 
      
 
    Hidden Quest 
 
    A Father’s Duty 
 
      
 
    Accept 
 
    Decline 
 
      
 
    Perhaps this little excursion would pay off after all.  With a nod, I accepted the quest and led the others into the tower.  The real question was what could be waiting inside? 
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    As we entered the crumbling tower, I found its ground level to be rather… unremarkable.  The stone floors were cracked and dusty, the walls lined with burnt out torches that now sported cobwebs instead of flames.  In fact, the room struck me as quite strange.  The stairway leading up was crumbled and unnavigable and the rest of the room remained empty save for four angelic statues that lay scattered about the floor. 
 
    “So… do we try to climb our way up?”  Hilda said as she inspected the broken staircase.  I ran my hands across the wall, looking for any sort of clues laden in the stone.  More laughter echoed just outside of the tower.  I ran to the doorway and took a quick peak outside.  Another pack of gnolls had gathered, but rather than attack, they circled the tower warily, almost afraid to enter.  I stood in the doorway and pulled my blade out, waiving it at the largest of the beasts.  It let out a few quick yips, but refused to come near.   
 
    There must be something about this place that we’re not seeing. 
 
    A bit of commotion from back in the tower pulled me from my thoughts. 
 
    “Guys!  Guys, check this out!”  Vic said, clamoring over one of the obscure statues.   
 
    “What is it…” I said dismissively. 
 
    “no really, look.”  Vic pointed to the stone floor. “If you look closely enough, you can see four slightly discolored spots.”  He got on his hands and knees and outlined the areas that he spoke of.  “Ya see, those spots match the bases of these statues exactly!” 
 
    I took a good look at the statues, then at the spots on the floor.  He may have been on to something. 
 
    “Well I’ll be damned.”  Hilda said, giving Vic a firm slap on the back.  “How did you notice that?” 
 
    “Well, while I was staring at my hand, I noticed the spot on the floor under my feet and…”  Vic started to trail off. 
 
    “Never mind, Vic.  You did well.”  Never in a million years did I think those words would be leaving my mouth.  “Help me heave these statues back up.” 
 
    The statues were deceptively heavy, requiring the combined strength of all three of us to get them upright again.  Once they were standing, I was able admire the beautiful craftsmanship that went into them.  They were finely crafted angels of stone, complete with wings that wrapped around their delicate bodies, their stone eyes chiseled shut.   
 
    We methodically slid the statues back into their spots on the floor… but nothing. 
 
    “Damnit.”  I said, slamming my fist into the wall in frustration.  This was getting us nowhere. 
 
    “Uh, guys.”  Vic said with a jittery edge to his voice.  I turned to see him staring blankly into one of the angelic statues… watching as its lifeless eyes opened.  “Guys!”  Vic yelled again, scrambling away as the angel’s stone wings spread wide. 
 
    “This could be it!”  Hilda yelled, drawing her mace and buckler.  Then, without warning, the angels opened their stone mouths and let out a blood curdling screech. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    I threw my gloved hands over my ears as the angels continued to shriek.  Slowly, my vision began to change, the colors in front of me inverting as if I was looking at the negative of a photograph.  Then, with one final screech and a bright flash of light, it all stopped. 
 
    I rose from my hands and knees and took a quick look around.  It was immediately apparent that I was still in a tower, though I wasn’t quite sure if this was the same one.  The layout was identical, statues and all, yet everything else was completely different.  The torches on the walls now burned brightly, the cracks in the walls all but gone. The staircase, once a heap of rubble, now appeared to be completely intact.  The only thing missing… was the way out.   
 
    Before I had the chance to convene with the others, the loud thud of footsteps began to echo from the staircase, descending, growing louder with each passing second.  Hilda squared herself in the doorway leading up, ready for whatever appeared on those stairs.   
 
    “We got company.”  A guttural voice echoed as a large pair of boots came in to view.  “I loooooove company.” 
 
    Hilda took a step back as the figure descended the last remaining stairs.  Standing in our presence was a beast of a man, brimming with layers of muscles that made me look like a mere child.  Though his chest was bare and armor-less, atop his head he wore a sinister horned mask that closely resembled the skull of a goat.  In his massive hands he wielded a long steel polearm that sported a hammer at its end, the face of the weapon stained with blood.  Above his head a red icon hovered. 
 
      
 
    The Jailer 
 
    Race: Human 
 
    Boss 
 
    Lvl: 10 
 
      
 
    This fight was way out of our league, and from the low chuckle emanating from behind the mask, our enemy knew it as well. 
 
    “More fools come to free the raven… more fools to torture.”   
 
    His grizzly tone was unsettling.  I had no idea what he was talking about, and I had no intention of finding out.  Quickly, I threw up my slayer’s mark and drew my blade.  I could see the trepidation in Hilda’s movements, but she steeled herself and engaged our foe. 
 
    The Jailer grabbed his warhammer in both hands and took a swing at Hilda.  She raised her buckler to block the strike, but the hammer smashed through, shattering the small wooden shield and blasting Hilda’s forearm with tremendous force.  She cried out in pain as the strike knocked her to the ground, but quickly gathered her wits and rolled away from the follow-up swing. 
 
    With my free hand, I grabbed a throwing knife and whipped into the Jailer’s chest.  -15 HP.  I took a look at his health bar, which had barely taken a hit.  Even worse, the man let the knife sit there in his chest, not the least bothered to remove it.   
 
    This was not good. 
 
    I readied myself as the beast of a man charged in, warhammer cocked back and ready to swing.  My eyes darted left, then right.  The room was large, but the reach of that hammer would make it hard to dodge more than a handful of strikes….  That’s it! 
 
    I charged in, activating lunging strike as I moved.  The Jailer almost seemed taken aback as I met him at the center of the room, stabbing my short sword into his exposed abdomen, pressing my shoulder hard into his sternum.  He tried to strike back with his hammer, but it was nearly impossible.  The long handle of his weapon made it ineffective while I was this close! 
 
    I gritted my teeth and drove forward, twisting my blade and draining a few more hit points from the behemoth.  The jailer growled in pain before throwing his hammer to the ground.  For the briefest of seconds, I thought I was on the verge of victory.  Then the man’s burly hands closed around my neck, hoisting me into the air and driving me into the nearest stone wall. 
 
    I could see his eyes through that hideous mask, the rage that those glossy orbs displayed after my little stunt…. Was this it? 
 
    I saw Hilda rising back to her feet, utter determination in her eyes.  No, this wasn’t over yet.  She scooped up her mace and charged at the Jailer’s back, activating her Crushing Blow as she slammed the weapon into the back of the Jailer’s leg. 
 
    The brute stumbled to his knees, though he still held me in place with one of his massive hands.  The other hand reached around to grab a handful of Hilda’s hair.  With a mighty pull, he yanked her forward, slamming her head first into the wall and halving her HP bar.  She slumped on the floor, the word Dazed flashing next to her name. 
 
    The Jailer chuckled, pleased with his handy work. “Damn you.”  I growled between choked gasps.  His gaze shifted from Hilda back to my own, just enough time for him to see the small knife in my hand plunge into his eye socket.   
 
    The Jailer howled in pain, releasing me long enough to remove the knife lodged in his eye.  I reached for my blade that still remained in his stomach, but the Jailer quickly composed himself and blasted me across the face with a vicious punch.   
 
    I hit the ground hard, staring up at an HP bar that sat at 50%.  My head was a bit foggy from the blow, but I could still make out the scrape of metal as the Jailer dragged his hammer towards me.  I sat up just in time to see the warhammer rise into the air.  This is it. 
 
    I winced, ready to become another bloodstain on the hammer’s face… but it never came.  My eyes went wide as I saw the once cowardly warrior charge across the room, shoulders low and arms outstretched.  The Jailer paused for a split second, just as Vic slammed into his side!  The former linebacker hoisted the jailer off his feet and drove him back towards the center of the room, slamming the brute into one of the angelic statues.  “Leave them alone!” he yelled, his voice filled with a rage of his own. 
 
    The Jailer cried out as Vic pressed on, forcing my lodged blade deeper into his gut, draining the foe’s HP bar even further.  The Jailer responded by bashing the foolish warrior in the skull over and over, but still he couldn’t make him relent. 
 
    My eyes scanned the area in a frenzy, searching for something, anything I could use to help. 
 
    There!  On the ground sat Vic’s sword, flung from his hip during the scramble.  I scooped it up as I dashed forward, gripping the blade with both hands. 
 
    “Duck!”  I yelled as I activated lunging strike once more.  Vic dropped to his knees as I soared by, slashing his blade across the Jailer’s exposed neck. 
 
      
 
    Critical Hit! 
 
      
 
    I took a few steps forward then paused, allowing the fresh blood to slowly run down my borrowed blade.  A few seconds later I heard a loud “thud” as the Jailer’s head bounced off the stone floor.   
 
    Vic dropped to his back as the Jailer’s corpse burst into an array of pixels., breathing heavily and covered in blood from the ordeal. On the other side of the room, Hilda rose to her feet, clearly perturbed at the sight of her shattered shield.  The air swirled in the room above each of our bodies.  I looked up above my own. 
 
      
 
    400 Exp. Rewarded 
 
      
 
    You have reached level 4 
 
    -You have 2 attribute points to allocate 
 
    -You have 1 skill point to allocate 
 
      
 
    x36 Silver obtained 
 
    x1 Giant’s belt obtained 
 
      
 
    The image of the belt glowed a royal blue… a rare item!  I quickly equipped the large belt.  +3 Strength 
 
    As I flexed I could feel a slight growth in my physical capacity.  Alright. 
 
    I waived away my level-increase indicator… that could wait until we were finished.  It was then I noticed the small notification blinking in the corner of my vision.  It had been there since we arrived, but the opportunity to view it had not arisen until now.  I focused on it. 
 
      
 
    New Location Discovered: 
 
      
 
    Dark Monolith 
 
    Area:  The Aether Prison  
 
      
 
    Both Vic and Hilda stepped forward, eyeing the description then turning their focus to me.  I wiped the blood away from the sword and silently handed it to Vic.  He nodded, lifting the sword in his grasp with a renewed focus.  Hilda threw her mace over her shoulder and as three we began to ascend the tower. 
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    We treaded carefully up the spiral staircase, unsure of what dangers lied in the floor above.  It felt like we had walked for miles, but eventually we reached one of the tower’s plateaus.  Judging by our relative short distance from the ground, it was apparent that the tower stretched deep below the earth.   
 
    In front of us was a large arching doorway that led out of the tower and into a much larger complex…a clear sign that we’d been transported far from the forest area where we began.  “The Aether prison…”  I muttered to myself more than the others.  My gaze drifted beyond the doorway and into the large network of cells and hallways ahead.  It was a truly massive complex, with four large monoliths standing at each corner of the prison (including the one we were in), connected by two levels of halls lined with cells and a large open quarry in the center.  The sound of scraping metal echoed throughout as prisoners toiled below with their iron picks, breaking away pieces of earth and stone in search of a fresh vein of Aether.  
 
    I’d read about this place in one of the many previews released before the game’s launch.  It was a prison hidden away on the dark plane, only accessible by one of four portals scattered throughout Aetheria.  Here, prisoners were forced to mine Aether stones, the physical manifestation of magical energy.  Guards stood stationed around the quarry, watching for any signs of the glimmering Aether, for the substance was extremely volatile and one misstep could cause some serious damage, to say the least. 
 
    Though the preview didn’t mention what the Aether was used for, it did say the prison was divided into four separate areas.  The first segment of the prison, the one we were in, provided low and moderate level challenges. The other three prison complexes housed more fearsome creatures … a possible challenge for high level players with access to deeper levels of the dark plane.  I let that fact sit in the back of my mind.  The creatures we were encountering now were barely manageable and the prison complexes were certainly connected in one way or another… one wrong move and we could find ourselves teleported to an area with foes that could tear us apart in seconds. 
 
    “Get back!”  Hilda said in a hushed tone as she yanked me away from the doorway.  Seconds later, a pair of guards marched by, each dressed in jet black chainmail, their faces covered in similarly blackened helms.  There movements were rigid and uniform, and each of them wielded a fine silver mace donned with a ram’s head, likely used to bludgeon unruly prisoners. 
 
      
 
    Prison Guard 
 
    Lvl 8 
 
      
 
    I sized them up as they turned down the hallway, continuing their patrol.  It was certainly a winnable fight, but also one that could bring the whole prison down on us.  No, this particular quest would require a bit of stealth. 
 
    I watched as a second group of patrolmen strolled past.  It looks like they were on a structured rotation, walking the length of the rectangular hallway every few moments.  If we were careful with our timing, it was possible to traverse the hallway without being seen. 
 
    As soon as the guards made another round, I peeked my head out to get another survey of the area.  Three points of interest immediately caught my attention.  The first was a heavily fortified cell on the ground level.  This cell was sealed by a reinforced door, devoid of windows, and guarded by a pair of stationery guards.  The second thing that caught my eye was a wide windowed room on the second level.  The windows were reflective, so it was impossible to see inside, but whoever was in there had a birds-eye view over the complex… the control room, likely.  Finally, the last and most important observation was the cell just east of the control room.  It appeared to be just as normal as the other cells, but a small gold indicator glowing inside told me everything I needed to know… that this was our quest destination.  
 
    I turned to the others, my brain working quickly to formulate a plan.  “We need to get to that far room to complete our objective.” 
 
    Vic grinned.  “Couldn’t we just club the guards and take their armor?  We’d blend right in.” 
 
    I pondered the idea for a second.  “The game’s physics don’t work that way.  Unless one of us has a disguise skill, then we aren’t getting their armor that way… we need a distraction.  Something to buy us a few seconds to get into that room and find us a way out…” 
 
    A sly grin spread across Hilda’s face.  “We have at least a hundred built in distractions right in front of us… we release the prisoners!” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile back.  “It could work… we just need to make it to the control room.” 
 
    Hilda turned to Vic.  “You wanted to carry your weight, right?” 
 
    “Y-yeah.”  Vic replied hesitantly. 
 
    “You can run pretty fast?” 
 
    “Hell yes I can.” 
 
    I knew where this was going.  With a smirk, Hilda rose to her feet and gave Vic a solid boot, sending him spilling out into the hall. 
 
    “Hey you!  How’d you get out of your cell?!”  The voices of the guards echoed as the shuffling of their boots drew close.  Vic let out a squeal and went running down the hall, drawing the attention of both patrols. 
 
    Hilda and I immediately took off in the opposite direction, taking a quick turn and running straight towards the control room.  This plan wasn’t thought out terribly well but given the circumstances it was likely our best shot.   
 
    My heart sank as we closed in on our destination… emerging from the room was a trio of heavily armed guards, their maces poised to swing directly at us!  I tried to make a quick stop, but my momentum carried me forward as I slid toward the armored foes.  The first guard stepped forward and swung his shield, smacking it against my face and sending me careening into the quarry below.  
 
    THUD!  My vision blurred momentarily as I hit the ground hard.  I could hear Hilda’s cries from above, then the clang of metal as she fended off her attackers.  Around me, rushed footsteps closed in as more guards approached.  Then, quite suddenly, everything stopped. 
 
    “WHAT IS GOING ON IN HERE!”  A slimy, screeching voice spat from above.  All eyes turned to the control room as another pair of figures emerged.  Shivers went down my spine as I first caught site of the fiends.  They were elongated, filthy looking creatures with grayish skin and huge mandibles that stretched out from their jaws.  Several pointed limbs curved out from there long bodies which allowed them to scale the walls with ease. They looked at me with terrifying, black beady eyes.  I gave the creatures a quick inspection. 
 
      
 
    Gristlegrime, prison warden 
 
    Race:  Dryder 
 
    Boss 
 
    Lvl: ??? 
 
     
 
    Grimmire, prison trapper 
 
    Race: Dryder 
 
    Boss 
 
    Lvl: ??? 
 
      
 
    If these weren’t ‘monster men’, then I didn’t know what were!   
 
    “Get this scum into a cell and get back to mining!  We need more Aether!  Gristlegrime’s hollering immediately sent the guards back into action.  Slowly, methodically they approached me on all sides, my only line of defense being a measly short sword.  I took a quick glance at my HP bar… I’d lost some health from the fall, but I still sat at 35 HP.  I would have to make it last. 
 
    The first guard grew impatient and charged in, swinging his mace in a looping vertical attack.  I sidestepped the slow strike and countered with a double strike of my own, halving the guard’s HP and sending him reeling back.   
 
    CRACK!  Another guard stepped in and struck me hard in the lower back, dropping me to my knees and draining my HP by 17.  I tried to rise but an armored boot pressed into my back, stopping my progression.  “He’s done.  Lock him up.”  One of the guards said, cradling his mace in his hand as if he was itching to blast me with it again. 
 
    The guard put more of his weight on me, forcing my face into the ground, filling my mouth with dirt.  I wanted so badly to lash out and be done with this… then I noticed something.  It was a sparkle just beneath the surface of the ground.  The guards were too busy laughing at my expense, but I was sure there was something there.  Quickly, I wiped away the soft earth and found myself hunched over a glimmering vein of Aether! 
 
    “Hey, get away from that!”  One of the guards said as he reached for me, but it was too late.  I drew one of my throwing knives and stabbed it into the exposed magical vein. 
 
    A sonic boom erupted from the vein followed by a wave of energy that cascaded through the complex, knocking foe and ally alike to the ground and tearing through anything else in its path.  The click of locking mechanisms filled the air as all of the magical seals holding the cell doors closed were destroyed.  In unison, the cells began to creak open and a myriad of prisoners began to fill the halls, taking their fight to the guards that had beaten them into submission. Mayhem ensued throughout the area. 
 
    Surprisingly, the blast of Aether didn’t blow me away.  Rather, it sent a jolt through my body that left my HUD scrambled and my mind in a daze. 
 
    I shook it off then tried to rise but a swift boot caught me in the ribs, dropping me back to the ground.  I looked up as several of the guards had climbed back to their feet and surrounded me, nothing but hate and contempt in their eyes.  “You stupid fool.”  One of them muttered through gritted teeth.  “If this place is going down then we’re taking you with it.” 
 
    A loud bang suddenly caught the guard’s attention.  There gazes shifted as another bang echoed from inside the one place that they feared … the heavily guarded, heavily reinforced cell at ground level.  With a third bang the large metal door slowly slid open.  I waited to see a big brawny warrior emerge with waraxe in hand… but I was quite surprised to see the opposite.  
 
    From the cell emerged a man short of stature yet full of wit.  Physically, he seemed anything but imposing… thin, and at least a head shorter than myself.  His hair was curly and black and unkempt, likely from being stuck in captivity, and his goatee had begun to grow into a beard.  Still, the man smiled as he gingerly exited his cell, eliciting gasps of fear from the guards around him.   
 
    The first of the guards pulled out a long, silver blade strapped to his waist and cautiously stepped forward, hoping to drive the man back into captivity.  That was a mistake. 
 
    The man lunged forward, snapping the blade out of the guard’s grasp and sliding it across his neck, depleting the guard’s HP bar and leaving his pixelated remains to the wind.  What I witnessed next made my jaw drop. 
 
    The man charged in to engage the several remaining quarry guards.  Though clearly outnumbered, he still wore a sly grin on his face.  
 
    His form began to blur as he approached the first of the guards.  In a flash, he phased behind his foe and drove his borrowed blade into the guards back.  A second guard approached, but the man phased away from the coming strike once more, appearing at the guard’s side with enough time to deliver a killing blow across his exposed neck.  This dance of death went on for several seconds as the man phased in and out of his corporeal form, singlehandedly eliminating the troupe of quarry guards as if they were mere practice dummies! 
 
    As the last guard fell, the man phased in front of me, holding his blade to my neck.  The cold steel was so tight against my throat that I dared not exhale, for it likely would’ve been the last breath I’d taken. 
 
    “Freed, and by another slayer, no less.”  The man said in his charming accent.  I didn’t dare reply, so I just met his gaze.  He grinned before tucking something into my tunic.  “Many thanks!  I must take my leave, but if you survive this ordeal then come find me… I might be able to show you a thing or too.”  And with that, the man dropped his blade and dashed into a nearby doorway.  Could that really have been another slayer?  I looked up to give him a quick inspection, but he was already gone from my view.  Damnit!  Amidst all the chaos I hadn’t even gotten his name! 
 
    I quickly dismissed the thought… there were bigger issues at hand right now.  Just above, I spotted Hilda using the wall to support her weight.  The guards around her were gone, the only thing left of them being the blood stains that covered her armor. She was alright for the moment.  I then searched for Vic, but he had gone missing in the chaos.  No matter, I would find him after this was through.   
 
    Finally, my gaze settled on the objective, the entire reason we’d came to this wretched place.  The cell door was still shut, though the gold notification still glowed just inside the door.  Immediately I raced up the nearest set of creaky stairs, the thought of completing our quest (then escaping) the only thing on my mind.  Around me, guards continued to do battle with the escaped prisoners, bludgeoning each other with extreme prejudice in a bid for supremacy over the prison.  For just a second, I thought I was home free… that is until the clicking of spiny appendages echoed off the stairs behind me.  I turned to see the long, spiny body of Gristegrime beginning his pursuit. 
 
    “I’ll make you suffer for this!  How dare you bring chaos to my prison!”  he yelled, swiping a clawed hand at my ankle.  I leapt forward, barely dodging the attack as I darted for the cell.  I grabbed the metallic handle and peeled open the door, the footsteps of my pursuer just inches behind.  I managed to slam the cell door shut just as a clawed hand smashed through, coming just inches from my face as Gristlegrime cried out in frustration.   
 
    Frantic, I threw down the metal latch and turned about, eager to see why we had come all this way.  Standing in the corner of the cell was a man heavily wrapped in chains, his mouth tightly gagged.  Another clawed hand smashed through the door, sending me into a panic.  I rushed over to the man and yanked away his gag. 
 
    “Step back.”  The man said calmly.  “And watch… for the raven takes flight.” 
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    This was it… the reason we’d risked our lives in this hellish prison.  Stooped in front of me, wrapped in chains, and babbling of ravens… this feeble looking man… was it really worth it? 
 
    Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to contemplate.  Behind me, a loud crash signified that the door to the cell had been fully ripped apart.  I turned just in time to see Gristlegrime bearing down, his dripping mandible coming straight for my relatively soft neck.  Instinctively, I rose my blade, blocking his bite as he lunged in.  One of his many sharp appendages swung around, stabbing into my thigh and dropping me to a knee.  The deadly prison warden pressed on, forcing me down even further until my back hit the stone floor.  I flailed, trying to create some space between the creature and I, but two more spiked appendages stabbed into my side, holding me in place as the beast planned to enact its killing blow.   
 
    My health bar blinked dangerously low as Gristlegrime poised his mandible to strike.  He leaned in close… then very suddenly stopped.  The grizzly warden’s eyes peered up in horror as the chained man began chanting in a visceral, deliberate tone.   
 
      
 
    “Feathers fall from shadow, 
 
    Wings of steel fill the skies. 
 
    The flock has come for vengeance, 
 
    Heeding the call of the Raven’s cry.” 
 
     
 
      
 
    The man’s dull grey eyes suddenly illuminated in a bright violet.  He stood as the chains once entrapping him fell harmlessly to the ground.  In a swift motion, the man threw his arms into the air, producing several black feathers that slowly drifted towards the stone floor. 
 
    Gristlegrime let out a howl of terror before releasing me and turning to flee… though he wouldn’t make it far.  The falling feathers quickly began to take form, expanding, growing, even multiplying until they’d taken the shape of long black cloaks. From within each cloak emerged a man clad in black, face partially concealed behind a mask, hands tightly gripping fine silver blades.   
 
    They charged forward with grace and precision, surrounding Gristlegrime and causing the warden to recoil in fear.  The beast lashed out with one of his sharp appendages, but it was quickly amputated by the swing of a blade.  Desperate, the many-armed warden tried to charge through the group, only to meet the tip of several more blades.  He let out one final screech before bursting into a violent display of light. 
 
    The cloaked assailants turned to the violet eyed man, quietly awaiting orders. 
 
    “Go, fetch this boy’s comrades and get us out of this damned place.  The cloaked men nodded, then led me out of the cell and into the main complex. 
 
    “Her!”  I said, pointing to Hilda as she struggled to stay on her feet.  Two of the cloak men ran over, hoisting her up on their shoulders just seconds before she collapsed. 
 
    My eyes darted across the complex, searching everywhere for Vic.  Bodies of guards and prisoners alike lay scattered across the ground, barely clinging to their life, many nursing vicious wounds.  Suddenly, I spotted the blood-soaked young warrior, his unconscious body dangling precariously close to the edge of the quarry.   
 
    Another one of the men clad in black retrieved his body, then as a group, they led us to the control room.  We stepped through one of the blown-out windows and approached a circular gate, glistening with magical energy from the Aether.   
 
    An ear-piercing screech echoed form within the bowels of the prison as Grimmire stumbled on the pixelated remains of his companion, now just a sparkling pile of ash.  “You’ll pay for this!”  he screeched. 
 
    “Go.”  The violet eyed man instructed, and even though I didn’t know a thing about him, I felt compelled to listen.  With a deep breath, I stepped through the portal, unsure of my destination, yet hopeful it was someplace better than here. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    I was finally able to breathe a sigh of relief as I watched my hit points slowly replenish.  The violet eyed man had used the portal to transport us back to Karrihdan, into a large room hidden away in the city’s clocktower.  The cloaked warriors gave the man a nod, then to my utter surprise, leapt from the closest window and into the night.  I hopped to my feet and ran to the ledge, curious to see what had become of the them, but they were no longer there… instead what I found was a flock of raven’s disappearing into the night. 
 
    “I thank you for saving me.”  The man said, causing me to turn about.  “I fear that if I was held captive for much longer… then I likely would have fallen in with some much more sinister company.” 
 
    “Your… welcome.”  I replied cautiously.  “If you had soldiers lying in wait like that… then why didn’t you use them to escape?” 
 
    The man chuckled.  “Those were hardly soldiers… more like powerful illusions.” 
 
    “But. I saw them fight… I saw them kill!” 
 
    “Illusions are only as such if you believe them to be.  Those men in the prison saw them as real, and so they suffered a very real demise.” 
 
    I nodded, though I wasn’t completely convinced.  Still, I let it pass as I pressed him on more important matters. 
 
    “Your daughter sent us… to find you.” 
 
    “Ah, yes.  My daughter.”  The man grinned, but I could see a profound sadness in his eyes all the same.  “Even in this form, she somehow finds ways to impress me.” 
 
    I gave him a puzzled look, unsure of his meaning or even how to respond.  In the opposite corner of the room, Hilda began to stir. 
 
    “I suppose you’re looking for your quest reward.”  The man continued.  “But first, answer me this.” 
 
    ‘Yes?” 
 
    “Why did you make the choice to come find me?  There were plenty of quests available in town, and yet you decide to come after me with no foreseeable benefit, but on the whims of a little girl?” 
 
    I stood there with my mouth open, unsure of how to respond once more.  This violet eyed man didn’t speak like an NPC.  In fact, he didn’t sound like an entity of the game at all. 
 
    “Because it was the right thing to do.”  Hilda interjected.  She rose to her feet and joined us by the window.  “Born of flesh or not, as long as we’re trapped in this world, that little girl is as real as you or I.” 
 
    I ogled at Hilda, impressed with her profound display of wisdom.  The man just gave a slight chuckle.  “If only she were real.”  The man said, peering out the window and into the night sky. 
 
    “What do you mean?”  I prodded. 
 
    The man turned to address me directly.  “What I mean, master slayer, is that the girl you call my daughter is in fact not real.  I created her.” 
 
    “You… what?” 
 
    The man extended out is hand to me.  “My name is Wesley… and I helped create the entire world of Aether Gate Online.” 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    “Let me out of this game!”  Vic yelled, suddenly springing to life.  Apparently, he’d been biding his time, awaiting an opportunity to get out of AGO. Wesley put a hand up, effortlessly staving off the young warrior.   
 
    “I would if I could.”  Wesley said, a tinge of anger in his voice. 
 
    “What do you mean?”  Vic went on.  “You helped make this thing!  Can’t you shut it off?” 
 
    Wesley snapped, turning to Vic and shoving him to the floor, eliciting a look of fear from the young fool.  “I’m trapped here just as you are!” 
 
    Silence lingered in the air for a moment as all our eyes drifted to Wesley.  He breathed in deeply, then calmly motioned to a small cluster of stools.  “Have a seat and I’ll explain.” 
 
    We rushed over and took our seats around a small wooden table.  Wesley took a deep breath before he began.  “Seven years ago, I signed on to a small development team employed by the Axion Corporation.  Our goal was to create the most immersive VR experience ever imagined.  We were a small team, led by our passionate dev leader Corbin Castermire.  He was a passionate man with a vision to create a game like the world had never seen… and we did!”  Wesley sighed.  “I just wish I had known about Corbin’s ulterior motives.  You see, before becoming a game developer, Corbin was actually a board member for the Axion corporation… just before the onset of world war III.  When war broke out, Axion profited by using its technology to develop military grade weapons which it sold for a very hefty profit.  Corbin was against such involvements, but he was outnumbered by the other board members, and thus forced to comply. 
 
    Eventually, the enemy discovered the source of these new weapons and began targeting Axion facilities across the globe.  One of the destroyed facilities happened to be connected to living quarters… that housed Corbin’s family. 
 
    I didn’t know it then, but that day Corbin swore revenge on the world.  He was powerless to save his family, powerless to stop the production of his company’s powerful weapons of war. He was utterly helpless, forced to watch a war unfold that he unwittingly found himself right in the middle of.  The day that his family died, Corbin vowed to change the world… vowed to create a place where people like him had the power to stop things like that from happening.  That day, Aether Gate Online was born.   
 
    I helped Corbin develop the game, but by the time I figured out what was going on, it was too late.  The game had launched, and I was trapped inside, trapped away from my beautiful daughter El… not the computer program you interacted with, but a living, breathing person.”  A tear began to run down Wesley’s cheek.  “I fear the game has done something to Corbin.  His mind has grown dark, his ideals have begun to slip…. I, I just want to get out of here, to hold my daughter once more… and I think that the only way to do that is to kill Corbin Castermire.” 
 
    I sat there quietly, taking everything in.  My mind drifted back to my father.  He was a bastard at times, but I knew deep down that he needed me.  With mom gone, we were the only thing that each other had.  I didn’t want to admit it, but just maybe… I needed him too. 
 
    “We’ll do it.”  I said defiantly as I rose from my stool.  “As amazing as this world is, I know that most of us want to return to our flesh.  If killing Corbin will free us from AGO, then I’ll do it.” 
 
    Wesley grimaced.  “That’s all well and good, but it’s not going to be that easy.  Luckily, Corbin didn’t make himself immortal.  In fact, he’s oddly quite vulnerable.  But getting to him will be the hard part.  You see, Corbin is constantly guarded by a group of very powerful knights…  knights that he has been power-leveling since his creation of this world.  The Cinderguard.” 
 
    Hilda gasped.  “You mean-“ 
 
    “Yes.  I thought it quite obvious, but Corbin Castermire Is Lord Vazryn.” 
 
    I immediately thought back to the last time I saw that smug lord and his vicious guard execute a fellow player.  “How will we possibly be able to get to him?” 
 
    Wesley grinned.  “Corbin is holding a contest of champions in the arena to the north.  He'll be personally spectating the matches.  It will be there you'll likely find your best chance.   
 
    “Very well.” Hilda said. 
 
    Wesley rose to his feet.  “Now before I forget…”. He snapped his fingers.  Above our heads in gold lettering illuminated the words… 
 
      
 
    Quest Completed 
 
    +2000 Exp. 
 
      
 
    I felt my body and soul grow in strength as I watched my level slowly rise… 5… 6…7!  A small reserve of skill and attribute points awaited to be allocated.  I was eager to use them, but I let Wesley continue. 
 
    “And one more thing.  Hold out your arms.”  Hilda and I cautiously placed our arms in from of the violet eyed man.  Vic kept his tight to his chest, quietly waiting to see where this was going.  Wesley placed a hand on each of our wrists.  His eyes lit up with violet energy as his grip began to tighten.  “Zander… Hilda… you have proven yourselves worthy.  Now, I grant you your wings.  Fly high and strike true… for you are now members of Ravenflight.”  Wesley removed his hands from our wrists, revealing violet insignias now etched into our skin.  A notification popped up on my screen. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! 
 
    You are now a member of the Ravenflight guild 
 
    Rank: Initiate  
 
    Items received: 
 
    Cloak of the raven 
 
    Insignia of the raven 
 
      
 
    I tried to hide the smile stretching across my face, but it just wasn't possible.  I immediately equipped the cloak.  It was blacker than midnight, wrapping around my neck in a cowl that flowed over my shoulders and down to my ankles.  Hilda had the same idea, though the cloak looked much more striking over her physique. 
 
    “And you, Destroyer?”  Wesley asked, referring to Vic by his silly character name. 
 
    “I'm done.”  Vic said coldly.  “All this fighting… it's not for me.  In gonna stay in the city and ride this thing out.” 
 
    “I think that's best.”  I said, even though I was screaming internally.  All of those sucker punches in high school and now fighting wasn't for you?!  My blood boiled for a few seconds, but I let it go.  There would be a time for all of that, but it wasn't now.  
 
    “You two best get yourselves prepared.”  Wesley said.  The tournament begins in a fortnight.” 
 
    “You’re not coming?”  Hilda questioned.    
 
    Wesley let out a heavy sigh.  “I wish I could… but it's best that I stay here.  You see, Corbin quickly realized I wanted out of the game.  That's why he had me captured and stripped of all my in-game power.  He took everything away from me and hid me away in a dark corner of the Aether prison.  Thankfully after years of working side by side, he didn’t have the heart to outright kill me….  What he didn’t know though, is that I programmed in a fail-safe, a way to be found by just the right person… El’s quest.  Unfortunately, Once Corbin realizes I'm free he'll be looking for me.  I don't think he's aware of my affiliation with Ravenflight… and I'd like to keep it that way.  He’s stripped me of my ability to level, so the guild is all I have…  the power to give quests, to grant rewards… The power to command my ravens.”  He paused to place a hand on my shoulder.  “When you reach your destination, search for the ravens.  They will aid you. 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow.  “If that’s the case, then why haven’t you sent them for Vazryn?” 
 
    Wesley nodded, as if he were expecting the question.  “The game is fresh…  The ravens under me are mere NPCs.  Sending them to kill Vazryn on their own is futile.  Right now, he rules this realm.  He’d merely have the ravens destroyed before they got close.  No, it must be something unpredictable, something he can’t entirely control.  It must be a player.  
 
    I nodded.  “I guess we're off then.” 
 
    Wesley smiled.  Your strong Zander, I can see that.  I’m certain you’ll make it to the arena city.  Just keep your eyes peeled… my ravens will assess the situation and bring you further instruction.” 
 
    I gave the man an apprehensive nod.  “Uh, will do.”  Damnit all, this man had thrown all this at me and just expected my trust?  How could I even be certain he was telling the truth! 
 
    I sat back and pondered it all for a moment.  I didn’t have a ton of choices in front of me.  I could follow through with this man’s quest, or I could abandon it all and go carve out an adventure for myself.  Or… I could stay in town.  I could try to wait this thing out… surely, someone on the other side had begun working to free us from this death game. 
 
    No, I wasn’t going to sit around and rot in town.  I was heading out, and I might as well head in the direction that was going to earn me something other than a quick death.  I’d work for Wesley and the ravens for now.  After all, Wesley had already shown to provide some generous rewards for his tasks. 
 
    I nodded to the man, then turned to leave.  Suddenly, he lifted a hand, bringing me pause.  “And one more thing.”  Wesley scrambled over to a small chest and withdrew 2 items.  The first he handed to Hilda, an aegis shield with a large black bird etched into its face.  The second item he handed to me.  I stared at the item with wide eyes, a marvelous blade with a blackened hilt and a streak of obsidian that ran up its serrated edge.  I lifted the blade into the air. 
 
      
 
    “Nevermore” 
 
      
 
     
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    11 
 
      
 
    Year of Rebirth 0003 
 
      
 
    Just a single night was all the time we gave ourselves to prepare for our trek.  Airrigar is where we were headed.  The city was a well-known landmark of Aetheria, even before the game’s launch.  For unlike normal locales, this city was built in a giant circle, its focal point being the massive fighting arena at its center.  Word on the street was that Vazryn’s contest of champions was set to begin there in 21 days, meaning we had just 20 to arrive at the city and register.   
 
    I pulled up my world map one last time, giving it a quick look over to confirm our route.  The plan was to head West to Stormgard, city of towers and storms.  From there we would resupply then make our way north to the arena.  As long as we didn’t come across any trouble, we would arrive early giving us extra time to train. Still, a trouble-free journey seemed like little more than a pipe dream. 
 
    I waved my hand, dismissing the map to give me a better view of Karrihdan…  still no sign of Hilda. Our plan was to meet at the city’s main gate at dawn and head out from there.  Noticing the darkness that still enveloped most of the street, I realized I was a bit early.  I leaned back against the large pillar supporting the gate and focused on my interface.  I pulled up my inventory.  It didn’t hurt to give it one last look through before setting out. 
 
      
 
    Inventory 
 
      
 
    Gear 
 
    Head: Ninja Cowl 
 
    Chest: Studded Leather Armor 
 
    Arms:  Leather Gloves 
 
    Legs:  Sturdy Leather Boots 
 
    Equip 1:  Cloak of the Raven (+3 Dex +3 Int) 
 
    Equip 2:  Giant’s Belt (+3 Strength) 
 
    Equip 3:  -- 
 
    Equip 4:  -- 
 
    Equip 5:  -- 
 
      
 
    Weapons 
 
    Main hand:  Nevermore (Bonded) 
 
    Off hand:  Iron Shortsword 
 
    Ranged:  Throwing Knives 
 
      
 
    Other: 
 
    X3 Torches 
 
    Flint & Steel 
 
    Small bedroll 
 
    Small tent 
 
    Bandages 
 
    X10 Rations 
 
    Fresh water 
 
    Grappling hook and rope 
 
    X2 Gnoll pelt 
 
      
 
    36 coppers 
 
      
 
    I was fairly certain that I had everything I needed, though I was flat broke after picking up that ninja cowl from another player.  Still, I looked way too good in it to pass it up!  Next, I pulled up my character sheet. 
 
      
 
    Name: Zander Darkblade 
 
    Class: Slayer 
 
    Lvl: 7 
 
    HP: 170/170 
 
    Exp: 675/700 
 
      
 
    Str: 17 
 
    Dex: 17 
 
    Int: 15 
 
    Con: 12 
 
    Wis: 10 
 
    Cha: 10 
 
      
 
    Faction:  Initiate of the Ravenflight guild 
 
    Skills: 
 
    Mark of the Slayer 
 
    Lunging Strike II 
 
    Double Strike 
 
    Blade of the slayer (Bonded Weapon:  Nevermore) 
 
    Forge from Shadow 
 
    Illusionary Strike 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t help but grin as I gave my character sheet a look over.  Id grown quite formidable in the short time since the game’s release… much more powerful than I’d ever been in the real world.   
 
    I dismissed my character sheet as I rose fully to my feet.  I held my hand out in front of me and focused.  Suddenly, shadows began to stretch out from between my fingers, lengthening until finally they solidified to form my blade nevermore.  I had used one of my newly acquired slayer skills to bond with the blade, making it even deadlier in my hands.  Moreover, using the skill forge from shadow, I could summon the blade at will… an ability I was certain that prove invaluable in the battles to come.   
 
    I waved the blade around, slashing at invisible targets, gauging the weapon’s weight and getting a feel for it before duty called and I would need to put the blade to use.  Beads of sweat began to form on my forehead as I got into a groove, slashing and thrusting with the mighty blade, allowing my battle instincts to fully take control.  I planted my foot and began to execute a spinning strike, though I was forced to stop short once I spotted the blonde-haired guardian standing directly behind me. 
 
    “Are you done dancing around, so we can leave?”  Hilda said coyly.  She had a playful smile on her face that still had me stumbling over my words (if only briefly). 
 
    “Ready?  I’ve been waiting for you!” 
 
    “Of course you have.”  She replied as she headed through the gate.  Strapped across Hilda’s back was her aegis shield, Corvus, and her ram-head mace she had acquired at the prison.  She was level 5 now and had taken a liking to skills that aided in crushing her enemies, something not typical to a guardian.  Nevertheless, she had proven herself to be a valuable ally and a good friend, something that was hard to find in either world. 
 
    Our first day of travel went by without a hitch.  We followed the road east, cutting through the sprawling forest that surrounded Karrihdan on all sides.  It was a relatively safe trek, with most of the creatures in the area being lower level beasts.  Every few moments we would pass by a player or two honing their skills against the errant creature that wandered too close to the road.  
 
    We chose to make camp as night fell, building a tent in a vacant grassy plain under Aetheria’s two moons.   The feeling of fatigue in this world was something completely different than feeling tired in my flesh, but after sleeping nearly every night for the past 17 years, it was an action that somehow felt… necessary.  
 
    Getting to sleep turned out to be quite difficult, mostly due to a dull pain that ached throughout my head.  My HP was full, and my HUD didn’t warn me of any current ailments, so I assumed the headache was just something I had to live with for now.  Despite the pain, slumber finally took me. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Adam.  A familiar voice stirred in my head, calling over and over. 
 
    Adam.  Wake up, damnit.  It kept coming.  I did my best to match a face to the voice, but my thoughts were unclear, as if a fog had passed through my brain… 
 
    ADAM! 
 
    I jolted up out my bedroll, sweat dripping from my brow.  That voice, it had haunted me in my sleep.  It kept repeating itself over and over, spewing out that strange name.  Adam… I thought on it for a moment.  Adam, that… that was my name! 
 
    A feeling of sickness grumbled in the pit of my stomach.  Had I been trapped in here that long that I had nearly forgotten my real name?  No… perhaps it was just the fatigue, a momentary memory lapse from being woken so suddenly. 
 
    Shaking it off, I rose from my bedroll and began summoning my items back into my inventory.  Hilda was nearby, washing her hair in small natural stream at the edge of the field.  It didn’t look like she had noticed my restless sleeping, or at least she didn’t plan on saying anything about it.  I approached her, letting her know I was awake.  We gathered our things, shared a breakfast of trail rations and set off once again. 
 
    Beyond the field, the road twisted into another heavily wooded area.  This time signs of life were few and far between.  In fact, I hadn’t seen a single player traversing the wood.  Hilda and I walked silently, listening to the sounds of the forest, keeping a keen eye on our strange surroundings.  And lucky that we were… a chilling scream echoed through the air, but only for a second before it was quickly cut short.  We paused, waiting patiently for the scream once more… but it never came. 
 
    Hilda gazed at me, a look of concern on her face.   “I think that came from over there.”  She said, pointing to a large thicket to the right.   
 
    “Dare we?”  I said, my eyes slowly drifting back to the long road that still lied ahead.  She gave me a disapproving glare, and I immediately knew we would be checking it out.   
 
    I led the way as we began weaving through the trees, carefully approaching the thicket that lie ahead.  I pushed away some of the bramble and squeezed through the thick brush, making my way into a large hidden grove.  Despite the scream from earlier, I was almost shocked to see several others within the thicket.  At the center of the grassy grove was a young woman, eyes filled with an unbridled rage.  Long black hair with streaks of red fell over her small shoulders and large chest, nearly covering the thick rope wrapped tightly around her torso.  She wore cloth armor of crimson and gold, indicating that she was likely a spellcaster, though with the gag in her mouth it was unlikely she would be casting any spells. 
 
    Surrounding the young woman was a small group of men, all dressed in armor of varied material and quality.  They stood near the woman in a semi-circle, watching as one of them mocked her before placing an unwanted hand on her waist.  This was going to get out of hand fast. 
 
    “Hey!”  I said, drawing the men’s attention as I entered the grove.  I always strived to approach each situation with a battle plan, but the distress of the woman had forced my hand. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?”  The man studied me with his good eye, the other covered in a tattered patch.  “Get the hell outta here…  Unless you wanna die here.”  A few more of the men shot me toothy grins, their hands slowly moving to their waists where sharp blades dangled in leather scabbards.   
 
    Hilda entered the grove just seconds later, eliciting more looks from the thugs.  “Well, well.”  One of them said, rubbing his hands together as if he was preparing to dig in to a hot supper. 
 
    “Enough.”  A commanding voice echoed through the grove.  The men immediately backed off, though their eyes never left Hilda or myself.  Approaching from the back of the pack was a man who stuck out from the rest of the ruffians.  He was tall and sporting leather armor that was dyed green like tree leaves.  Across his back a quiver full of arrows hang, at his side a fine silver battle axe.  He brushed aside his long brown hair to get a better look at me, his hazel eyes deadly focused as they met mine.  I concentrated on the icon above his head.  It was bright red… indicating that he’d killed players before. 
 
      
 
    Name:  Rhylor 
 
    Ranger 
 
    Lvl: 10 
 
      
 
    Damnit, I was hoping my higher level would be enough to scare some of them off.  It looked like that surely wasn’t happening now. 
 
    “You’re a fool for coming in here.  You realize that now, don’t you?”  Rhylor’s voice was cool, calm and collected.  His expression remained serious as he spoke, but I couldn’t help but feel like he was mocking me.   
 
    “Just let the girl go.”  I said, trying to appear forthright and intimidating.   
 
    Rhylor gazed back at the young woman, then back to me.  “Her?  The feisty one over there?”  The woman’s eyes lit up with rage.  I was certain if she wasn’t gagged that she’d be screaming something profane.  “What business do you have with that one?  Ya know, when we stumbled upon her in this grove here she was anything but kind.  I only see it fair to let my men have a little fun with her.  They look forward to things like this… It keeps them occupied in this shit world.” 
 
    I grimaced.  These were not good spirited adventurers… these men were dangerous.  Of all the times, why did I have to choose now to act so righteous!  I wracked my brain for something, anything to get us out of this.  Suddenly, an idea began to formulate in my mind. 
 
    “So, what is it then?  You’re clearly not planning on letting the girl go…are you going to kill us?”  I asked boldly. 
 
    “I suppose so.”  Rhylor replied in a matter-a-fact tone.  His hand rested firmly on the handle of his battle-axe. 
 
    I put my hand on my chin.  “Seems like a pretty dumb idea if you ask me." 
 
    Rhylor furrowed his brow.  “How so?” 
 
    “Well, what do you get from killing us?  Nothing…” 
 
    “Just the satisfaction.”  One of the thugs chimed in, drawing a laugh from the others. 
 
    “Maybe so.”  I added.  “But if you’re looking to make a profit… then why not take part in a duel.”  Rhylor’s eyes widened.  Good.  He was intrigued.  “The great thing about duels is you can add a wager, and by the game’s laws I’ll be forced to pay up.  I’ll bet my most valuable possession, and you… all you have to do is wager the freedom of that girl.  I gave her a quick inspection. 
 
      
 
    Name:  Helena 
 
    Warlock 
 
    Level 6 
 
      
 
    I hoped she was worth all this trouble.  Rhylor sized me up, quickly inspecting my level and the items I wore.  “And what do you have to offer besides a measly shortsword?” 
 
    I raised my hand in front of him, inhaling deeply as I centered my focus on my palm.  Shadows began to escape from my fingertips, swirling and lengthening before my obsidian blade nevermore formed in my grasp.  Many of the men gasped in awe as the marvelous blade materialized. 
 
    For the first time since our encounter, Rhylor grinned.  “You’re on.” 
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    The men circled Rhylor and I as we squared off in the center of the grove. Two of the brutes stood off to the side, standing guard near the entrapped warlock Helena, each wearing a grimace on their face.  It appeared that they were none too happy about missing the fight. 
 
    Hilda stood in the circle of men, waiting for the fight to begin.  She gave me a slight nod as I took a fighting stance.  I winked back at her, trying to show a little bravado in the face of a much stronger opponent. 
 
    “Are you ready to get this over with?”  Rhylor quipped, heaving his axe onto his shoulder with one hand.  I didn’t respond, but rather pulled up my interface and selected Duel. A glowing ring of amber energy encircled us, barring the others from entrance.  There was no going back now. 
 
    A tiny sprite flittered into view at the center of the dueling area, taking the shape of a tiny winged women made of light.   “Please make your wagers be known.”  The tiny women said in an almost childlike voice.  A small golden aura of light briefly covered my weapon as I raised it towards the sprite, then the light quickly faded.   
 
    “I’ll wager the girl.”  Rhylor said nonchalantly, nodding towards Helena. 
 
    The sprite gave him a confused look.  “Living beings cannot be used as wagers in duels.”  She said with irritation in her voice. “Please select an item to wager.” 
 
    Rhylor shook his head in dismay.  “How about one of the men here?   Half of them are about as useful as a dull blade.”  Some of his men let out howls of laughter, while others frowned.  The sprite, none too impressed, crossed her arms across her chest. 
 
    “Fine.”  Rhylor said pulling up his inventory and summoning a small vial filled with grey liquid into his hand.  “Use this.” 
 
    The sprite nodded, sending a golden aura of light around the bottle. 
 
      
 
    Potion- ???? 
 
      
 
    I had no idea what it was, but it didn’t really matter….  That’s not what I was after.  “How do I know you’ll still give me the girl if I win?”  I growled. 
 
    Rhylor chuckled.  “Guess you’ll just have to trust me.” 
 
    I gave him a hard stare, but the smirk on his thin face never left.  Trust him... yeah right. 
 
    “Are both combatants ready?”  The sprite asked, growing impatient. 
 
    Suddenly, Rhylor turned his head to the side.  “Vice, I need you!”  he yelled.  In seconds, a small creature revealed itself from between a pair of large oak trees.  It was a wolf, its hair a mix of brown and gray, its face covered in a long vertical scar that covered its right eye.  I readied myself as the wolf lumbered forward, charging through the barricade straight towards… Rhylor? 
 
    The wolf began to fade, turning to a translucent blue as it shed its corporeal form.  It leapt forward, diving into Rhylor, fusing with the man as a soft blue light shimmered around his body before quickly fading. 
 
    “What the hell was that?!”  I yelled. 
 
    “A Familiar.”  Rhylor said coyly.  “But you won’t have to worry about that.  You’re not gonna last that long.” 
 
    The sprite zipped around the grove displaying her impatience as her wings reverberated with a loud, buzzing noise. 
 
    “We’re ready.”  Rhylor barked as the grin on his face finally faded.  The sprite looked to me and I gave it a quick nod. 
 
    The grove fell silent as the ranger and I squared off.  It was as if we were the only two souls in the grove.  Finally, the sprites voice piqued up. 
 
    “Ready… duel!” 
 
    My slayer mark appeared over Rhylor’s head as the duel began.  I leapt forward, nevermore in my grasp as I activated lunging strike. Rhylor widened his stance and accepted the blow, intercepting my sword with his axe.  He pressed off then rebounded with a horizontal chop, though it was slow enough that I was able to leap out of the way. 
 
    This time Rhylor lurched forward, axe raised above his head. I rose my blade to parry but ate a boot to the stomach for my troubles. 
 
    Suddenly, Rhylor’s axe slammed into my shoulder as he activated bite of the wolverine. I watched as my HP bar dwindled by 20… it hurt like hell. Nonetheless, I steeled myself and recoiled with a strike of my own, a glancing blow that sliced into Rhylor’s side as we parted.  
 
    He winced in pain as dark energy from the blade infiltrated his wound, draining him of 18 HP. 
 
    Rhylor grimaced before making another charge, activating mongoose strike as he darted forward.  The speed that his skill afforded was insane, allowing him to dart in through my defenses and slash his axe blade across my abdomen.   
 
    I recoiled in pain… two attacks and my health bar had been depleted by 39 points! 
 
    “Give up.” Rhylor said, not in arrogance but more so defiance. 
 
    “To hell with that!” I replied. I rose my blade, spreading my feet apart as I settled into sword stance.  With a flick of my wrist, I summoned my short sword into my offhand, drawing a few “ohs” from some of the onlookers.   
 
    I made my move, activating double strike as I stabbed in with my short sword. Rhylor easily shrugged off the blow, but he wasn’t prepared for the follow-up strike as nevermore stabbed into his shoulder. He cried out in pain as dark energy seared his flesh, taking a sizable chunk out of his health bar. 
 
    “Vice!”  Rhylor yelled, calling to his familiar.  A translucent blue aura swirled around him, pushing me away with unseen force. 
 
    The words Alpha’s Protection appeared above his head briefly…. Did I just witness a familiar skill? 
 
    Rhylor’s grin suddenly returned as he waived me on, goading me into another attack… and stupidly, I obliged. 
 
    I charged forward with a blade in each hand, poised to strike.  To my surprise, Rhylor rolled away… was it fear? 
 
    CRUNCH!  -12 HP 
 
    I looked down at my bloody ankle that was now encased in a razor sharp, steel trap.  No, it was wasn’t fear, it was strategy.  
 
    Rhylor shook his head as he sheathed his axe and pulled out his bow.  “It was a decent fight, I’ll give you that,” he said, knocking an arrow and aiming it at my chest. 
 
    I braced myself as the arrow soared through my guard and slammed into my shoulder, 
 
    -15 HP 
 
    I clenched my teeth as the pain swelled in my shoulder.  Damnit all I was a sitting duck!  Rhylor methodically knocked a second arrow and took aim at my other shoulder. He was going to sit back and pick me apart and there was nothing I could do. 
 
    Rhylor pulled the string back on his bow, ready to strike…. Suddenly, an agonizing cry cut through the air, bringing him pause.  Rhylor dropped his bow and gazed to his left.  There, he spotted Hilda smashing her mace into the one of the men guarding Helena.  The other man was gone, having already been dispatched.   
 
    Hilda had slipped away during the excitement of the duel… just as we planned.  Now, she was seconds away from releasing the raging warlock. 
 
    “Get her!” Rhylor yelled to his men, momentarily taking his eyes off me.  This was it… this was my chance! 
 
    I slammed nevermore’s tip into the trap, prying it open and releasing my ankle. Rhylor’s gaze shifted back towards me as I dashed towards the formidable ranger.  He knocked his arrow, taking aim before firing at nearly point-blank range. 
 
    The arrowhead soared into my chest, flying through my incorporeal form before slamming into one of the onlookers at my flank. I grinned, reappearing in front of Rhylor as I yelled “illusionary strike!” 
 
    The ranger didn’t have time to respond as I plunged nevermore into his chest, landing a critical hit and dropping his HP to 1. The sprite reappeared in the air as Rhylor collapsed onto his back, gripping the mortal wound in his chest. 
 
    “The winner is Zander Darkblade!” She announced in her childish voice as the glowing barrier began to fade.  A small notification appeared above my head. 
 
      
 
    You’ve completed your first duel! 
 
    + 25 Exp. 
 
    Congratulations!  You have reached level 8! 
 
      
 
    Some of Rhylor’s men began to close in, ready to avenge their defeated leader…. Not many, though. 
 
    No, the others were gazing warily at the newly freed warlock, Helena.  She rose to her feet, her eyes aglow with infernal energy.  “You bastards!”  She growled, raising her open palms into the air.  “I’m going to make you burn!” 
 
      
 
    IMMOLATE 
 
      
 
    Hellfire spout from her hands as she let out a devilish laugh, spraying the flames around in a wide arc around the grove.  The damage from the flames wasn’t overly powerful but the fire was spreading quickly, setting the grove itself ablaze. 
 
    “Grab the boss and let’s get out of here!”  One of the men yelled as he narrowly dodged a falling branch that had caught fire. Likewise, Hilda ran to my side, hoisting me up with one arm, her aegis shield in the other. Helena followed closely behind as the fire began to consume the area.   
 
    As we exited the grove, I turned to get a final look at Rhylor.  Our eyes met briefly.  I could see the anger brewing in him like a tempest… we would meet again. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Rhylor paced around the small clearing, circling the nervous group of men with his familiar, Vice at his side. They watched fearfully, waiting for the ranger to lash out in anger. 
 
    “Should we go after them, sir?” One of the men piped up, 
 
    “No.” Rhylor snapped.  “This little duel has brought me… clarity.” The men looked at him with a series of puzzled gazes.  “Get your things.  We’re going to double back to karrihdan.” 
 
    “But why, sir?”  One of the men asked. 
 
    “Because, I need more power.  Merely leveling up isn’t going to be enough.  I need… more.  All of you, pool your money together and send it to my inventory.” 
 
    “Uh, alright sir.”  The man said with reluctance.  “May I ask what for?” 
 
    Rhylor grinned.  “Because we are heading to the guild registar.  You band of fools are going to be more powerful you ever thought possible.” 
 
    “We… we are sir?” 
 
    “Yes, you are.  Now shape up men.  We’re forming a guild!” 
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    “So, what the hell do you want from me?”  Helena said, eyeing me with suspicion as she crossed her arms over her chest.  Her crimson and gold garments hugged her body tightly, complimenting her slender form and rigid posture. 
 
    I stared back at her incredulously as I slumped back against a large oak. “What do I… want?” 
 
    “That’s what I said!”  She leaned in close, staring me down with those fiery red eyes.  For being so imposing, she smelled quite lovely. 
 
    “I… I don’t want anything, really.” 
 
    She cocked her head a bit, then turned and stormed off in the other direction. “Unbelievable!”  Helena spat.  “Your telling me you’re foolish enough to errantly risk your life for a complete stranger?” 
 
    “Perhaps it wouldn’t kill you to say… ‘thank you’.” Hilda remarked.  The two women paused to exchange heated glares.  Damnit all…. 
 
    “Everyone just calm down for a second.”  I said, slowly rising back to my feet.  “Listen, Helena.  Hilda and I were just passing though when we heard your screams.  We thought it was best to check things out and everything just kind of progressed from there.” 
 
    Helena glared at me.  “Those weren’t my screams.  They were the cries of one of those idiots I burned with hellfire… right before they ambushed me.” 
 
    Hilda let out a snicker, drawing another irksome look from the warlock. 
 
    “Even so, we were just passing through.”  I said. “If you want, we’ll just gather our things and be on our way.” Silence lingered in the air as Helena stared me down.  She wasn’t scowling anymore, but her demeanor wasn’t exactly cheerful either.  “Where are you headed?” She finally asked. 
 
    “Stormgard, then north to Airrigar.” 
 
    She nodded, quietly contemplating something in her mind. “Fine, I’ll go with you then.” 
 
    “What!?”  Hilda and I both responded in unison. 
 
    Helena placed her hands on her hips. “Listen, I don’t like owing anyone a thing. So, for helping me out back there, I’ll make sure you make it safely to Airrigar.” 
 
    “What makes you think we need help?”  Hilda snapped back. 
 
    Helena let out a devilish laugh that we’d heard before. “Seriously?  You two charged into a group of armed men on a whim…. You need someone around to start making some good decisions.” 
 
    Hilda’s jaw nearly dropped to the ground.  I just sat back and laughed. 
 
      
 
    <><> 
 
      
 
    We continued east through the woods, following the road whenever possible. My health was still quite low from my duel with Rhylor, so I let the women handle any encounters we stumbled into.  They didn’t seem to mind, and to be honest, I really didn’t mind watching.  
 
    By the end of the day the women had slayed at least a dozen gnolls and even gotten the jump on a rather small group of bandits.  They’d both progressed to level 7, just a mere level behind me.  We were quickly becoming formidable…if only I could get the two to talk some. 
 
    As we set up camp under Aetheria’s two moons, I decided to strike up some small-talk.  It was my only hope to generate some communication, or at least then only one I could think of. 
 
    “So, Helena…. How’d you end up in that situation back there?” 
 
    The warlock glared at me.  Perhaps this wasn’t the best question to start with. 
 
    “Those assholes got the jump on me.”  She responded with annoyance.  “I’d heard a noise, a whimper really…  It was coming from that ranger’s wolf familiar.  When I went to check on it, they ambushed me.  I took down two of them, but the others piled on before I could use any more of my spells.” 
 
    I thought back to my encounter with Rhylor, to the strange way he interacted with his “familiar”. It was as if he absorbed the beast before our fight and used one of its skills during battle.  Had he also used it to lure Helena into a trap? 
 
    “That familiar of his seemed quite useful.” I said.  “What do you know about them.” 
 
    Helena gave me a strange look.  “You mean you don’t know about familiars?” 
 
    I shook my head, quite naive of the subject. Hilda strolled over as well.  She had been with me throughout most of the game, and neither of us knew much about the creatures. 
 
    Helena laughed. “Didn’t you guys learn anything in Karrihdan? The NPCs there were chock-full of information.” 
 
    “We got side-tracked by a particularly important quest.”  Hilda replied smugly.   
 
    Helena shrugged before continuing.  “Well, from what I’ve learned, the world of Aetheria is covered in Aether, a strange substance that fuels everything.” 
 
    “Everything?”  I replied incredulously. 
 
    “Everything.  It’s the base component for all magic in Aetheria, whether it be a wizard’s spells or a shaman’s primal incantations.  It’s the force that brings life to the land itself.  Without Aether, this world would be an empty husk.” 
 
    “Ok…” I said. “What does that have to do with familiars?” 
 
    Helena winked.  “Like I said, everything. You see, from Aether comes sprites… living manifestations of magical energy. Some of them serve a purpose, such as the sprite you saw at your duel. Others are more powerful, such as that elf creature that welcomed us into the game. She was some sort of elder sprite.   But most importantly, there are sprites that chose to bond with players, forming a sort of… symbiosis.  The sprite takes a form that best represents their nature, such as Rhylor’s wolf, and thus become a familiar.” 
 
    Hilda leaned forward, intrigued. “Do they… help you?” 
 
    Helena nodded.  “A familiar serves many purposes, but yes, they can bond with you, bolstering your combat effectiveness and even giving you access to skills.  I think you found that out first hand, Zan.” 
 
    I shrugged in concession. “These familiars sound amazing. How do we find one?” 
 
    “From what I learned, familiars are more of a ‘mysterious’ element to the game.  They’re not like an item you can acquire and there aren’t any skills that I’ve seen referring to them. “ 
 
    “How the hell do you know all of this?” Hilda said, folding her arms in defiance. 
 
    Helena grinned.  “A couple of old men in Karrihdan’s mages quarters talked my ear off while I was gathering supplies…. All I had to do was give them the right look.”  She gave me a sly wink that caused my cheeks to grow red.   
 
    Hilda scowled.  “But weren’t they NPCs?” 
 
    Helena let out her trademark devilish laugh. “It doesn’t matter what world we’re in…boys will still be boys.” 
 
    I looked over to Hilda, who wore a look of contempt on her face.  Helena, on the other hand, continued to laugh it up.  If my mission was to bring the group together, then I’d certainly failed.  No matter though… perhaps that would come with time.   
 
    I thought back to Rhylor and how’d he bonded with that creature, that wolf of his… ‘Vice’..  The two of them surely would’ve put me down if it hadn’t been for that distraction.   
 
    If I intended on being a contender in this game (which I did… what, with an all-important quest looming in front of me and such) then unlocking the secrets of the familiars would need to be done. 
 
      
 
    <><> 
 
      
 
    The following morning, we continued our trek, finally reaching the end of that blasted gnoll-infested forest. The trees began to lessen as we spotted a wide clearing in the distance.  A large lake sat at its center with a red painted house on its shore. Far beyond that, a cluster of towers sat at the base of a long stretch of mountains. It was all quite beautiful. 
 
    “Zander, look out!”  Hilda yelled, shoving me out of the way.  We stumbled into the grass, watching wide-eyed as a large four-legged creature charged past.  It had a body similar to that of a deer, though it’s horns were thick and twisted like that of a ram.  I sat by as another one of the creatures charged by, then another. 
 
    One of them ran directly at Helena, but she stood firm, staring the creature down with her crimson eyes.  At the last second, the beast veered away from her before disappearing into the forest. 
 
    “What the hell are those things?”  I asked.  “Are they attacking us?” 
 
    “No.”  Helena responded, pointing a slender finger towards the large house on the lake.  “They’re scared.” 
 
    I sat up, straining my eyes to get a better view of the house.  After a few seconds my eyes finally focused, and I could make out a large gated enclosure parallel to the structure.  Part of the gate had been destroyed… 
 
    “Maybe we should check it out.”  Hilda suggested, hoisting me back to my feet as she rose.  We both looked to Helena who glared back at us before finally rolling her eyes in concession. 
 
    As the last of the beasts ran by I made a quick observation of it. 
 
      
 
    Elken (domestic) 
 
    Level : 1 
 
      
 
    Domestic… these creatures must’ve escaped from that broken gate. 
 
    Hilda, Helena and I took up a light jog as we cleared the remainder of the trees and headed towards the farmhouse.  As we got closer another figure came into view.  It was a man, likely much older as indicated by his thinning hair and wrinkled face.  He wore commoner’s clothes not so different from the ones I was spawned in, though a small gold icon glimmered above his head… a quest giver? 
 
    “Please!  Please help me!” He cried, his voice distressed and stricken with panic. 
 
    “What is it?”  I said, rushing up to meet the man. 
 
    “It…. It came from the lake.  It devoured two of my Elken and chased off the rest.  Please, you look formidable enough… can you get rid of it for me!” 
 
    “Alright, point me to it.”  I said, not giving myself any time to think about the decision. 
 
      
 
    Quest Accepted: 
 
    It came from the lake 
 
      
 
    “It’s there, behind the farm.” He yelled.  I nodded, then waived the other two on as we made our way around back.  
 
    I felt anxious as we circled the house, noticing that the grass was littered with chunks of flesh and small pools of blood.  What the hell had done this? 
 
    I quickly had my answer. 
 
    Gnawing on the leg bone of a fallen elken was a rather disturbing sight.  At first glance I thought the creature to be a lion, though its scaly body quickly proved otherwise.  Its long mane was a strange greenish color, its texture a closer resemblance to seaweed than hair. The spaces between its taloned fingers were adorned with tiny webbings.  The creature drew a long breath from its maw, causing its gills to retract back into its neck. 
 
      
 
    Leodronne 
 
    Aquatic beast 
 
    Level: 7 
 
      
 
    My remaining health was still quite low, though a bit of it had regenerated.  I had to hope it would be enough… for without warning the creature leapt forward, claws outstretched and ready to strike. 
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    I summoned nevermore to my hand as the leodronne approached, barely getting the blade up as the beast’s talons came crashing in.  I blocked its initial strike, but the weight of the creature slammed into me full force, knocking me to the ground and pinning me under hundreds of pounds of muscle. 
 
    I winced as the beast opened its maw, preparing itself to bite down on my neck.  This was it…. 
 
    CRACK! 
 
    The leodronne recoiled as Hilda’s mace smacked into its skull, cutting the creatures health bar by a third.  Helena arrived next, raising her hands and sending forth a bolt of shadow energy that seared the beasts flesh, sending it into full retreat. 
 
    The leodronne roared in frustration as it clawed its way back towards the lake… as if it thought it was getting away. 
 
    I leveled my blade and activated lunging strike.  My muscles twitched as I leapt forward and slammed my obsidian sword into the back of the creature’s head.  The leodronne slumped over, quite dead, its blood flowing freely into the murky lake. 
 
    +50 Exp 
 
    I rose from my crouch, yanking my blade free from the beast’s corpse…. Wait a minute… corpse? 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Helena said as she took a look around the area, her face wearing a look of skepticism.  Pieces of elken lay strewn about the grass, as well as the corpse of the leodronne that sat on the shore of the lake. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like this in AGO before.” Hilda said as she lifted a bloody elken stump off the ground.  “Everything we ever killed before… well, it disappeared.  There was hardly any blood, at least not like this.”  She looked to Helena, but the warlock merely shrugged, unsure of what to make of it either.  
 
    I listened in, but the approach of the old man grabbed my attention.  Oddly, his face still looked panicked. 
 
    I turned my back to the lake to greet him.  “It’s dead.” I said assuredly, pointing down to the dead Leo.   
 
    “That… that’s not it!”  The man squeaked out.  His hands were shaking as he gestured back towards the lake.  My brow furrowed.  What the hell was he talking about? 
 
    Suddenly, I heard the ripple of water, followed by the feeling of hot breath on the back of my neck.  Both Hilda and Helena’s eyes had gone wide…  I was certain that I did not want to turn around. 
 
    Slowly I shifted to meet the creature behind me face to face.  Its head was nearly half the size of my body, elongated, reptilian-like and covered with glistening blue scales.  At the tip of its snout sat a jagged, black horn.  Two glossy yellow eyes looked at me fondly, like a meal ready to be devoured.   
 
    I winced as I gave the beast a quick inspection. 
 
      
 
    Horned Drake 
 
    Beast  
 
    Level:14 
 
      
 
    Sweat began to build on my brow as another rush of hot breath left the drake’s snout.  Dare I run? 
 
    Suddenly, the drake bared it teeth, causing me to flinch in the slightest of ways.  Instinctively, the creature snapped forward, locking its jaw around my thigh.  Ripples of pain pulsed through my leg as sharp teeth punctured soft flesh. 
 
    Hilda lunged for me, her fingers even grazed my arm… but ultimately, she could do nothing as the beast dragged me into the murky depths. 
 
      
 
    <><> 
 
      
 
    Panicked, blinded, and gasping for air… I was certain that’s how I was going to die.  
 
    The drake dived down into the surprisingly deep lake, dragging me along as I flailed like a wounded animal.  Blood continued to pour from my wounds, mixing with the murky water and making it nearly impossible to see. I needed to focus, needed to find a way to escape, but I just couldn’t seem to shake the panic that clouded my mind. 
 
    My HP continued to tick away. 11,10, 9…. 
 
    I tried to summon nevermore back to my hand, having lost it in the scuffle, but I just couldn’t achieve the level of concentration required to do so.  I was going to die… Damnit all I was actually going to die!  
 
    Coherent thoughts faded from my mind as more primal instincts took over.  I ripped a throwing knife out of my bandolier, curled my body forward and slashed it through the water.  I hit nothing.   
 
    7,6… 
 
    Again, I slashed forward.  This time the blade stuck!  
 
    Grievous Wound inflicted 
 
    The pressure on my leg subsided as the Drake’s jaw unclenched, the creature now much more concerned with the small knife lodged into its eye.   
 
    I reached for the surface of the water, but it seemed so far away, and I felt far too weak to struggle.  Slowly I sank until finally my back rested against the lake’s jagged floor…. My water grave… 
 
    It was then that I noticed something… strange. 
 
    Dirt and muck that was once stuck to the lake’s bottom began to swirl around in the water, revealing a soft blue glow emanating from beneath.  I rotated my body to get a better look.  Below me, beneath the muck was at least a dozen raw veins of Aether! 
 
    Several tiny bursts of light rose from the Aether, spinning around me before swimming off into the darkness of the lake… were those sprites? 
 
    It didn’t matter really… my lungs were devoid of air, the water around me was quickly filling with my own blood… I was finished. 
 
    A blurry figure approached from above, swimming aggressively towards my helpless form.  It was the drake coming back for its meal. 
 
    I steeled myself, clenching my jaw so tightly it hurt. Damnit all, get it over with already… 
 
    A powerful force slammed into my back, propelling me through the water just out of the drake’s grasp.  It sent me soaring upward through the lake so quickly that I had to close my eyes! 
 
    Suddenly I broke the surface of the water.  Fresh air filled my lungs as my body flew forward and I flopped back onto the shore. 
 
    “Zander!”  I could hear their cries of relief, though I wasn’t certain if it was the guardian or the warlock, or both.  It didn’t matter right that moment.  First, I had to see what had saved my life… what had come out of the Aether. 
 
    I turned onto my back and stared up at the being before me.  Well… it wasn’t a being really, or at least not one by my standards.  Hovering above me was a small glowing orb of light. It rotated in the air, it’s size ever-changing, ever-shifting.  I reached forward, cautiously pressing a finger to the light.  The orb reacted to my touch.  It began to change… growing, stretching, taking form as it morphed into something more recognizable, something a bit… alarming, 
 
    Standing on my chest was a miniaturized version of the creature that had nearly taken my life; a blue, scaly horned drake. 
 
    Reacting out of fear, I rolled to my right, tossing the creature to my side before scrambling back into the grass.  Hilda cocked her mace at the little beast, ready to smash it to pieces as soon as the opportunity arose. 
 
    “No.”  The tiny drake said in a meek, almost child-like voice.  It brought her pause.  Did that thing just speak?  No, it couldn’t have… 
 
    Waves crashed over us as the large drake emerged from the lake, it’s one good eye filled with rage as it locked on to our group. 
 
    Hilda pivoted, changing directions as she charged at the larger beast, raising her mace for a crushing blow.  The beast snapped forward out of the water.  It was much quicker than the armored woman and slammed its horn into her stomach, knocking her away with brutal force. 
 
    “You scaly bastard.”  Helena said as she raised her hands into the air. 
 
      
 
    Immolate! 
 
      
 
    A wave of fire slammed into the drake, shaving off some of the creature’s health bar but doing little to subdue its rage.  The beast responded in kind, rotating its body so that its tail slammed into Helena like a whip.  The tail carried her body over the lake, launching her into the water as the beast finished its rotation. Then, once again… the drake turned to me. 
 
    Here I was, alone again, the only one left standing to face down the enormous drake… or was I? 
 
    “Zzzzzzander.” A meek voice called my name, a voice I didn’t recognize.  I wanted to look around, but the drake was beginning its approach. 
 
    “Zzzander.”  The voice was a bit clearer this time.   
 
    “Who’s there!?” I yelled before rolling out of the way, barely dodging the horned Drake’s deadly charge. 
 
    “Zzzander... must survive… must… bond.” 
 
    I rose back to my feet and began to run, trying to put some distance between me and the enormous creature.  I took s quick glance around but still, nobody was there. 
 
    The drake pursued me, using it claws to propel itself across the ground, cutting off my escape.  I braced myself…. The creature was about to strike! 
 
    “Zaaaaander!”  From the corner of my eye, I spotted the source of that meek little voice.  It wasn’t human, and it certainly wasn’t another player.  The voice was coming from the mouth of the miniature drake, the creature that had spawned from the Aether! 
 
    Without any other options and a hellacious reptilian staring me down, I reached for the smaller beast.  What was I thinking?!   
 
    It leapt towards me. My fingers grazed its scaly back… 
 
    Suddenly the area around me went dark, as if I’d been transported away from my lakeside predicament. I blinked my eyes, trying to adjust to the darkness.  Thankfully, it didn’t last, for a soft blue light began glow from afar.  A steady illumination. 
 
    The light grew closer, eating away at my shadowy surroundings until it nearly consumed me.  It flooded me with warmth, with strength!  I felt a growing feeling of readiness, an urge to act, as if I had just taken a shot of adrenaline.  Was… was this more Aether? 
 
    “Zander Darkblade.”  The voice had followed me.  It sounded more distinguished, more mature even, though I could still tell it was the same.  It spoke my name much louder than it had before. 
 
    “Y-yes.” I responded, floating helplessly as I bathed in the blue light. 
 
    “Zander Darkblade… the Aether… you seem… worthy… must bond.” 
 
    “Bond?  Wait, what do you mean?” 
 
    “Time… is short!  The… the world breakers will return.  Will you… accept… the bond?” 
 
    The thought of the rampaging drake was still fresh in my mind.  It was going to ravage me the second I returned to my body.  For all I know it could already be tearing me to shreds!  I had to take a chance. 
 
    “Yes!  Do it!”  Suddenly the blue light consumed me, enveloping my body and leaving me blinded.  It felt… empowering. 
 
      
 
    <><> 
 
      
 
    My eyes shot open.  I was back on the lakeshore, just mere seconds from being gored by the horned drake.  Still, this was different.  The smaller drake at my fingertips melted away, turning into s soft blue light that crept up arm and over my body.  The light solidified, forming into shimmering sapphire plates that interconnected over my leather armor.  More plates stretched over my face, forming a helm with small slits that resembled the face of the horned drake. This creature had granted me… plate armor. 
 
    The light continued to move over my body, pooling in my hand before stretching out and solidifying into the shape of a massive blade!  The weapon was light, just as light the armor was, and yet gripping it granted me a surge of strength.   I couldn’t explain any of it….  but whatever that small drake had done, he’d given me a chance. 
 
    The larger drake barreled in, crashing into my plated chest before I could properly react.  It was an attack that should’ve killed me, but instead it did little more than knock me off my feet.  I lifted the blade as I rose, it’s long serrated edge curved like the turbulent waves of the ocean. The blade was masterly crafted. 
 
    With a swing, I sliced the blade through the neck of the drake.  It cut through the creature so cleanly, so effortlessly… it was amazing! 
 
    The beast tried to back away, but the blade remained lodged, blood running down its sharp edge.  I held the over-sized pommel with one hand and reached out with the other, calling forth the obsidian blade nevermore.  With a hefty swing, I slammed the dark sword into the other side of the drake’s neck, eliciting a mighty roar of agony. 
 
    The beast wavered, it’s eyes met mine for the briefest of seconds.  Then, in one swift motion, I pulled the blades toward one another, removing the drake’s head. 
 
    The creatures decapitated body fell to the ground, it’s blood draining into the already murky lake.   Again, the creatures body didn’t fade as dead creatures once had before.  It was puzzling, but there would be time to investigate that later.  After… after I… what was it that I was doing again? My mind and body had grown so weary that I could barely form a coherent thought.  The sapphire blue armor I once wore faded into a smoky mist as I began my descent, collapsing onto the ground next to the drake.  I peered into the sky trying to make sense of my thoughts, but they were a wash.  My consciousness faded, eyes slowly closing as two moons shone brightly back at me. 
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    Year of Rebirth 0004 
 
      
 
    Adam… Adam can you hear me? 
 
    A strangely familiar voice echoed through my mind.  That name… Adam… who was it again?  Was it… me? 
 
    No, I was Zander Darkblade… or was I Adam?  Or was I both?  It was all so confusing, and that nagging pain in my head… 
 
    My eyes slowly opened, forcing that voice in my head to vanish, and with it, the dull pain that accompanied.  
 
    My surroundings were unfamiliar.  I was in a small room constructed of light-colored wood and decorated with simple red drapes … and was I lying in a bed?  That was unexpected… but pleasant.  The bed was actually quite cozy. 
 
    “Finally awake, huh.”  Hilda’s voice startled me.  I turned to see her perched on a small wooden stool, her posture slumped as she leaned forward on her large aegis shield, Corvus. 
 
    “What… happened?” I asked before peeling away my rose-colored sheet.  I half expected to find my body covered in wounds, but surprisingly I looked fine.  The circular gauge surrounding my vision was completely red.  My HP was full… but how? 
 
    Hilda straightened herself in her set as she spoke.  “You don’t remember?  That drake… well the big one, it was tearing us apart.  Then, that smaller drake appeared out of the water and turned into armor, or gave it to you… I’m not really sure how it works.  But anyways, you formed this sword in your hand and ended up killing the thing.  And with only 3 HP to spare.” 
 
    Ah, yes.  It was coming back to me now… that miniature drake had requested a bond with me, but had I completed it? 
 
    “Where is that thing, anyways?” 
 
    Hilda’s eyes shifted towards the end of the bed.  I propped myself up on my elbows and peered past my still-covered feet.  My eyes went wide. 
 
    There was the small horned drake, it’s eyes peering back at me over the edge of the bed. 
 
    I patted the area next to me, calling the creature up like a dog. Its eyes narrowed. 
 
    “I am not a pet.”  The drake growled, pausing as it enunciated each word.  It almost sounded like an angry child. 
 
    “Oh.  Sorry.”  I replied.  What was I supposed to do?  The drake was about the size of a small dog, after all. 
 
    Begrudgingly, the little beast climbed up onto the bed and took a seat next to me.  Our eyes met for the first time, not just a passing glance in the midst of combat, but really met.  I could feel a connection between us.  It almost felt magnetic, like we were being drawn together. 
 
    “Are we…” 
 
    “Bonded?”  The drake replied.  “We have... begun a bond... yes.  Soon a full binding will occur.”  The creature was already talking better than when it first emerged from the Aether, though its lines still carried a number of unnecessary pauses. 
 
    I nodded, though I didn’t fully understand what all of this meant.  “So, that means your my… familiar?” 
 
    “That is a name we have been… given.  It is… acceptable.” 
 
    “Well, what do I call you?”  The creature stared at me as if it was contemplating the question.  After a long pause it finally uttered…. 
 
    “Razyr.” 
 
    I gave the creature a quick inspection. 
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    I nodded again.  “Well, thank you for coming when you did. That power you granted me,” 
 
    “It was temporary.”  Razyr responded.  “We will not be able to do that again… not without much… practice.” 
 
    “Why not?” I replied, puzzled. 
 
    “Your body… it had a built-up reserve of… Aether.  I used it all to… arm you.  To do that again…we must train.  We must… further our bond.” 
 
    “We will.”  I said assuredly.  I would need the power if I was going to defeat Vazryn and return to… where was it that I was going back to again? 
 
    The stomp of boots outside my door ripped me from my thoughts.   Hilda perked up as the noise grew louder.  Razyr’s tail began to twitch.  In a flash he scurried up my body and perched himself atop my shoulder, hiding his head behind my own. 
 
    “You must keep me safe from the dark woman.”  He whimpered.  I raised a hand, preparing to summon nevermore to my grasp, ready for whatever was coming through the door… that was before Helena burst in. 
 
    “Where is that slimy little beast?!”  She roared, her crimson eyes filled with rage.  It only took a second before she spotted him.  She approached the bed, hands outstretched as if she were about to burn us all with hellfire. 
 
    “Whoa, calm down.”  I said… perhaps the wrong choice of words. 
 
    “Calm?!  CALM!?  THAT LITTLE BEAST ATE ALL MY SPELL COMPONENTS!  DO YOU KNOW HOW MUCH IT COSTS TO BUY RAW DEMON HORN?!” 
 
    Razyr let out a shallow belch before curling tighter against my neck.  I put my hands up defensively, praying Helena wouldn’t strike us down then and there. 
 
    “Listen, Helena.  I’m sorry… I’ll, I’ll get you a new horn once we arrive in Stormgard, even if I have to sell off my blade to do it.” 
 
    She eyed me with suspicion, her chest rising as she breathed heavily, tiny flames dancing on her fingertips.  “You’d better… or I’ll burn the whole lot of you!’  She sighed.  “I’ll never become a demonoligist at this rate.”   
 
    With that, she stormed out of the room.  I turned to Razyr who still clutched my neck.  “Why did you eat her things?” 
 
    He shrugged.  “Was… weak after battle.  Needed to… recharge.”  The drake relaxed a bit. “Plus… was hungry.” 
 
      
 
    <><> 
 
      
 
    After re-equipping my gear, I headed out of the room and down a pair of old creaky stairs. It led me through an open living area and into a much larger dining room where the girls sat at a large polished table.  Helena shot me a glare, though I wasn’t sure if it was directed at me or the drake perched on my shoulder.  Either way, I shrugged and took a seat. 
 
    I quickly realized I was in the old red farmhouse, easily spotting the lake outside one of the large framed windows.  It looked like most of the carnage had been cleaned up outside… or perhaps scavenged by another beast that was passing by. 
 
    The door creaked open as ‘old man quest-giver’ strolled in (the name Helena had given him), a glowing golden icon above his head.  “Thank you, lads, for clearing that beast out of my lake.  If it wasn’t for you, it would’ve devoured all of my elken.” 
 
    “Heh, lads.”  Helena huffed under her breath.  I grinned, which in turn drew a toothy grin from the old man in response.  Such a strange fellow he was, but in an oddly charming sort of way.   
 
    After a moment of pleasantries, the man awarded us with quest rewards, 1000 exp. and a tide rod (rare fishing rod) for each of us.  I raised a clenched fist in the air… level 10! 
 
      
 
    <><> 
 
      
 
    After a quick regrouping, we continued our trek towards Stormgard.  The area was now clear, save for a few smaller beasts that called the area home.  It seemed as though the drake was an anomaly, a creature who had found its self out of place and in a foreign ecosystem.  It was odd, but there wasn’t much more I could gather from the situation, so we moved on. 
 
    The bonding to Razyr had restored my health and I felt better than ever.  As I walked he remained perched on my shoulder.  Despite his weight, something about having him there just felt right. 
 
    During our trek, Hilda and Helena even began to open up more, recounting the battle to each other and comparing strategies on how to best combine their abilities for maximum effectiveness.  As their conversation trailed off I turned to Razyr, eager to learn more about my tiny new companion. 
 
    “So, you and me, huh?”  I said, giving the creature a nudge with my head. 
 
    “It… appears that way, Zander.” 
 
    Awkward silence.  I trudged along, a dozen questions swirling in my head.  “So… does everyone receive a familiar or,” 
 
    “No.”  Razyr responded firmly.  “My kind are… born of the Aether.  We seek out those with qualities we deem… worthy.  I saw you as… worthy.” 
 
    “Qualities?  Like strength?” 
 
    “Not physical qualities.”  Razyr scolded.  “Honor… courage… a willingness to protect others.  Qualities that were once…. pillars of the Azure wardens.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow.  “Azure wardens?” 
 
    “Yes... they were powerful… warriors who bonded with familiars like myself.  They were able to…. control the Aether… to use it as a powerful weapon before the… great cataclysm.” 
 
    I locked eyes with Razyr.  “Cataclysm?  What happened to the guardians during the cataclysm?” 
 
    Razyr’s eyes went wide.  “The World breakers.” 
 
    World breakers…  this is the second time he had mentioned them…. “Were they some sort of,” 
 
    “Weapons.”  Razyr cut in.  “Weapons so powerful… that they could slay a god.  They brought about… the cataclysm.” 
 
    I remained silent for a moment, trying to absorb everything the drake had said.  In fact, I was so lost in thought that I barely noticed the towering structure in front of me.   
 
    I paused next to Helena and Hilda, who were both standing with mouths agape.  In the distance was Stormgard, its many towers under siege from a visibly powerful storm. Still, in front of us stood something even greater.   
 
    Lodged into the stony hillside was a towering runic sword, it’s blade standing taller than a modern-day skyscraper!  The side of the blade glowed with a faint blue light, illuminated by dozens of intricate runes.  It was a sword larger than any mortal could wield… a sword fit for a god. 
 
    “What… is this?”  I uttered, more to myself than anyone else. 
 
    “It is… the sword of Titelus, God of the Stormskies.” 
 
    Hilda furrowed her brow.  “If this is his sword… than where is he?” 
 
    Razyr bowed his head in dismay.  “He is… dead… slain by the world breakers.” 
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    The skies began to blacken overhead as the five of us stood there, gazing at the towering weapon of the fallen deity.  Something had killed the deity that once wielded this sword.  A weapon powerful enough to kill a god… it was hard to even fathom.   
 
    Cautiously I approached the sword, reaching my hand toward the artifact… that is, until Razyr’s screeching in my ear brought me pause. 
 
    “Do… not touch it!” the drake spouted.  I gave him an incredulous stare.  He continued.  “It will leave you a smoldering pile of ash.” 
 
    Rain began to fall from the sky, slowly at first before quickly picking up.  Helena crossed her arms over her chest and gave me a smug look.  “Are we done here?  She asked, not trying to hide the annoyance in her voice. 
 
    “Rather not get your tunic soaked?”  Hilda quipped, giving the warlock a smirk.  
 
    Helena’s crimson eyes flared to life, but she chose to hold her tongue… that was a good sign! 
 
    The rain began to pick up, so we put the towering relic behind us and headed towards the city.  We could see the Stormgard’s towers looming in the distance.  They weren’t quite as tall as the god sword, but they surely were impressive nonetheless. 
 
    Sitting atop each of the towers was long metal rod that glistened in the now beating rain.  They seemed unimportant… that is, until lightning lit up the sky.  Clouds parted as bright bolts shot from the sky, heading straight towards the rods atop the towers.  Upon contact, the rods adopted a marvelous blue glow, trapping the lightning’s energy and sending it coursing through the tower itself.  It was quite a spectacle! 
 
    “Lightning rods…” I said softly, to myself more than anyone else. 
 
    “Indeed.”  Razyr replied anyways.  “The city was… built near the fallen god sword.   The sword generates powerful storms… annnddd…. The towers capture the storms energy to power the city.” 
 
    “Brilliant.”  I eyed the storm for another moment as it showered us with rain and the occasional mighty gust of wind blew at our backs.   
 
    “This thing’s picking up!”  Hilda yelled over the roar of thunder.  “Can we please find some shelter?!” 
 
    I nodded, and the four of us began bolting towards Stormgard.  As the city came into full view, I quickly realized (to my detriment) that the city’s border was covered in a tall, stone wall.  It did have a gate, but the massive thing was closed and seemingly unmanned. Damnit all!  We were trapped outside. 
 
    Hilda ran up to the solid stone gate and banged her shield against the outside, though the sound was barely audible over the roar of the storm.  She turned to look at me, a look of distress on her face.  I tried to respond, but another massive gust blew in, knocking me off my feet.   
 
    In mere moments, the storm had gone from minor annoyance to life-threatening tempest.  We needed to get out of it… we needed inside that city! 
 
    “Run!”  I yelled to the others, urging them to follow.  I began running along the outside of the large city wall, hugging the stone as best I could to avoid the wind and the rain.  I could only hope that there was a portion of the wall that was weakened… something, anything we could work with! 
 
    A crosswind blew in, slamming our bodies up against the stone with vicious force.  Helena growled in pain, her thin garments providing the least resistance to the blow.  A bolt of lightning arced from the sky and slammed into the wall above us, breaking off a large chunk of stone that nearly flattened me where I stood.  This was not a normal storm. 
 
    I looked back at the other two, but there looks of concern did little to help.  “Razyr?”  I asked, turning my head to meet the drake’s gaze.  “Anything?” 
 
    “Shelter…. Yes. I suggest you find shelter.”  He replied, frankly. 
 
    Damned familiar pointing out the obvious. 
 
    “Maybe the ravens can help!”  Hilda yelled, raising her insignia into the air.  We paused, holding our breath as we waited for some sort of response. 
 
    Helena rolled her eyes.  “Put your damned arm down and lets keep moving.”  Hilda nodded, then dropped her arm in a solemn motion. There would be no ravens flying in these winds. 
 
    Another bolt of lightning cut through the air and slammed into the ground, leaving a large spot of blackened char.  It was so close that it left my ears ringing. 
 
    I put my head down and began charging forward, rounding the outside of the city wall. The thunder drowned out the other noises around me.  The rain beat down on my face and body, soaking my gear and weighing down my steps.  Still, I charged on.  My eyes scanned the stone wall as I passed, searching for a crack, a hole, a weak spot that I could use to break through.   
 
    A third bolt of lightning shot from the sky, blinding me as it struck near my feet.  I immediately dropped, a searing pain burning at my scorched side.  My ears rang louder than ever.  My vision was gone, replaced by a blinding white light.   
 
    I crawled across the ground, searching for shelter that wasn’t there.  I tried to right myself, but my mind was a jumble of thoughts, fuzzied from the blow.  Damn this was bad! 
 
    I felt a hand grip my shoulder, grounding me.  My vision began to return, though just a blur at first.  I turned, looking to the figure that stood at my side.  Hilda?  No, this wasn’t her... too short and scrawny.  Razyr hissed, now perched onto my back.   
 
    “I see you’ve found yourself trapped in a storm.”  The voice came from the figure at my side… a sly, masculine voice.   Slowly, he came into focus as my vision fully returned.  He was a short man dressed in black, a well-trimmed mustache on his face and a pair of daggers dangling at his waist.  He wore a grin despite being showered with the icy rain. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?”  Helena yelled, hugging Hilda for cover as the pair ducked under her aegis shield.   
 
    “I’m all you have!”  the man yelled over the roar of thunder.  “Follow me and live…. Or stay out here and brave the storm.  Your choice, my friends.” 
 
    The man turned and began walking away from the wall.  I looked to the women who both bore looks of concern.  Still, what choice did we have. 
 
    Reluctantly, I followed the man out into the storm. 
 
      
 
    <><> 
 
      
 
    The stranger led us out into the storm, straight to a massive oak tree.  Oddly, enough it stood tall amongst the other trees in the area, seemingly unharmed by the constant lightning.  The man approached the tree, withdrawing his dagger and sliding it into a fine slit in the bark.  Light illuminated the tree trunk before fading to reveal none other than a secret passage! 
 
    The stranger entered the tree and we followed eagerly, finally escaping the raging tempest.  It was a tight fit, especially for Hilda and her bulky armor, but we managed to squeeze down a narrow staircase and into larger tunnel below.  It was a large passage made of stone and illuminated by torchlight.  It ran from our location and curved directly towards the city.  Perhaps this was a smart move after all! 
 
    “Careful with this one.”  Razyr whispered into my ear.   
 
    “What do you mean?”  I asked.  “He saved us.” 
 
    Razyr gave a quick twitch.  “Something… just isn’t right.” 
 
    I shrugged, then gave the man a quick inspection 
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    I shrugged again.  If the man tried something, I was certain we could take him.   
 
    We followed Reynaldo through a winding series of tunnels that brought us directly into the bowels of Stormgard.  It was quiet here… eerily quiet, and the man had said nothing since saving us from the storm. 
 
    “Where are we headed?”  I finally asked, holding my scorched side that was still quite tender from the glancing lightning strike. 
 
    “Back to my place.”  Reynaldo said with a grin.  “We’re almost there, then we’ll get you cleaned up.  Don’t you worry.” 
 
    Hilda gave me a nervous glance before addressing Reynaldo.  “Why are you helping us?” 
 
    The man didn’t respond.  He took a quick turn down a torchlit hallway, approaching a large circular door with a slit at its center.  He turned his head, giving Hilda a wink, then inserted his dagger into the door.   
 
    Slowly, the round portal creaked open, revealing a seemingly stone room cloaked in darkness. 
 
    Helena grabbed my arm.  “Remember when I said I was going to help you make better decisions?  Well, this might be one of those terrible decisions I was talking about.” 
 
    “A little late.”  I hissed.  It was too late for that now. 
 
    Cautiously, I took a step in, then another, until all of us were near what we thought was the center of the room. 
 
    “Ah, now that we’re here, let me get the lights.”  Despite the darkness, I could tell Reynaldo was grinning.  “Shroud, if you would please?” 
 
    The sound of snapping fingers came from the right.  Suddenly, the darkness began to recede, moving in waves towards the snapping sound.  Eventually it faded, disappearing into the palm of another man dressed in black.  He was tall and lanky with long black curls that hung past his shoulders.  He sat, legs crossed, flipping a dagger in his palm. 
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    “What the hell did you drag us into?”  Helena cursed into my ear.  I took a quick look around, eyes wide.  At least a dozen men surrounded us, all dressed in black and armed with various types of blades.  Laying around the room were piles of armor, discarded weapons, weathered packs and even a wagon wheel.  At the front of the room was a large makeshift throne where a masked man sat, slowly grinding a pair of daggers together. 
 
    “What is this?”  I growled, turning to Reynaldo.  He still wore that damned grin on his face.   
 
    “Why, this is my home… and these men, well, these are my people.”  He waved his hand in a grand motion.  “Now… give us your things, if you will?” 
 
    “Wait, what?!”  I stammered,  
 
    “Now, don’t make this hardon yourself, my friend.  You must know that nobody walks away from the storm scavengers. 
 
    Razyr’s claws began to dig into my shoulder.  “These people…” he whispered.  “They prey on people trapped in the storm.  They… don’t leave survivors.” 
 
     I grimaced.  “Be ready, then.”  The drake nodded. 
 
    “Come now.”  Reynaldo insisted, waving his hand in my direction.  “Hand over your valuables  
 
    “You damn bottom-feeders.”  I growled through gritted teeth.  I reached my hand down to the shortsword strapped to my waist.  “Take it.” 
 
    I tossed the blade, flipping it end over end towards the man.  As his eyes locked on the blade, I summoned a sword of my own… Nevermore. 
 
    I activated lunging strike, dashing towards Reynaldo and slamming my blade into his gut.  He let out a cough of surprise, then stumbled away gripping his grievous wound.  The other storm scavengers leapt from their seats and perches, drawing daggers and blades as they approached us with caution.  
 
    Hilda and Helena joined me, pressing their backs to my own as we created a defensive circle in the center of the room.  The masked man remained on his throne, eyeing the battle with curiosity.   
 
    “What exactly are we doing?!”  Hilda growled. 
 
    I grunted, raising my blade.  “Surviving.” 
 
    Another man in black charged us, but Hilda parried his blow with ease.  As he staggered back I slashed at him with nevermore, forcing the man to make a full retreat.  Behind me, I could feel the heat as Helena rained hellfire down on another approaching foe.  We were holding our own, yet still so many enemies remained.   
 
    On the other side of the room, three men drew longbows and knocked arrows in my direction.  I couldn’t flee.  No, that would mean the arrows would find themselves in the backs of my companions.  “Razyr, I need you!”  The drake nodded, then abandoned his physical form as he showered me in a soft blue light.  The light crept up my arm, pooling in my off-hand until it solidified into a wide parrying blade. 
 
    The drakesword. 
 
    “No armor?”  I said nervously. 
 
    Wed don’t have the Aether or the strength in our bond for that again. 
 
    Great… 
 
    I steeled myself as the arrows came in.  With a quick turn of my blade I deflected a pair of steel arrowheads, but the third found its mark, piercing the flesh in my thigh.  My health took a steep drop, already growing low from the lightning.   
 
    I winced, then cut away the arrow shaft and stood tall, wielding both of my marvelous blades in front of me.  “Stand down!”  I yelled.  “Or would you dare kill a member of the azure wardens!?”  What the hell was I saying.  I barely knew what they were myself…. How would I trick these men into believing I was one! 
 
    Still, I noticed the masked man lean forward on his throne, his interest peaked.  I began to motion towards him but was quickly cut off by the cackling coming from of Reynaldo.   
 
    “Azure wardens?  Give me a break!  They’ve been dead for a century!”  Reynaldo spat as he leveled his blades at me, despite the wound in his gut.  “Now, I wanted to handle this the easy way, but this will work fine as well.”  With a flick of his wrist, the three archers moved in, arrows pointed directly at my chest. 
 
    Reynaldo showed that damned annoying grin of his again.  “Now, please, won’t you lay down and die.”  And with that, the arrows were let loose. 
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    I raised my blades as the arrows made their way towards me.  They were moving impossibly fast… too fast for me to block.  Still, I had to try. 
 
    Suddenly, a dark mist began to materialize in front of me.  From it, appeared the masked man.  With a slash of his dagger, he deflected two of the arrows, knocking them away in one swift motion.  The third arrow looked as though it would find flesh, but the man’s hand shot up at the last second, plucking the arrow out of the sky!  He casually tossed it to ground then raised two fingers, halting the others and their assault. 
 
    Slowly, he turned to face me, moving his hand to his chin as he studied my posture.  I chose to keep my blades raised, just in case this was some sort of game the men were playing.  I could imagine hiding in the bowels of the city could grow quite boring. 
 
    As the masked man and I stood face to face, I was surprised by his short stature.  He was at least a head shorter than me, though it didn’t make him any less imposing.  I tensed as he lifted his free hand and ran his fingers down the edge of my drake sword.  He seemed to be admiring the weapon, caring not how easily I could slash the blade forward and remove those slender fingers of his.  Maybe he was so dangerous that he had nothing to fear from me.  Damnit all, what had I gotten us into. 
 
    “I didn’t think our paths would cross like this.”  The man said.  His voice had this charm to it.  It sounded so familiar… but where had I heard it before.  Slowly, he reached up and removed his plain black mask.  The face underneath had a finely trimmed goatee and a grin that was full of wit.  Yes, I’d seen this face before. I was sure of it.   
 
    “You.  You’re the man form the Aether prison… you’re the other slayer!” 
 
    “I am.”  The man replied, giving me a wink.  “Lower your blades, boys.  We won’t be harming these three today.” 
 
    Reynaldo furrowed his brow as a pair of storm scavengers wrapped his wounded abdomen.  “What in Aether’s ashes are you talking about, Keldon?” 
 
    “This boy.”  Keldon said.  “He is the one who freed me from that blasted prison.  I owe him a great debt.”   Reynaldo’s eyes went wide as the other storm scavengers seemingly backed off.  I relaxed, dismissing nevermore into smoke and allowing Razyr to take his drake form once more.  He climbed back onto my shoulder and eyed Keldon with suspicion. 
 
    “I should be thanking you.”  I added, recalling the man’s marvelous display of savagery.  “What you did in that prison, well, it was,” 
 
    “It was nothing.”  Keldon said, cutting me off.  “Those fools deserved it.  I let my reserves of Aether run low and was caught off guard.  I never should have been in that prison to begin with.”  He began to walk away so I gave him a quick inspection.   
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    Shadowblade?  I thought he had said he was a slayer.  Perhaps… 
 
    Keldon spun around, a sudden look of interest appearing on his face.  “What did you say your name was again, boy?” 
 
    I had never actually told him my name, though I suppose it didn’t matter.  “It’s Zander…  Zander Darkblade.” 
 
    Keldon nodded.  “Zander, I heard you mention moments ago that you are an Azure warden.  Please, do elaborate.” 
 
    I could feel my cheeks grow red.  I had said that in hopes of buying myself some time.  Truly, I knew very little about the supposed wardens, other than what Razyr had told me.  “Well, you see, I was able to bond with a familiar and so I assumed…”  I trailed off, noticing the look of disappointment that was growing on Keldon’s face.  Was he hoping that I was one of them? 
 
    “Perhaps not, then.”  Keldon said solemnly, finding the answer he needed in my muddled response.  “You know, you gave me hope for a moment there, that the guardians had returned.  It has been over a century since that last of them walked Aetheria.  But they’re all dead now, buried with our gods.”  
 
    “The world breakers….”  I mouthed.  Keldon gave me a silent nod. 
 
    “They nearly took everything from us.  The Aether itself had begun to dull.  I thought the world was lost...”  Keldon put his hand out as a deep black energy began to leave his body and pool into his palm.  The energy solidified, taking the form of an imp-like creature with leathery wings and a devilish grin that matched Keldon’s.  “Though it appears that some of this world’s forgotten power is returning.” 
 
    Razyr growled at Keldon’s imp familiar, painfully digging his claws into my shoulder.  The imp gave him a look, then crossed his arms and pointedly shoved his nose up into the air.  Keldon let out a chuckle, then placed the imp onto his shoulder.  “Don’t mind Xernese.”  He said with that witty grin of his.  “He’s like the most stuck up familiar in all of Aetheria. 
 
    Keldon began to walk away, instructing a trio of his men to go gather supplies.  “We’ll get you patched up while you wait out the storm.”  He said, making his way towards his perch.  “Oh, and I think I owe you a lesson for breaking me out kid.” He then phased away, traversing the rest of the room instantly. 
 
      
 
    <><> 
 
      
 
    Despite being beneath the ground, I could still hear the roar of the storm up above.  After speaking with one of the scavengers, I learned that the storms occurred almost daily, though they were localized to the area surrounding the fallen god sword.  A few more hours and the sky would be clear enough that we could re-supply and be on our way. 
 
    I sat quietly on an overturned barrel, watching from afar as Hilda arm-wrestled one of the storm scavengers more burly members.  The other scavengers, as well as Helena, circled the pair, hooting and hollering as Hilda asserted her dominance over the man.  I couldn’t help but grin.  She was a hell of a warrior. 
 
    I felt a soft thud against my shoulder as Razyr took his usual perch.  I really needed to think about getting some pauldrons to protect myself from those clawed little hands of his. 
 
    “I don’t like him.”  Razyr spat, his tone unusually angry. 
 
    “Like who?”  I asked, scratching the drake behind his ear.  Slowly, his sour expression began to fade. 
 
    “The other familiar over there.  The imp.”  He stared at Keldon and Xernese, who were on the other side of the room selecting weapons for our training exercise.   
 
    “Isn’t he like you?  A creature born of the Aether?” 
 
    Razyr gave me a nasty look.  “Do you enjoy… the company of all other humans?” 
 
    Fair enough. 
 
    “Still, Raz, they’re helping us out.  The least you can do is tolerate them.”  Razyr scoffed at me but his tension seemed to lessen, so I let him be.   
 
    I sat there in silence, though something Razyr had said earlier was bothering me.  He had remarked that familiars chose men that they saw worthy of their bond… men of honor and courage.  The only two people that I had seen with familiars though were Keldon, a leader of a group of murderous scavengers, and Rhylor, a damned bandit. It just didn’t add up.  Perhaps there was something I wasn’t seeing… or perhaps I was giving myself too much credit.  I had killed, after all.  Maybe I belonged in the same group as these men.   Still… why did the familiars choose us? 
 
    “Hey kid, the storm’s letting up soon.  You ready?”  Keldon yelled, tossing a long, wooden practice sword in my direction.  I caught the sword then nodded, perhaps a bit too eagerly, before following him out of the room and down the torchlit tunnel.   
 
    “So.”  I said, striding along beside him.  “How did you end up in that prison?” 
 
    His head shifted ever so slightly, just enough to give me a dark glare.  “I tried to do something noble.”  He replied coldly.  “I won’t make that mistake again.” 
 
    Keldon took a quick turn and led me down a second dark corridor that seemed to stretch on for miles.  In hindsight, we only walked for a few moments before arriving in a large circular chamber built of stone and lined with at least a dozen torches.  On the far end of the chamber opposite the entrance was another gate, though it was closed, hiding its contents inside. 
 
    Keldon’s sour look had faded and he grinned, squaring off with me in the center of the chamber, holding his practice sword gingerly at his side.  Both Razyr and Xernese had taken seats near the entrance, eyeing us with curiosity as we raised our weapons. 
 
    “I can tell that your still quite new to the craft.”  Keldon said, circling me, inspecting me, wooden blade raised. 
 
    “The… craft?”  I asked, holding a defensive posture.
“Yes.”  He cooed.  “You and I, we are slayers.  Killing is our craft, our chosen form of art.  With training, a slayer can kill better than anyone else in the realm.”   
 
    I raised an eyebrow.  “Slayer, eh?  Then what is a shadowblade?” 
 
    Keldon paused, seeming genuinely surprised.  As an NPC, perhaps he wasn’t aware that his class information was readily available.   Nonetheless, his grin quickly returned.  “So, you’ve heard of them?  Well, a shadowblade is an elite level of slayer.  We use less grit and more than a bit of dark magic to get the job done.  The end result is still the same though.”  Suddenly, Keldon disappeared from sight as he phased behind me, wooden blade pressed tightly to my throat.  “You want to learn this skill, no?  The marquee skill of the shadowblades?” 
 
    “Y-yes.”  I replied, voice strained under the sword’s pressure.   
 
    Keldon eased the pressure and stepped away.  “That is an elite skill… a skill that will surely set you down the path of the shadowblades.  We call it shadowshifting.”               
 
    “Teach me, please.”  I urged, letting go of any previous inhibitions I had.   
 
    “I can do that.”  Keldon said.  “But it will be a long time before you’ve gained mastery over the skill like I have.” 
 
    “I understand.”  I replied with assertion.  Keldon nodded and took several steps back. 
 
    “Mark me with your slayer mark.”  He said.   I did so, and a small icon of crossed blades visible only to me appeared above his head.  “Get a good look of where I’m at.  Picture yourself standing behind me, blade at my throat.” 
 
    I did so, building the image in my head mentally. 
 
    “Now, while maintaining that image in your head, trace the shadows across the ground.  Create a path from where you are standing that leads to where you want to be.” 
 
    I traced the shadows across the stone to my destination.  I could feel a tension rising in my chest, like a build-up of some sort. 
 
    “Good.”  Keldon said.  “Now, channel the energy inside of you, channel it into completing the action.  Will yourself forward!” 
 
    I strained as I imagined myself behind Keldon, but my feet remained firmly planted on the ground.  My hands began to shake as the pressure in my chest began to grow.  “I… I can’t.”  I said, sweat building on my brow. 
 
    “Nonsense.”  Keldon snapped back.  “I’ve saw you fight in the prison.  I’ve seen you bond with that drake of yours.  I know that your body is attuned with the magicks of this world… with the Aether.  Now do it, boy!” 
 
    I refocused, envisioning my destination, tracing the shadows across the ground.  I focused with everything I had.  Suddenly, I felt myself moving along the shadows, gliding towards my destination.  My mind began to race.  Excitement began to build and my concentration broke.  Out of nowhere, I rematerialized just a few feet from my original location, skidding across the stone in a jumbled heap.  In the corner, I could hear the imp cackling away. 
 
    “Very good.”  Keldon said.  “You got that down a lot quicker than other slayers I’ve seen.  Now, just a few more days of practice and you’ll likely nail down a basic shifting.” 
 
    I frowned.  “I don’t have a few days, Kel.  I need to get to Airrigar.”  In truth, an extra day in Stormgard might not hurt, but I didn’t want to risk being delayed and missing Vazryn’s tournament. 
 
    Keldon shook his head.  “It takes some years to master the art of shadowshifting… and you want to learn in on a rainy afternoon?”  He strolled over to the closed gate opposite the entrance.  “Very well.”  Keldon undid the lock and popped open the gate, then purposefully strode back over to the entrance.  I foolishly stood there and watched as he slammed the entrance shut, celling another gate made of large, steel crossbars from the outside. 
 
    Suddenly, soft moans began to appear from within the now open tunnel on the far side.  Shambling creatures began to emerge from the darkness, their skin loose and torn and discolored.  The creatures were like walking mounds of decay, people that had once lived but were now hollow animations of their former selves. 
 
    The undead.   
 
    I called forth nevermore as the first pair approached, though my eyes went wide soon after.  Dozens upon dozens of undead denizens were flooding the chamber.  In a panic, I turned and ran to the entrance, where Keldon stood, grinning on the opposite side of the locked gate. 
 
    “What is this!?”  I growled, giving the bars a shake. 
 
    “You want out?  He asked, casually leaning against the wall of the tunnel. “Then shadowshift to me.”   
 
    Panicked, I tried to focus on my destination, but the moans of the approaching horde broke my concentration.   
 
    “Damn you!”  I said, slamming my fist against the gate.  Then, with reluctance, I turned to face the undead horde… alone. 
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    The undead marched in my direction, limbs outstretched, yellowed eyes with this ravenous look about them that made my skin crawl.  There was a lot of these creatures… a whole lot… and they all shared a hunger for flesh.   
 
    “You can do this.”  I reassured myself, burying my anger for Keldon under layers of resolve.  The first of them trudged in, a zombie several levels lower than myself, greenish skin hanging from an already cracked skull.  A quick scan revealed that most of the creatures were of a mediocre power level.  It was the number of them that frightened me.  Still, I put my hand out, summoning nevermore into my grasp before bashing the creature with a strike that split its skull the rest of the way. 
 
    A second zombie took its place, reaching for me with its bony fingers.  I staved the creature off with a boot to the chest, then lopped off its head with a horizontal slash.  
 
    You can do this.  I thought to myself once more, though this time I really believed it.   
 
    Another pair of undead assailants approached from either side.  I shifted to my right, activating lunging strike as I propelled forward and slammed nevermore through the zombie’s eye socket.  The creature stumbled back, pulling me with it as I struggled to free my blade. That damned sword was lodged in their tight! 
 
    A searing pain shot through my side as I pulled my blade free.  I shuddered away as the zombie from the left sank its teeth into the flesh covering my ribs.  Angered, I bashed the pommel of my sword into the creature’s head until brain oozed out and thing fell to the ground, lifeless.               
 
    “Oh, that is not good.”  Keldon said with a mocking tone.  He was watching from the other side of the gate with Razyr and Xernese on either side of him.  Razyr wore a look of helplessness on his reptilian face.  Damnit all, why couldn’t that drake have gotten himself trapped in here with me.  I sure could use his help. 
 
    “Get me out of here, Kel!”  I yelled, staving off an approaching zombie before sinking my blade into another.   
 
    “Get yourself out.”  He barked back, now with an edge to his voice. 
 
    More pain as a zombie that I had thought slain rose and sank his teeth into my calf.  I nearly fell to the stone, but that would surely mean death.  Instead, I used illusionary strike to make a brief apparition of myself and slip away, cutting down one of the undead as I fled. 
 
    The distraction didn’t last long, and soon I had a dozen more undead stalking me down once more.  They were never-ending! 
 
    “You’re in worse shape than I thought.”  Kel quipped, leisurely leaning against the gate now.   
 
    “What the hell are you talking about!”  I yelled, racing along the perimeter of the chamber as the mob closed in. 
 
    “I mean you’re so damn choppy with your movements.  Strike.  Reset.  Strike.  Reset.  That’s not how you fight, kid.  It’s how you die.” 
 
    I tried to listen to what he was saying, but the zombies had reached me again.  I used double strike, downing two of the creatures with a quick succession of vertical slashes, but it wasn’t enough.  A third creature lurched forward, raking claws across my chest that tore through leather and ripped at my skin.  I growled in pain, slapping the creature away with a sloppy sword strike.   
 
    It didn’t matter.  They just kept coming. 
 
    “Stop thinking about it so much, kid!  Let your instincts take over!’  Kel’s voice sounded a bit desperate.   
 
    I backpedaled ‘til my back pressed against the cold stone wall, breathing heavily from growing exhaustion.  What was left of my health bar had turned a sickly green color… affliction, more than likely.  The undead were almost on top of me once more…  I needed to do something!  Maybe a lunging strike towards the back of the pack, then back away with an illusionary strike and… no, damnit all, this wasn’t working! 
 
    My hands began to tremble…  I cowered back.  I wasn’t a warrior anymore.  No, I was just frail, scared little boy in over his head.  I was going to die alone in the sewers. 
 
    “ZANDER!”  Keldon yelled with ferocity, briefly grabbing the attention of the approaching shamblers.  His voice echoed through the chamber, so powerful, so commanding.  That name…. it was the name I had given myself when I started this journey.  It was the name with which I would build a legacy on in this world.  That name didn’t belong to a weak little boy.  No… Zander Darkblade… was the name of a slayer. 
 
    It felt like something clicked inside my mind, as if his call to action had flipped a switch inside of me.  My grip steadied, my posture straightened.  I picked myself up off the wall, battered and bloodied, and leveled my sword at the creatures. 
 
    My muscles twitched, propelling me forward into the crowd of flesh-eaters.  I swung nevermore in a wide arc, cutting down any that dared get in my way.  One struck at my flank, but I spun and parried the blow, removing its hands in the process.  Another zombie leaned in to bite, but a quick shift and slash of my blade left its head rolling on the stone floor.  I wasn’t acting on thought or even strategy anymore.  No, my movements were based on pure instinct, a need to survive, a need to kill.  I was losing myself in the battle… I was becoming something else.  I was awakening the slayer. 
 
    The zombie on the left lurched forward.  Instincts kicked in.  Parry high, then shift the blade and pierce the eye socket.  Remove the blade and swing to the left.  Strike the soft part of the skull then push through and impale the creature behind it.  Two approaching from behind.  Turn, double-strike, then use your momentum to lunge forward and down a third. 
 
    My movements were precise and deadly, skills flowing into one another like a beautiful dance of death.  The undead fell to the ground in lifeless heaps as I made my way through the chamber.  I was showered in congealed blood and experience points, though I hardly noticed either.  I could only focus on one thing… the thrill of the battle, the kill. 
 
    My HP bar that rounded my vision was barely visible.  Still, the horde continued to come.  If I continued to fight, I’d surely join the dead. 
 
    I turned towards the exit and shoved my sword forward, piercing the midsection of two zombies.  As they fell, one of the defiled creatures latched onto nevermore and ripped it from my grasp.  I reached to summon the blade back to my hand, but the other zombies arrived too quickly.  One of them latched on to my back, then another.  They pressed their weight into me and forced me to a knee.  More began to pile on.  My muscles ached, my health bar blinked precariously low… 
 
    “NO!”  I yelled, my voice savage and raw.  I forced myself up, throwing the zombies to the ground as more made their approach.  The thrill of battle coursed through me.  I wanted to slay them all.  Unfortunately, that would mean my death.  Instead, I channeled that energy, focusing it inward.  I looked to Keldon on the other side of the gate, marking him with my slayer’s mark.  Then, using everything I had left in me… I shadowshifted. 
 
    Keldon seemed honestly surprised as I phased out of the chamber and appeared behind him, a bloody and beaten mess.  What likely surprised him even more was my perfectly placed fist that came soaring at his face.   
 
    I was certain it was the best punch I’d ever thrown, landing flush on his cheek and knocking him back a few feet.  He looked at me, his stupid grin replaced with a look of utter shock.  Damn, had his eyes gone wide! 
 
    It was my turn to grin now, face caked in blood, armor torn and in shambles.  I put my hand out, summoning nevermore… not to fight with, but to use as a support to hold me up.   
 
    Regardless of the blade, I began to fall.  The sword slipped from my bloody grasp. My knees buckled as the thrill of battle began to fade.  I hit the floor with a resounding thud, indicators blinking in my field of vision, warning me of my impending death.  Acting on those would’ve been a wise decision, but I had absolutely nothing left… I’d left it all back in that chamber amongst the piles of the dead.  Instead, I laid there on the cold stone of the tunnel and let everything fade to black. 
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    Adam…. 
 
    I was trapped in an endless see of darkness, a hollowness devoid of anything but my own thoughts… the inner recesses of my mind.  A voice echoed through, distant yet familiar, pulling me towards reality.   
 
    Adam… 
 
    It was calling to me, I was sure of it, but that didn’t make any sense.  I wasn’t Adam, I was Zander Darkblade, slayer of Aetheria!  Still… that named sounded so familiar. 
 
    The darkness began to fade as a small bastion of light began to illuminate in the distance.  I floated towards it, reaching for its warmth, for the source of that voice… 
 
    My eyelids slowly peeled open, though I winced from the bright light dangling above my head. I strained myself until my vision finally cleared…. What the hell was going on?! 
 
    My body, once layered in muscle, was now malnourished and frail, carefully laid out in a bed barely large enough to contain me.  My surroundings were no longer a chamber filled with torchlight, but rather a small room with chipped paint and posters on the wall… I recognized this place.  This was my room! 
 
    I felt a hand latch onto my arm, making me nearly jump out of my skin.  I turned my head to the left where two men stood at my bedside.  One of the men I’d never seen before, a stout man with spectacles and a lab coat.  The other man… well, I’d seen his face plenty of times.  Tall, unshaven, and with eyes full of loss… eyes that had tears in them.  That was my father!   
 
    Memories flooded my mind.  Adam… that, that was me.  It was the name my father was yelling, seemingly hysterical at the sight of my movement.  I tried to open my mouth, tried to say something but couldn’t.  Pressure built in my chest, immobilizing me, taking my breath away.  The dull pain that once lingered in my head flared to life with a vengeance, forcing me to clench my teeth so hard that I was certain one of them broke.   
 
    The man in the lab coat wore a look of grave concern.  He reached for something on the floor, something metallic… my soulink headset! 
 
    “What’re you doing?!”  I heard my father protest. 
 
    “He’s going into cardiac arrest!”  the man responded.  “We need to send him back in!  I knew it was a bad idea to try and take him out!”  The man turned my head as he began to slide the soulink back on.  Though I couldn’t see him anymore, I could hear a soft weeping coming from my father… he was devastated. 
 
    Through the agony and pain, I noticed something quite peculiar.  To my right sat another soul link headset, idly resting on an empty chair.  If that wasn’t mine, then…  Max.  Oh god, where was he? 
 
    Suddenly, my vision darkened as the man slid my headset over my eyes.  First my senses faded, then the pain dulled as I slipped back into darkness. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    “Zander?  Zander are you ok?”  A female voice rang through my ears this time, drawing me back to the light. 
 
    The pain in my body faded as I opened my eyes and was welcomed by Hilda’s concerned smile.  She knelt down beside me, her blonde hair tickling at my face as she shifted to meet my gaze. 
 
    “Zander… are you with us?”   
 
    I smiled back at her.  “I think so.” 
 
    She leaned down and wrapped her arms around my neck, pressing her soft skin against my own.  It was the first time I’d seen her without armor, instead dressed in a simple black tunic with tan trousers and a red sash.  It surprised me how fragile she looked not covered in layers of plate mail. 
 
    “I thought you were dead.”  She said, still latched onto my neck. 
 
    “Yeah, so did I.”  Eventually she released her hold and helped me rise to a sitting position.  Oddly, it caught me by surprise to find myself back in the muscled body of a slayer…. And oh, how good it felt.   
 
    I sprang to my feet, flexing my muscles then stretching my arms in a wide arc.  This form felt strong, felt natural…more so than my old body ever did.  I reached out and summoned nevermore into my grasp.  It felt comforting to hold the blade after such an ordeal. 
 
    “Careful with that thing, kid.  I’ve seen what you can do with it.”  I made a quick turn and locked eyes with Keldon who stood nearby, leisurely leaning against a weapon rack made of iron.  That grin of his had returned, though it was accompanied by a small cut on his lip, compliments of my fist. 
 
    “I should be using it on you.”  I replied, before dropping the weapon as it dissipated into smoke.   
 
    “And why would you do that?  Not only did I teach you something new, but I even took the liberty of patching you up afterwards.” 
 
    After my out of body experience, I’d nearly forgotten about the damage I’d taken form the undead.  I gave myself a look over but couldn’t find a single wound to speak of.  My health bar was even replenished and glowed a dim red…. The affliction was gone. 
 
    “How…”  I started to say, but Keldon merely nodded to one of his storm scavengers, a spindly man in loose brown robes.   
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    “Thank you.”  I said, but the man waved me off and walked out of the large stone chamber. 
 
    Keldon chuckled.  “He’s not much for words…. Though perhaps we should share some words after you are more… presentable.”  I followed his gaze down to my nearly naked body, save for a tattered cloak that hung tied around my waist.  My cheeks reddened as Hilda let out a raucous laugh. 
 
    I turned to say something, then noticed a second voice enjoying my discomfort.  Razyr sat there, perched on a large wooden barrel, leaning back on his tail as he let out a series of playful growls.  I glared at him, though it did little to stop his laughter. 
 
    Laughed at by the creature that’s bonded to my very being…. Damn familiars.  
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    After forcing me to suffer through a short stint of embarrassment, Keldon lent me some black trousers and an old shirt his men had picked up on a scavenging run.  My armor had met its unfortunate end in the battle with the zombies, leaving me only with my cloak of the raven that had survived due to its magical properties. 
 
    Once I was dressed, Keldon led Hilda, Razyr and I out of the main chamber and into a passage that led directly to the city.   It was during that stroll that I finally noticed the small indicator blinking in my field of vision.  I focused on it, pulling up the notifications. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations 
 
    You have reached Lvl 11 
 
      
 
    Congratulations 
 
    You have unlocked an elite skill:  Shadowshift 
 
    (You may only have 1 elite skill equipped at a time) 
 
      
 
    I reveled in my own joy as we walked.  Keldon had put me through hell, but perhaps it was worth it. 
 
    That joy faded quickly as I thought back to the experience I’d just had in my body.  Was I dying?  And what had happened to Max?  I quickly opened my friends list and breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
      
 
    Maximus 
 
    Lvl 10 Guardian 
 
      
 
    He was alive, but where the hell was his body?  There were so many questions swirling through my mind, things that had nearly been forgotten as the game’s immersion took hold.  I definitely wanted to speak with Hilda about all of this… perhaps later, when things were a bit more private.  
 
    It wasn’t long before we reached a small rope ladder that took us up into a back alley of the city.  Carefully, we emerged from the alley into Stormgard… and what a marvelous sight it was.  Massive towers illuminated by bright blue energy reached towards the heavens.  Hundreds of people lined the finely cobbled streets, trading wares, seeking out quests, or just exploring the cityscape.  I could even spot a friendly duel going down in the city’s market, though a group of heavily armored guards quickly rushed over to break it up. 
 
    “Let’s get you some armor.”  Keldon said, leading me towards the market.  “I am the reason your old suit got destroyed, after all.” 
 
    I turned to Hilda, who started walking in the opposite direction.  “I’m going to track down Helena…. she’s been up here for hours searching for some damned demon horn.” 
 
    Of course, she was. 
 
    As Keldon and I walked towards the market, his face slowly changed to one of concern.  Finally, he paused, placing a hand on my shoulder.  “I’ve been speaking with your friends, Zander.  They told me of your plans to slay Vazryn… of your affiliation with ravenflight.” 
 
    I nodded, though the look on his face was making me reluctant to divulge anything else. 
 
    “Listen, kid… I can’t thank you enough for breaking me out of that place.  Just… be careful.  I don’t know what kind of vendetta you have with the lord of Aetheria, but going after him might be more dangerous then slaying a dragon…”  he grinned, “and that’s coming from someone who’s slain a dragon.” 
 
    “I understand, but it’s something I have to do.”  Conflicting thoughts rose in me as soon as I said it.  I thought back to that frail body of mine, to that worthless life I led.  I didn’t miss that at all.  But the sound of my father weeping at my bedside… that hurt like hell.  
 
    “Like I said kid, be careful.  And don’t get yourself in too deep with the ravens.  They may be one of Aetheria’s four great guilds, but they’re usually the ones you’ll find hiding in all the dark corners of the realms.”   
 
    “And you’ve seen it firsthand?”  I shot back. After all, Wesley and the ravens had done nothing but help me, including awarding me with my awesome blade. 
 
    Keldon nodded, then solemnly pulled up his sleeve, revealing a small raven insignia on his arm distorted by a large slash through the middle.  “Trust me, I know.” 
 
    As he yanked his sleeve back down, a group of tall men wrapped in dark blue cloaks approached us, their faces concealed in the shadows of their hoods. 
 
    “Can I… help you?”  Keldon asked, eyeing them with speculation.  One of the men lifted his sleeve, revealing a writhing tentacle in place of his right hand.  “I see strength in you.  Perhaps I can interest you in a greater strength, if only you’ll join the kraken.”  The man shifted his hood, revealing a face that was partially covered in material that closely resembled barnacles. 
 
    Keldon grimaced before brushing away his own cloak to reveal a pair of fine daggers.  “Get the hell away from me you filthy tidecallers.”  Eyeing the weapons, the men backed away before disappearing into the sea of people. 
 
    Keldon dropped his cloak and continued on.  “If you ask me, none of the four great guilds are worth a damn.  The only people that were worth anything in this world were the azure wardens, and they’re all dead.” 
 
    “They will return.”  Razyr said from my shoulder, breaking his silence. 
 
    Kel scowled.  “Yeah, I’ll believe it when I see it.” 
 
    We made our way towards the center of the market before taking a quick right and heading towards a large building at the rear.  It was quite the spectacle, carved from solid stone and adorned with two large lion statues on either side of the entrance.  Above the door, the words ‘Lion’s Den’ were carved directly into the stone, followed by a symbol representing a sword and shield.   
 
    Upon entering I noticed a pair of large forges surrounded by several gray-bearded dwarves covered in soot.  Above them red-glowing sprites flittered through the air, weaving through steady dwarven hands as they aided in the creation of weapons and armor.  They looked like glowing embers with wings, occasionally swooping down and pressing their hot bodies onto unworked steel, heating the alloy until it could be worked into the shape of a sword or an axe. 
 
    Eventually, a balding dwarf in dark leather overalls approached us, his face a mess from a mix of sweat and ash.  “Kel!  Damn good to see yer scrawny ass back in here!  Need me to sharpen those kitchen knives of yers?” 
 
    Keldon chuckled.  “They’re daggers, Orison.  And no, I actually need a new set of armor for my friend here.  I may have gotten his… ruined.” 
 
    Orison grunted, then dug into the pocket of his overalls before pulling out a long roll of measuring tape.  He approached, silently taking a number of measurements while mumbling something to himself in dwarvish.  He paused, then looked to Kel.  “I got somethin’ that just came in...  A little fancier than the stuff I sold you afore.” 
 
    “You know I have the coin, Orison.”  Keldon replied with an eyeroll.  The dwarf nodded, then waived us towards the backroom.  We walked through a small wooden corridor and into an even smaller room where a solitary chest sat on the floor. 
 
    Orison reached for the lid.  “Can’t say I made this piece myself.  Got it as part of a materials trade to the…elves.” 
 
    Keldon grinned.  “Is that why your trying to get rid of it so quickly.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but I can’t lie… this is a damn nice piece.”  Orison peeled off the lid, revealing an entire shimmering set of armor.  At first glance it appeared to be plate mail, but further inspection showed that each of the interconnecting plates were thin like paper.  The armor covered nearly every inch of the body, save for a few slight openings at the joints.  The helm was sleek, with a face plate that dropped down to cover the face from danger.  I reached down to pick up a piece of the armor and found (to my surprise) that it was light like a feather. 
 
    Orison grinned.  “Elvish field plate...  Lets you move like a rogue and fight like a warrior.  I figure it’ll do ya some good if your one of Kel’s types.” 
 
    Keldon let out a laugh as he retrieved a small cache of coins from his belt. 
 
    “Should be fit and ready for ya.”  Orison said, giving me a wink.  “Unless ya want me to make some modifications. 
 
    I was looking down at the armor, so neither man could see the wide smile that I wore.  “Just one thing.”  I said as I turned to meet their gazes.  “Paint it black.” 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Back in his lair, Keldon took a seat on his makeshift throne as his imp familiar Xernes materialized in his palm.  The imp wore a pensive look, something not typical of the creature.  
 
    “What is it, Xern?” 
 
    “That boy….”  The imp replied.  “There’s something about him…. Something I have not felt since… the wardens walked the realm.” 
 
    Keldon sighed.  “The wardens are dead.  Our gods are dead.  The only thing left is this.”  Keldon waived his hand over the piles of scavenged gear that laid nearby.  Xernes sighed.  He could hear the pain and frustration in the man’s voice.  Perhaps this was not a good time to argue with him.  Instead, he went back to his impish thoughts. 
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    Year of Rebirth 0005 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t long before we were out of Stormgard and back on the open road.  Fifteen days… it was all the time we had to make it to the arena city of Airrigar and register for the tournament.  Once there I only hoped that we would know exactly what to do. 
 
    As we made our way north, I discussed my out of body experience with Hilda and Helena.  Though neither of them had experienced anything like that, they both did confess that their dreams were often plagued with visions of their lives before the Aether gate… a life that was getting harder to remember by the day. 
 
    Under Keldon’s advice, we traveled along the base of the mountains, careful to avoid some of the more powerful beasts that lurked closer to the peaks.  According to his instructions, a passage was carved directly into the mountain that and was even guarded by the iron wolves, one of Aetheria’s four great guilds.  Finding that passage would cut days off of our travel time… all the more time for me to sort things out. 
 
    “Hold on.”  Helena said, raising a hand as she rounded one of the small foothills.  Despite being the most vulnerable member of the group, she’d decided to take point.  Neither Hilda nor I had the will to argue with her, so we let it be.  After all, we’d already been walking a few hours and should have been nearing the passage by now. 
 
    “Do you see it?”  I asked, the slightest bit of excitement growing in my voice. 
 
    She turned and gave me a quick nod.  “Yeah… Something’s not right though.  The guards appear to be… dead.” 
 
    Hilda shook her head in disgust.  “Some of the people playing this game have lost all respect for life.” 
 
    I sighed.  “Or they never had it.  They just feel like they can act on all their dark fantasies now that nobody’s here to stop them.” 
 
    “Hilda clenched a gauntlet-enclosed fist.  “Bastards.” 
 
    I cocked my head to the left, meeting eyes with Razyr who was perched firmly on my shoulder.  “See anything out of the ordinary?” 
 
    The drake shook his head.  “Besides dead bodies… no.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Lets move out then.”   
 
    We carefully made our way towards the entrance of the mountain tunnel where the two dead guards rested.  The tunnel was massive, carved directly from the stone and stretching deep enough that we couldn’t see the other end.  Multiple sets of tracks, mostly human, were visible heading into the pass.  It was pretty clear that trouble awaited us somewhere inside. 
 
    I walked up to one of the bodies… a young man dressed in iron chainmail with a wolf insignia painted on his chest.  He had a large open wound in his neck, likely caused from a sword with a wide blade.  That poor guy… that hadn’t even bothered looting most of his things.  Was he killed for fun? 
 
    As I made my inspection I noticed there was something else as well.  I leaned down, inspecting a small shimmer that had caught my eye… something foreign in the dirt beside the body.  I wiped some of the dirt away, revealing a small marking carved into the ground, carefully drawn and with a faint red glow.   
 
    My eyes went wide as I heard the words uttered in the distance. 
 
    “Activate rune:  Destruction!” 
 
    The marking brightened before exploding into a plume of destructive red magic that slammed into my chest and sent me skidding across the dirt.  Thankfully, my new field plate absorbed most of the damage from the blow.  Still, it still felt like I’d been hit by a charging minotaur! 
 
    Hilda raised her shield and raced towards my location, unaware of the arrow that soared out of the brush nearby.  I tried to warn her, but I couldn’t form the words.  The runespell had knocked the wind out of me.  Helpless, I watched as the arrow slammed into her leg mid-stride, sliding into the space between her greave and leg-plate as she let out a howl of pain.  She dropped to the ground, clutching at the arrow shaft that had left her immobile. 
 
    “Burn!”  Helena yelled, sending a wave of hellfire into the bushes.  A man leapt from the brush, dashing towards a small grouping of large stones to his left for cover.  Helena followed the man’s movement with her hand, then unleashed a shadowblast that slammed into her foe’s chest.  The man staggered backwards, crashing into one of the large stones nearby.  He steadied himself and tried to raise his bow, but a pair of ethereal chains spawned from Helena’s outstretched hand and wrapped the man tight. 
 
      
 
    Chains of Corruption 
 
    Warlock spell 
 
    Entrap your foe in otherworldly chains that drain their life and replenish your own 
 
      
 
    Helena smiled at her handiwork, then began to walk towards the entrapped archer.  Something shimmered near her feet.  “Helena, no!”  I yelled, but it was too late.  The rune of binding activated, holding her in place and protecting the bowman from further damage. 
 
    I rose to a crouch and scanned the area, desperately searching for our second assailant.  There!  On the hill stood a man in weathered traveler’s gear partially covered by a fashionable robe of red and blue. His gloved hands were outstretched as he formed another rune.  His spectacled eyes met mine as I charged towards his location. 
 
      
 
    Brenton 
 
    Lvl 9 Runecaster 
 
      
 
    His brown hair flew back as he yelled “Activate rune:  Conflagration!” and a torrent of flame came spiraling in my direction. 
 
    I reached out with my offhand as Razyr leapt in my direction, forming into the broad drake sword that I then used to stave off the flame.  I continued my charge but the runecaster appeared unfazed.  He adjusted his spectacles then activated a second rune… a rune that had been placed prior to the encounter.   
 
    The ground beneath me lit up as another rune of binding activated.  Instincts kicked in as I rolled away, though my left leg was still partially caught in the runespell.  I awkwardly rose to my feet, though my bound leg remained stiff like stone and prevented me from moving very quickly. 
 
    The runecaster began preparing another rune… another conflagration spell by the looks of it.  I reached for my bandolier of throwing knives… Damnit!  They’d been lost in my encounter with the undead! 
 
    The runecaster remained poised as he neared the completion of his rune.  That bastard had planned this battle out ahead of time.  Still, I wasn’t ready to just lie down and die.  I scrolled through my inventory, searching for something, anything that I could use as a projectile.  There! 
 
      
 
    Potion- ??? 
 
      
 
    The mystery potion I’d acquired from my duel with Rhylor!  I equipped the item into my main hand, took aim, and threw it at the runecaster with everything I had.  Oh please, oh please don’t be a potion of giant growth. 
 
    The glass shattered as it connected with the runecaster’s chest… a direct hit!  Smoke billowed around him as the strange liquid reacted to the air.  It surrounded him for several seconds, causing the man to grunt in discomfort.  As the smoke cleared, the runecaster toppled over, face-first into the dirt, wrapped in a massive suit of shimmering plate mail. 
 
      
 
    Armor in a Bottle 
 
    (Greater potion) 
 
    10 minute usage 
 
      
 
    “Damn you.”  The runecaster grunted, as he struggled to a knee in the cumbersome plate.  In a seasoned warrior’s hands, that armor would be a godsend, but for spellcaster used to wearing robes… 
 
    The man nearly got to his feet before toppling over onto his back and echoing another grunt of discomfort.  I felt the binding on my leg begin to fade, so I summoned nevermore into my hand and waltzed over to the downed runecaster.   
 
    I kicked up his faceplate and placed the point of my blade into his cheek.  “Well fought.”  I said, assuming the battle won, though the man wore that composed look on his face still.  What did he know… 
 
    “Zander!”  Helena screeched, forcing me to do a quick one-eighty.  I turned to find her standing just a few feet away, the blade of a third enemy pressed tightly to her throat.  From his appearance, he appeared to be a rogue… likely the reason I hadn’t spotted him earlier.  Hilda laid slumped over on the ground behind them, unconscious and with a small dart stuck firmly in her neck. 
 
    “Well fought indeed.”  The runecaster said, propping himself up on two armored elbows.  “Now if you’ll kindly relent, we won’t have to harm your companions any further. 
 
    I nodded, then slowly knelt to the ground as if I planned to relinquish my blades.  Then in a flash, I marked the rogue with my slayer’s mark and shadowshifted behind him.   
 
    I materialized a bit closer than I planned and was forced to strike the rogue with the pommel of my blade.  Still, the attack landed true and the startled rogue went crashing to the ground.  Helena nodded to me, then wrapped the rogue in a second chain of corruption spell, leaving me to deal with the encumbered runecaster. 
 
    The man’s composure finally cracked as I made my approach.  That single shadowshift had drained the entirety of my mana, but thankfully it was as a gambit that had paid off.  We had won. 
 
    “Damn you.”  The man cursed as I rested nevermore against his exposed temple.  His eyes met mine in a stare that was cold enough to make a dragon shudder.  “Just do it, then.  Kill us like you did those guards.” 
 
    I gave him an incredulous stare.  “The guards?  We didn’t kill them, you did!  You’re the ones who set up the ambush!” 
 
    The runecaster scoffed.  “We were waiting to see if the killers returned before we made our way through the mountain.  Why else would they leave the gear on them untouched?” 
 
    “And you think we did this?” 
 
    “If you look at the bodies, one of them has a large gash in his neck of similar size to that broad sword of yours, and the other has irregular burns… burns typical of a warlock’s hellfire.” 
 
    “I didn’t do a damn thing to those men!”  Helena shot back as she gave the runecaster a glare.   
 
    The man sighed.  “Well, it seems we’re at an impasse then.”  He glanced over at nevermore, which still rested near his face.  “Do you plan on killing us and taking our things?” 
 
    I shrugged, then leaned down to meet the man eye to eye.  “If I release you, what’s to say you won’t try to harm us again.” 
 
    The man’s composure slowly returned.  “In a world filled with senseless killers, the only thing that I can offer you is my word.” 
 
    I pursed my lips, thinking back to Reynaldo and the trickery he had played on us.  Still, that had ended up working out in our favor, hadn’t it?  These men were organized and quite capable though.  If they decided to resume their assault… 
 
    Suddenly, my drake sword de-materialized as Razyr took his normal form.  He plopped down on the armored chest of the runecaster, studying him with his small yellow eyes.  “This one… he is good, Zander.” 
 
    I dismissed my other blade and gave the drake an awkward look.  “And how do you know that?” 
 
    “He possesses qualities…. Like you.  Honor… courage… and other things.” 
 
    I gave the drake a long, hard stare.  I was bonded to this creature.  Surely, if I could trust anyone’s judgement, it was his… wasn’t it? 
 
    My eyes shifted from the drake to the runecaster, who once again laid on his back in the heavy plate.  “So, you and your group are headed through the tunnel?” 
 
    “We are.”  The man replied calmly. 
 
    “Well, whoever went in before us took out a pair of level fifteen guards.  What say we party up, at least until we make it through safely.”  Forming a party would likely be the safest option.  That way, if one of the men chose to turn on us, we would receive a notification as warning. 
 
    The man’s gaze shifted from me to Helena, then finally to Hilda who slowly began to stir.  “I believe that would be in everyone’s best interest.  Suddenly, the man’s plate mail dissipated into a large cloud of smoke as the potion’s timer ran out.  Methodically, he rose back to his feet and extended a gloved hand out to me.  “Brenton, Runecaster and battle strategist.” 
 
    I grasped his hand firmly.  “Zander, Slayer and… well, I guess that’s it for now.”  The man smiled for the first time since our encounter.  Suddenly, a notification popped up in my field of vision. 
 
      
 
    Brenton would like to join your party. 
 
    Accept 
 
    Deny 
 
      
 
    I turned to the others, giving them a nod of affirmation.  They returned my gaze, a sign that they were ready if trouble did in fact go down.  Then, I turned back to Brenton and with caution, hit accept. 
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    It didn’t take long to patch everyone up in preparation for the trek through the mountain.  Hilda was the only one of us to suffer any sort of serious wound… the classic arrow to the knee.  Thankfully, Brenton was familiar with a healing rune that proved to be somewhat potent.  It wasn’t enough to remove her ailment; grievous wound, though it did make the leg usable for the time being.   
 
    It was strange how the physics of the game were changing.  Healing her to full health should have removed any ailments, yet all it did was patch her up like a band-aid applied to a cut… The damage to her ligaments remained.  It likely meant that we would need a cleric to completely heal her.  I offered to take her back to Keldon to receive the proper healing, but she insisted that we didn’t have time, so into the mountain we went. 
 
    Being the highest-level member of the group, I was given temporary leadership of the party.  Though looking at us, I thought we complimented each other quite nicely. 
 
      
 
    Adventure Party: 6/6 
 
      
 
    Zander (L) 
 
    Slayer Lvl: 11 
 
      
 
    Brenton 
 
    Runecaster Lvl: 9 
 
      
 
    Hilda 
 
    Guardian Lvl: 10 
 
      
 
    Helena 
 
    Warlock Lvl: 9 
 
      
 
    Longshot 
 
    Ranger Lvl: 8 
 
      
 
    Taryn 
 
    Rogue Lvl: 9 
 
      
 
    Although we didn’t have a consistent healer, we did have everything else we needed to make a formidable squad.  Hopefully it would be enough for whatever lied ahead. 
 
    With torch in hand, I took the lead through the dark stone tunnel.  Hilda guarded the rear of the party, while longshot and our casters remained safely at the center of the group.  Taryn stayed back, clinging to the shadows in case we were attacked, and an ambush became necessary. 
 
    Oddly enough, the first leg of our journey was rather quiet.  We scoured the tunnel as we progressed, but it appeared undisturbed, save for the multitude of footprints that littered the floor.  That quickly changed about a mile in. 
 
    “What the hell is that?”  Helena said, peering over my shoulder at the grizzly sight ahead.  The path ahead was blocked, destroyed by some sort of cave-in. and on the broken stone laid something else… a body, beaten, mangled and quite dead. 
 
    “It is… another body.”  Razyr said frankly, drawing an odd look from Brenton.  I leaned down and inspected the poor fool.  Deep gashes covered his body, and it looked as though one of his eyes had been removed. 
 
    “Another Iron Wolf?”  Brenton asked, adjusting his spectacles as they began to slide off his nose.   
 
    “No, this looks like someone else…. Maybe one of the men who killed the guards.” 
 
    Breton nodded.  “Well, it looks like something else caught up to him before we did.  Is there any way by this?”  He asked, pointing to the massive heap of broken stone.  It appeared air tight, and most of the chunks of rock were far too heavy to move, even together. 
 
    “Here!”  Hilda said, waiving us over to the right side of the tunnel.  Near the bottom of the wall she had spotted a large crack in the stone, perhaps large enough for a person to squeeze through.   I brought my torch over and held it near the crack.   My eyes went wide. 
 
    The crack in the stone lead down into another passage that stretched in either direction.  The walls in this passage were far more refined and displayed some strange markings that I couldn’t comprehend.  “Ruins.”  I muttered.   
 
    Helena stepped up and gave me a tap on the shoulder.  She pointed down, motioning to the puddle of blood that I was crouching in… I hadn’t even noticed.  My eyes followed the blood as it trailed into the passage before disappearing into the darkness below.   
 
    I turned, noticing that some of the others wore grim expressions on their faces.  Breton, however, remained quite composed.  “It looks like something dangerous has already claimed our potential foes.  However, judging by the poor shape their gear is in, it’s likely that they didn’t possess a group as formidable as ours.  Furthermore, backtracking would cost us precious time and a trip over the mountain could prove equally dangerous.” 
 
    “They did take out some iron wolves.”  Mentioning that fact seem to bring pause to Brenton’s logic. 
 
    “We can handle this.”  Taryn said, defiance in his voice as he emerged from the shadows.   
 
    I looked to the Hilda and Helena, who both returned my gaze with a firm nod.  Continuing on did make the most since.  “Fine… but everyone stay sharp.”  Longshot gave me a nod of reassurance.  Brenton adjusted his spectacles. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    As we made our way through the second tunnel, we stumbled across another body of a fallen warrior.  This man had both of his eyes, though his body was covered in those same nasty gashes.  Still, we trekked on.  The tunnel was leading us in the right direction, but it soon became apparent that it was gradually sloping downwards, bringing us deeper and deeper below the world’s surface.  Eventually the path forked in either direction, leaving us with an important decision to make. 
 
    “No. No way are we splitting up.”  Hilda protested, leaning on her mace to support her torn knee. 
 
    Brenton pursed his lips, the slightest bit of irritation showing through in his typically composed demeanor.  “Perhaps splitting up may not be the best choice, though not exploring both outlets could certainly leave us stuck down here quite a bit longer than we’d like.” 
 
    Damnit all, he was right, and the last thing we needed was to be stuck underground for days.  I was about to open my mouth when Taryn stepped forward, raising a hand into the air.  The man was small, likely no larger than five feet tall, though his size made him nimble and easy to hide.   
 
    “I’ll go.”  He said, pulling a hood over his head to match his black leather armor.  
 
    “By yourself?”  I asked, skeptical. 
 
    He nodded.  “I can remain hidden for as long as I need.  Ill search out the passage to the right, and if I find something ill double back and find you and Brenton.” 
 
    I looked over to the runecaster, who idly nodded.  “Stay safe, Taryn.”  He said, before turning to head down the left passage.  The way he spoke was so systematic, so calculating… It was slightly irritating to be honest, but so far, his team had proven themselves quite efficient.   
 
    We split with Taryn and headed down the left passage, taking note of the strange markings on the walls.  Was something intelligent living down here?  Perhaps we didn’t want to find out. 
 
    Eventually the tunnel emptied out into a large chamber with unrefined walls and a much taller celling.  A pungent smell lingered in the air, a smell that matched the brownish color of the water that covered the floor of this underground chasm.  All in all, it was quite unpleasant. 
 
    Despite the massive size of the room, we could still see a small opening on the far end of the chamber… a way out.  I pulled a piece of cloth out of my inventory and wrapped it around my face to fight the smell, then lifted my torch and led the charge. 
 
    Surprisingly, the water was much deeper than we assumed.  After just a few steps I was waist deep in the brown muck, nearly gagging from the odor that had fully engulfed the area.   
 
    “This had better not stain my damned robes.”  Helena said as she waded into the murky pool.  The water was quite cold down here beneath the surface, which brought a surprising amount of discomfort to the warlock.  Still, despite her complaints she soldiered on. 
 
    Once fully into the chamber, I noticed a peculiar sight.  Lining the walls were stones of varied sizes that glowed a faint red hue.  They looked quite a bit like Aether stones, though every one of those I’d seen before had shined a shimmering blue. 
 
    “Dark Aether.”  Brenton said, noticing the curious look on my face as I made my inspection.  “Often found in subterranean levels such as these.  They offer a field bonus to wielders of dark magic, like necromancers or,” 
 
    “Warlocks.”  Helena said with a grin, lifting a clenched fist into the air.  Perhaps they would come in handy then. 
 
    After making it nearly halfway through the massive pool of water, Brenton gripped my shoulder, bringing the group to a halt.  “We’re not alone.”  He whispered into my ear, his spectacled eyes scanning the chamber in a fervor. 
 
    I took a quick look around but saw nothing.  “What do you mean?  I don’t see,” 
 
    “There.”  He interrupted, pointing to a spot in the water.  Tiny waves rippled towards our location before disappearing a few feet away.  “You see that,” Brenton continued.  “The waves should be moving away from our direction.  If they’re moving towards us, then…” 
 
    Suddenly, something burst out of the shallow pool behind us, eliciting a scream from longshot.  I turned, summoning nevermore to my grasp as I prepared to face whatever lurked beneath the water.  Unfortunately, Longshot and his assailant were nowhere to be found. 
 
    “It took him!”  Hilda said as she heaved her mace onto her shoulder, shield held out defensively. 
 
    Brenton raised his gloved hands into the air, quickly preparing a rune as the four of us moved in closer together.  “Keep your eyes keen.  Look for any sign on Longshot!”  he said, his voice uncharacteristically frantic. 
 
    The water in front of us rippled before another form emerged, gasping for air, eyes full of terror… it was longshot!  He reached to his face, patting at a large laceration that ran over his nose and across his cheek.  With a paled expression he gasped, “They’re everywhere.” 
 
    Several more forms began emerging from the muck around us.  They stood tall like men, though they bore scaly bodies and sported long talons on the ends of their fingers.  Each of them had a long snout with razor-sharp teeth and tales that twitched in the water.  Their beady eyes focused on us with every intent to kill… there had to be nearly a dozen of them! 
 
    “The l’karri.”  Brenton said in a hushed tone.  “A breed of subterranean lizardmen.  They’re quite territorial.” 
 
    The creatures circled us, searching for the right time to strike, snapping their jaws together in a taunting fashion.  Many of them had power levels that rivaled our own…. We were their prey. 
 
    Or so they thought. 
 
    “Hilda, now!”  I yelled, catching the creatures off guard.  She stepped forward hoisting her mace in to the air like a beacon before slamming it down onto her shield and activating her new taunt skill, Shieldmaster’s Challenge 
 
    Most of the creatures turned on her, diving in with claws outstretched as they sought out the soft flesh hiding under her armor.  She let out another roar, activating stance: Stalwart and bolstering her own defenses.   
 
    Helena squared off against the three l’karri that were out the taunt’s range.  Her eyes flickered with a soft red glow as she let out a howl that could rival that of a banshee. 
 
      
 
    Psychic Scream 
 
    Warlock spell 
 
    Confuse nearby foes for 5-10 seconds with a magically enhanced wail 
 
      
 
    The lizardmen grabbed at their heads as they flailed about through the water, eyes squeezed shut in pain.  Brenton and I rushed towards Hilda as longshot made his way towards the far wall, searching for a perch to use his bow.  Razyr leapt into my palm, changing into the drake sword as I slashed away at the nearest scaly beast, eliminating its health bar in a quick series of strikes.  
 
    Beside me, Brenton activated a conflagration rune and doused a pair of the creatures in flame.  For being relatively unfamiliar with each other, our group was working together quite well.   
 
    That’s when I noticed the reinforcements. 
 
    Several more lizardmen emerged from the muck, diving towards Brenton and I with claws outstretched.   I lifted my drake sword to parry, then swung nevermore in a wide arc, clipping one of the creature’s midsections while forcing the others back. 
 
    Brenton grunted in pain as a one of the l’karri slipped by my defenses and stabbed its claws into his shoulder.  Instinctively, he activated a rune of destruction to escape the creature’s clutches. 
 
    The blast sent the lizard careening straight into my back, throwing me off balance as I tumbled into the murky depths.  Dirty water stung at my eyes and seeped into my field plate, making it difficult to rise.  
 
    I began to surface when another l’karri leapt onto my back, forcing me into the water once more.  They were going to drown me if I didn’t do something.  I focused on my skillset, then activated lunging strike.  Muscles twitched as I lunged directly upward, ramming nevermore through one of the creature’s necks and sending the other staggering away.   
 
    My eyes darted back and forth between my companions.  Hilda was in bad shape, overwhelmed and taking heavy damage from several of the lizard-like creatures.  Brenton wasn’t much better, struggling to fend off a l’karri that had wrapped its scaly hands around his neck.  I looked in Longshot’s direction, but he was nowhere to be found… likely taken again by the creatures.  We were falling fast, and I wasn’t sure what to do.  I couldn’t save them all… hell, I wasn’t even sure if I could survive myself! 
 
    It was then that I noticed Helena.  She stood at the center of the chamber, a grin on her face despite the l’karri closing in on her location.  Her eyes glowed with that soft red hue as she lifted an object into the air, a curved obsidian horn.  With an incoherent chant, she plunged the horn into the water, then remained very still. 
 
    The muck around her bubbled as a creature began to emerge from its depths.  Standing nearly eight feet tall, the creature sported leathery red skin stretched over layers of muscle.  Atop its head were a pair of curved horns blacker than night.  Helena let out a maniacal laugh. 
 
    She had summoned a demon. 
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    I’m not sure what I expected when Helena plunged that horn into the water, but it certainly wasn’t this… a towering horned behemoth from the infernal realm! 
 
    Helena strode up to the creature’s side with confidence, then ordered it to strike down the l’karri nearest her.  The demon charged forward, goring the first of the lizardmen with its curved horns before scooping up another l’karri and ripping its arm off with ease.    
 
    By the gods, it was listening to her… but how?!  I gave the demon a quick inspection as it tore into a third helpless l’karri nearby. 
 
      
 
    Berylistraxxetaz 
 
    Greater Demon 
 
    Lvl: 18 
 
      
 
    This thing was a powerhouse, way beyond anything we’d encountered before.  Thankfully, we had nothing to worry about with a creature like this on our side… 
 
    My heart dropped as I watched the demon charge forward and slam its horns into Brenton and the l’karri strangling him.  It wasn’t a direct hit, but it was enough to leave a nasty gash on Brenton’s side and send him spiraling into the muck. 
 
    The demon let out an otherworldly roar, then hoisted the flailing l’karri up and ripped its head from its shoulders.  It then turned and began dashing towards Hilda and her attackers.  Helena’s expression soured.  This thing, this demon wasn’t listening to Helena… it was attacking anything it could get its hands on! 
 
    What had she done. 
 
    I got a glimpse of Hilda’s face amidst the chaos of battle… she was pained but she remained resolute.  Then she caught a glimpse of the charging demon and her eyes went wide.   
 
    Hilda threw up her shield as the demon smashed into her group.  L’karri bodies went crashing into the muck as crimson horns tore through scaly flesh.  Hilda grunted as the horns met her shield, sending sparks into the air before the impact knocked her into the water.  As she rose, the beast snatched her up by the neck, hoisting her in the air with ease despite her heavy plate armor. 
 
    No, no!  It was going to kill her! 
 
    Without thinking, I activated lunging strike and slammed my blade into the demon’s back. The tip of nevermore pierced the creature’s skin but the blade wouldn’t go any further, halted by the demon’s thick hide.  It didn’t even seem to notice me! 
 
    I placed my foot into the demon’s back and tried to yank my blade free.  It was no use!  The demon’s free hand lurched towards Hilda, claws ready to tear at her flesh.  I couldn’t let her die, not like this! 
 
    “NO!”  A resounding roar echoed through the chamber, bringing even the mighty demon pause.  The beast released Hilda back into the muck and turned to face the voice… the voice of Helena. 
 
    There she stood among the floating bodies of the dead l’karri, energy flowing from the dark Aether manifesting around her like a pair of giant crimson wings.  Her eyes glowed with an intensity that I had never seen before… she almost looked demonic herself. 
 
    “Heed my commands, Berylistraxxetaz!  I have summoned you from the infernal realm… you are under my control now!”  Her voice had taken on a noticeable change, causing it to sound deep and otherworldly.  
 
    The demon, hearing her words loud and clear, lowered its horns and began to charge.  I prepared to jump in but paused.  Oddly, Helena remained steadfast, staring the creature down as it made its approach.   
 
    Chains of corruption emerged from the water, entrapping the demon as Helena activated her spell.  The horned beast came to a sudden halt as the chains tightened, then began thrashing about in the water, a bloodlust in its eyes. 
 
    One chain snapped, then another, as the demon inched ever closer to freedom. 
 
    “Activate rune:  Binding!”  Brenton’s voice came as a surprise as he approached from the left, laying a binding spell on the already struggling demon.  He was nursing a wound on his side and his glasses lay crooked on his face, but he was still in this fight to be sure. 
 
    “Yield to me, Beryl!”  Helena growled, stepping closer.  She seemed more powerful than she had just a moment ago.  The Aether was feeding her its energies… but would it be enough?  The demon howled back at her in protest, then in a sudden burst of strength, tore through its chains and bindings! 
 
    I dashed in between them hoisting my blades up defensively, but the demon swatted me away before I could even set my stance.  Helena’s eyes went wide as the creature reached for her… then something happened. 
 
    A wave of energy cascaded down her arm, pooling in the palm of her outstretched hand.  It glowed brightly, showering the area in a crimson light then dimmed as the energy took shape.  Suddenly, the red energy solidified, taking the form of a small creature with skin the color of stone.  It crouched in her palm, thought barely able to fit, with wings outstretched and two curved horns jutting into the air.  The grin it wore on its face displayed a row of teeth that were sharp like swords.  By all accounts, the creature looked just like a gargoyle. 
 
    “You know the rules!”  It yelled.  “Heed my master’s call!  Or I’ll make sure your scarping dung off of the lowest levels of the infernal realm!”  Was that thing scolding the demon?! 
 
    Surprisingly, the demon yielded, taking a knee in front of Helena and her little beast.  Still wide-eyed, she reached out with her free hands and uttered the words of dismissal.  The demon began to sink into the mucky water, before a final burst of hellfire rose up to consume the creature, banishing it from whence it came.  Helena collapsed to her knees, exhausted. 
 
    “Wha… what the hell just happened?”  I said, rushing over to her side.  Razyr let out a growl at the gargoyle creature as it scampered up to Helena’s shoulder. 
 
    “I…. don’t know.”  She said through labored breaths.  “Once we entered this chamber I felt all this power…I tried to use my summon lesser demon spell that I’d picked up, but ended up calling forth that monstrosity. 
 
    “It’s the field bonus.”  Brenton said as he hoisted Hilda to her feet.  “The dark Aether empowered your spells… perhaps more so than you would’ve liked.” 
 
    “But… how did I stop it?”  Helena said, finally rising back to her feet.  “Was that you?”  She cocked her head to lock eyes with the gargoyle perched on her shoulder.  The thing wore a devilish grin on its face, a look that served the little beast well.  “I heard you call me your… master?” 
 
    The creature scowled at her.  “So what, I bonded with you, and gave you a nice little boost of power I might add.  Don’t make a big freakin deal about it… I was tired of being stuck as a sprite in this cave watching these damn lizard people mate like rabbits!”   
 
    Helena grinned as she gave the creature a pat on the head.  “Did you threaten the demon?” 
 
    The gargoyle shrugged.  “He knows his place.  He shouldn’t have tried to sneak his way into the realm and bully you around.”  Helena chuckled.  Somehow, I knew these two would be perfect together.
  
 
    Doomswell 
 
    Umbra Familiar (Bonded) 
 
      
 
      
 
    With the skirmish finally over, we were all awarded a hefty amount of experience points…. nearly enough to gain a level!  Brenton was running low on mana, so we elected to use just one healing rune on Hilda.  The rest of us would have to function with our wounds until we escaped.   
 
    We did a quick look-over of the chamber, finding little more than crude tools and strange discolored meat that the lizardmen had likely been chewing on.  As I waded through the muck, something brushed up against my body, making me jump.  I turned while summoning nevermore, though I quickly realized the weapon wasn’t necessary.  Floating in the brown water next to me was the torn body of longshot.  His lifeless eyes stared at the darkened celling of the cavern as he floated, his neck torn out and drained.   
 
    “Brenton.”  I said solemnly.  He pointed his torch in my direction before bowing his head in mourning.  Slowly, he made his way to my side and inspected the body of his fallen comrade.   
 
    “He was a decent man.”  Brenton said with sadness.  “A shame he had to go like this, miles under the surface trapped in filth.” 
 
    I put my hand on his shoulder.  “We can avenge him… we can end all of this and ensure his death wasn’t meaningless.” 
 
    Brenton nodded.  “Perhaps… but first we have to make it out of this cave.” 
 
    I nodded, then began to make my way towards the cavern’s exit on the far wall. 
 
    “Wait.”  Brenton said.  I turned and watched as he removed something from Longshot’s cold grasp… a bow.  “Take this.”  He said, offering me the weapon.  “Longshot was a great companion and a loyal friend.  Perhaps you can do this bow some justice.” 
 
    The weapon glowed a faint blue as I took it in my grasp, a marvelous longbow finely crafted from a pale wood. 
 
      
 
    You have acquired: 
 
      
 
    Eagleshot 
 
    Masterwork Longbow 
 
    Enchantment: Bonds 
 
    “May your arrows land true to protect those that you care for” 
 
      
 
    I nodded, slinging the bow over my shoulder.  “I promise, I will do it and him justice.” 
 
    The four of us regrouped in the center of the chamber and began to make our way towards the exit.  That is, before the sound of splashing brought us pause.  I turned as Taryn made his way towards the group, his face emotionless but unharmed.   
 
    “Taryn.”  Brenton greeted the rogue with a nod.  “What have you found?”   
 
    The man responded in an almost robotic voice.  “I have found a way out.  Please, follow me.”  His was rigid in his movements, more like a puppet than a person. 
 
    “Somethings… not right.”  Razyr whispered into my ear.  He was correct, something was off… though I couldn’t quite put my finger on it.  
 
    Taryn turned and began walking in the opposite direction.  It was then that I noticed it.  Concealed in the shadows near the entrance stood a creature with long tentacles protruding from it tiny skull.  Its thin body was covered in a leathery robe and decorated with various pieces of bone.   
 
    A mind flayer. 
 
    My eyes went wide as I turned to flee, to escape the influence of that terrible creature.  That’s when the voices began in my head. 
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    Sweat ran down by brow and into the folds of my armor as I heaved another large stone out of the way.  It was a simple task really, clearing out one of the old stone tunnels likely built by some ancient race… but it was what my masters wanted, so it had to be done. 
 
    Working down here was fulfilling, like a calling that I’d always been searching for… And the masters, the masters were so kind!  They allowed us to bask in their superior intelligence, to devote our lives to the hive…. Very few beings in Aetheria were ever so lucky! 
 
    The torch on the wall flickered as I continued to move stone after heavy stone, inching my way further into the once buried catacomb.  My muscles ached, but I ignored the pain.  Pain was irrelevant in service to the hive. 
 
    Return to the hive. 
 
    “Yes master.”  I said aloud.  My masters communicated through a psychic bond that we shared.  It was an honor, really, to be able to share my thoughts with creatures of such superior intellect. 
 
    I heaved my final rock into the pile and began trudging back up the sloping tunnel, heeding my master’s call.  As I turned the corner something caught on my foot, stealing my balance as I crashed to the stone floor.  Perched in a small crevice of rock stood a creature, retracting its long blue tail it had used to trip me with.  It peeked its head out, meeting my gaze with its tiny yellow orbs.  Not this thing again. 
 
    “Zander.”  It said, climbing out of the stone as it slowly approached.  “Zander, you have to… snap out of this.” 
 
    “Begone creature!”  I yelled, kicking my boot in it’s direction. The creature backed away, scaly face clearly perturbed.  That little beast had been following me around, occasionally trying to distract me from my master’s work.  It was too quick to catch… and lucky for it.  Surely, if I were to bring the little beast to my master they could dispose of it properly. 
 
    “Zander…”  The creature hissed as I walked away, a profound sadness in its voice.  I paused, a strange feeling swelling in the back of my mind, like an itch that I just couldn’t scratch. 
 
    I turned to the beast.  Perhaps this creature…. No, I couldn’t entertain such thoughts.  Not when my masters were calling for me.  I turned, leaving the creature behind in the tunnel as I abruptly made my way towards the center of the hive. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    After making my way down a series of winding series of passages I found myself at the center of the hive.  It was a shallow cavern that appeared mostly ordinary, though at its center sat a strange sinewy membrane that protruded from the ground.  Large and pale and bulbous, the membrane pulsed like a heartbeat, occasionally leaking rancid globs of a clear mucus-like slime.   
 
    My masters, the mind flayers, stood around the membrane, communing with it as it pulsed and wriggled about.  From the shared knowledge I’d acquired from my masters, I’d learned that this membrane was actually a small piece of brain matter from the fallen god Crateus, god of the dark caverns.  The god was long dead, having been slain by the world breakers, though this small piece of it still lingered on this plane.  Those creatures… no, my masters communed with it each day hoping to access the celestial knowledge that remained locked inside. 
 
    I strode up to the mind flayers, taking a knee in front of the leader of the hive. 
 
      
 
    Meryz’dynex 
 
    Lvl 20 
 
    Mind Flayer 
 
      
 
    I briefly met my master’s gaze before quickly bowing my head as his tentacles caressed my temple.  Beside me, four others approached and took a knee as well… a tall female in battered plate mail with flowing blonde locks, a red and black-haired woman with a scowl transfixed on her face, a short angular faced man clad entirely in black, and a spectacled man in fine red and blue robes with sweat pouring down his face.   
 
    You have done well today, my feeble-minded surface walkers.  Meryz said, though not with words.  He communicated with us telepathically, sending the message to all of us simultaneously.  And as a reward… you are fed.  The mind flayer lifted a large dead rat out of its robe and plopped it onto the ground in front of us.  It was raw and mangled and stunk of death and decay… what a treat! 
 
    Myself and the others began to tear at the carcass, ripping off chunks and shoving the bloody little bits into our mouth… all except the warrior.  She winced in pain as she tried to lean forward, nursing a wounded leg that barely seemed functional.  The masters eyed her with their beady eyes, studying her labored movements with great curiosity.  As we ate, one of them strode over and placed a slender hand on her shoulder. 
 
    Come hither.  The creature said.  It had directed its thoughts towards her, but I could still hear them due to the communal nature of our connection.  You have grown weak… it is time for you to devote your mind to the greater good. 
 
    Two of the masters guided her over to Meryz and forced her to take a knee.  Oh, how lucky she was.  Soon Meryz’dynex would devour her brain, eternally conjoining their minds as one.  It was the ultimate gift the masters could bestow on lower lifeforms like myself.   
 
    I paused my meal and watched as Meryz wrapped his tentacles around the woman’s neck, as his tiny mouth opened, ready to devour her mind and bring finality to her pitiful life.   
 
    The man next to me, the spectacled man, began behaving strangely.  He abandoned his meal and cautiously approached Meryz and the other masters… did he wish to give them his brain as well? 
 
    Suddenly he rose, lifting his gloved hands into the air.  “Activate rune: destruction!”  A burst of powerful energy cascaded from his palms, slamming into the masters and sending them into disarray.  I could feel their emotions being channeled through me… their distress… their anger. 
 
    The man turned to me as I rose, face frantic.  “Zander, hurry!  You need to snap out of this!  You need to,” the man was cut short as the masters began their mental assault on him, tentacles waving frantically in the air.  This fool had tried to trick the masters… he would need to pay! 
 
    Bring him to me, now!  they commanded.  I nodded, hearing the command loud and clear.  I strode up and grabbed the man around the collar.  In a panic, he shoved me away with a strength I hadn’t anticipated.  I stumbled, tripping on one of the many stones lodged into the ground before crashing into the membrane of the fallen god.  Suddenly, my mind went numb. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    The world around me melted away as I slammed into the slimy membrane.  I immediately hopped off the thing, prepared to fight… but everyone was gone.  I was alone, standing in the empty cavern with no sign of my masters or my fellow servants.   What the hell was going on? 
 
    A nudge at my back made me nearly jump out of my skin.  I turned expecting to meet the gaze of someone familiar.  Instead…  I found myself standing in the presence of a creature larger than life, a creature whose aura permeated into my very being, an aura that gave off an overwhelming sense of power that I couldn’t hope to comprehend. 
 
    The creature bared resemblance to a giant humanoid form, though it stood at a hunch with limbs that seemed too long for its body.  Its skin was the color of sandstone, hard and rigid like the cavern where we resided.  I looked to its face, perhaps the things most frightening feature, a hapless face with flat features and hollow black holes where it’s eyes should have been.  Its nose was tiny and bulbous, it’s ears nothing more than small slits on the sides of its head.   I gave the creature a quick inspection, but my HUD merely produced an error message…. What was this? 
 
    “Ta- take me back to my masters.”  I said, voice trembling as the thing leaned in my direction.  It was hunched due to the size of the cavern, though standing would surely make the beast fifty feet tall! 
 
    “Masters…”. The thing bellowed, it’s raspy voice causing the cavern itself to shake.  “Those creatures are not your masters.  They use their tricks to bastardize the minds of others… they are defilers of my domain.”  Before I could move, the creature reached a long slender finger down and placed it on my forehead.  I leaned away at first, but a feeling of elation immediately began to wash over my mind, like a fog was being cleared that had been blocking my true thoughts.   
 
    “What… what happened?”  I said, dropping to my knees as my brain returned to its natural course of thought. 
 
    “I have given you your mind back.”  The creature answered, withdrawing its long arm.  “You are safe here.” 
 
    I stood, giving the cavern a quick look around once more.  “But where is here?  Where are my companions…. Hilda, Helena, Brenton… where is Razyr?!” 
 
    The creature shifted.  “Your friends are safe… for the moment.  Though once I release you, that danger that surrounds you will return.” 
 
    “Release me?” 
 
    “Yes.”  The creature’s bellows were so powerful that I feared they would bring the cavern down around us.  “I brought you to this place when we made contact… It is the only way that we could speak.” 
 
    I thought back to my actions before finding myself here.  I had crashed into that gooey membrane… “Wait.”  I said, startled.  “Are you… Crateus?  Are you a god?!” 
 
    The creature gave a solemn nod.  “Perhaps I was once, though now I’m merely a small piece of what I was…. A fragment.” 
 
    “But Razyr told me that the gods of this world were slain.” 
 
    “We were.”  The creature’s response echoed sadness.  “Though tiny pieces of us remain throughout the realm.  These fragments retain our memories, our ambitions, and in some cases… small measures of our power.  Through these fragments we live on.” 
 
    I thought back to the massive god sword we had seen near Stormgard, the sword that had caused those powerful storms to brew around it… another fragment of a seemingly dead god. 
 
    I looked up into the hollow eyes of Crateus.  “Why have you brought me here?” 
 
    “Because child… you are like them…. The wardens.”  I took a seat in front Crateus as he spoke, resting my hands on my knees.  “The wardens were the champions of this world, protecting it from those who would come to drain it of its greatest resource… the very thing that gives life and magic to this world.” 
 
    “The Aether.”  I mouthed. 
 
    “Indeed.  They protected this world for thousands of years… until finally an enemy arrived that the wardens could not defeat, an enemy wielding those terrible weapons they called world breakers.  After the wardens were defeated, they came for us, for the gods themselves.  They nearly destroyed our world!”  The god’s voice grew angry, causing the cave to tremble.  “But something happened that our attackers hadn’t expected… when the wardens fell, and the gods were slain… the Aether, it began to lose its shine, its power began to fade.  Soon our attackers left Aetheria, assuming the world would turn to dust.  And it nearly did…That is, until the gates opened, and everything changed.  Hundreds of thousands of new souls began to enter our realm, and with them, a vitality that breathed new life into the world, that brought the Aether back to life.” 
 
    My mind raced.  Hundreds of thousands of people entering the realm… he was talking about launch day… my last full day in my real body.  Thoughts began to swirl in my head as I tried to piece it all together.  The fact that I couldn’t log out, the fact that I couldn’t feel my body anymore. The very real pain I felt when A sword struck my body…  I shuddered as I began to entertain the craziest of thoughts...  This realm… it couldn’t be real, could it? 
 
    “This… this is just a game!”  I yelled, rising back to my feet.  Though I wasn’t certain if I was trying to convince Crateus or myself 
 
    The god shook his head dismissively.  “The fate of an entire realm is no game child.  Now, come forth… our time is short.” 
 
    Was he implying that this, that the body and world I currently inhabited was somehow real.  That was impossible!  Still, I stepped forward hesitantly as the God’s massive hand hovered in the air.  “Now that life has returned to the realm, those who have slain me will return with their world breakers.  They will not be able to resist the power of the Aether.  You must prepare.  Free yourself from your captors and uncover the power of the wardens.  You must do better than others if this realm is to survive.” 
 
    “But,” I began to protest.  “I’m just trying to get home, to get back to my body.” 
 
    The gods hollow orbs met my gaze.  “Then perhaps you must make a choice… this realm or your own.”  His words resided in me with a certain finality to them.  Suddenly, a soft blue light began to envelop me, pooling at my temples as it absorbed into my skin. 
 
      
 
    Boon of Crateus  
 
    +15 Intelligence 
 
      
 
    “I have given you a gift… this should protect you from the influence of your captors.  Seek the power of the wardens, child.  Do better than they did and save this realm.” 
 
    A blackness washed over me as I left the chamber of Crateus.  In seconds I was back in the hive, staring down an angered group of mind flayers that we’re ready to harvest my brain. My eyes immediately shifted to Hilda who quietly knelt, entrapped by one the creatures as it prepared to bite into her soft flesh. 
 
    I shadowshifted, calling forth nevermore as I phased beside the beast.  With a jolt I slammed my blade upward through the creature’s mouth and out through the back of its head.  Though highly dangerous, the mind flayers were delicate creatures with little HP to speak of. 
 
    The tentacled beast fell dead at my feet as experience points showered me like tiny little translucent petals of leaves.  Despite shadowshifting my mana bar was still nearly full, bolstered by my increased intelligence score. 
 
    I turned to face the other mind flayers, Sword outstretched and dripping with blood.  “My mind is my own.”  I said, calling Razyr to my other hand.  The creatures gasped in terror as I phased in their direction and began my assault. 
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    The mind flayer lurched back as I dived in with lunging strike.  Suddenly, I felt in stabbing pain in my head… it was using mind spike, a mental attack that should have left me crippled if not for my increased intelligence score.  I ignored the pain and leveled my blade before shoving nevermore into the ugly creature’s chest.   It let out a terrible howl of pain as its tentacles flailed through the air.  I heaved my drake sword up with the other hand before slamming it down into the creature’s skull, draining the remainder of its small health bar and ending its pain. 
 
    I traced the shadows to another pair of mind flayers and immediately shadowshifted behind them.   
 
      
 
    Double-strike! 
 
      
 
    I plunged nevermore through the flayer’s backs, scoring critical hits as their violet-colored blood sprayed across the stone.  I heard another approaching from the rear.  I turned, swinging my blade in an arc and shearing off three of the creature’s tentacles.  I continued my rotation, bring my blades around in an entire spin before slamming them both into the midsection of the mind flayer. The creature fell to the ground, writhing like a squid pulled from deep waters.  The remainder of its health bar drained as violet blood continued to spill out of its wounds. 
 
    I could feel it; my instincts had returned… my mind was once again my own.  These things had stolen my thoughts, had tried to erase the very person that I was.  How dare these creatures try to take that away from me! 
 
    Cease this violence.  The voice of Meryz echoed in my mind… that damned creature would pay for such intrusions.  I turned, looking on as the flayer stood above Helena, a long, grey tentacle wrapped tightly around her neck.  Damnit all, I thought I’d shoved a blade through that things skull.  Instead, a much weaker flayer lay dead near its feet… another trick of the mind. 
 
    Leave this place, and I will spare your mind.  Even as it reasoned with me, I could feel its psychic assault slamming into my mind, causing a pain to flare in my temples.  Meryz was over a dozen levels higher than me… there was just no way I could beat the creature in a straight up fight. 
 
    “Give me my friends and I’ll leave you be.  I’m not leaving without them!”  What was I doing, trying to reason with these things.  Had they turned me into a fool? 
 
    The flayers free tentacles wriggled about, as if the creature was laughing at my proclamation.  I will not.  This is your final warning… stand down or be harvested. 
 
    I grimaced, clenching the hilts of my blades so tightly that my knuckles went white inside my gloves.  Could I phase there quick enough to save Helena? 
 
    It was then I noticed movement in the corner of my eye, a man slowly rising from the ground just out of Meryz’s sight.  He raised a glove hand, hastily painting a runic symbol in the air.  Meryz turned, sensing the build-up of magical energy.  A barrier of energy rose from the stone as the creature blocked Brenton’s fiery conflagration rune. 
 
    The tentacle tightened around Helena’s neck, causing tears to build in her eyes.  She was still under the flayer’s control… she would not fight back. 
 
    Another form appeared behind the distracted mind flayer, a small winged creature that latched onto the back of its head… Helena’s familiar! 
 
    “Release my master you squid-faced freak!”  the gargoyle spat, driving its clawed little hands into the flayer’s eyes.  A blinded status appeared above Meryz… this was my chance! 
 
    I traced the shadows across the room, phasing behind Meryz with a perfect shadowshift.  “Please let this work.”  I muttered, before placing a stiff kick into the flayer’s back.  The creature stumbled forward, slamming into the godly membrane at the center of the cave.  Celestial knowledge poured into Meryz’s mind, overwhelming the creature with an immense, otherworldly power.  Its tentacles stiffened, and its eyes sunk into its head as the fragment of Crateus mentally assaulted the creature, eventually claiming the mind flayer’s life. 
 
    The last of the remaining flayers fled into one of the cavern’s many tunnels, fearful of the pulsing membrane that they once worshipped.  I turned to catch a glimpse of Helena who sat, rubbing at her neck.  “Are you… well?”  I asked, hopeful that the dark bonds entrapping our party had been broken.  She shot me a grin… a pained one, but a grin all the same. 
 
    “I don’t know how the hell you define ‘well’, but I’m here.” 
 
    Yeah, she was definitely back. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    After a taking a few moments to recover (including quite a bit of vomiting), the five of us regrouped and gathered our things before making our way north towards the tunnel’s exit.  Bits of the mind flayer’s knowledge still lingered in our minds, including the way out of this terrible place.  The flayers had created quite a network down here, using the native l’karri as their own personal repertoire of slaves.  The cavern we had first stumbled into had actually been one of their slave pens. 
 
    Thankfully, our journey to the surface didn’t take long, and the remaining mind flayers worked to actively avoid us.  That was good, considering we were quite battered and Hilda could barely walk on her leg.  After a few hours of limping about, we finally reached a tunnel that led us into some long-awaited sunlight.  A message materialized in the air above. 
 
      
 
    Dungeon cleared: 
 
    The Dark Caverns 
 
      
 
    Reward: 
 
    5,000 exp. 
 
      
 
    The message burst into greenish light as petal-shaped pieces of translucent energy showered us.  The words ‘congratulations’ appeared in the air next as my level increased, and then again. 
 
    “Congratulations…”  I muttered, watching the words hang there in the air.  It caught me off guard the way that word stung at me…This game had nearly destroyed my body and my mind, and yet it had the tenacity to offhandedly congratulate me. 
 
    “Damn you!”  I yelled into the air.  “Damn you all!”  The others looked on at me in silence, a strange look crossing their faces 
 
    “Not pleased with your experience payout?”  Brenton asked in that quizzical tone of his.  Damn did that man have to be so analytical about everything? 
 
    “It’s this world.”  I responded, my voice a bit sharper than I intended.  “They lured us into this death trap, then when we’re broken and bleeding, they quietly remind us that it’s just a game… well, it’s not!”  My emotions were finally getting the better of me.  All of the fighting, the death; the recent invasion of my thoughts… it was all hitting like a ton of bricks. 
 
    I dropped to my knees, bending under the unseen pressure, tears forming in the corners of my eyes.  It felt like I was coming unhinged. 
 
    Amidst my breakdown, I felt something nudge against my side, briefly taking my attention off my own self-pity.  I turned to meet the gaze of the small blue drake at my side…. Razyr. 
 
    The familiar moved in close, his small yellow orbs locked onto my gaze.  He nudged his way under my arm, wriggling in close before bathing me in a soft, azure light.  A wave of calm washed over me, an aura that settled my emotions, that grounded me.  Razyr’s mouth formed into what might have been an attempt at a grin.   “I am beginning to… understand you more and more.”  The drake said as he moved atop my right shoulder.   
 
    “What… what did you just do to me?”  I said, feeling oddly refreshed after my breakdown just a moment before.  
 
    “Your thoughts we’re becoming… erratic.  Your emotions… were taking control.  This is common after…. Prolonged periods of subjugation.  Those creatures had… damaged your mind.  I healed you.”  The drake appeared proud of himself, and rightfully so. 
 
    “You can do that?”  I asked.   
 
    Razyr nodded.  “Our bond is strengthening.”  He spoke from his perch with pride.  “The more we work together… the stronger our bond will become.” 
 
    “What about the others?”  I said, eyeing them with care. 
 
    “There bonds were severed… more naturally.  Yours was ripped from your mind…. quite damaging if not for our bond.” 
 
    I smiled at the little beast.  If any good had come out of being stuck in this game, it was the surreal bond I had with this creature.  It was empowering… it felt good.  No, it felt right. 
 
    I noticed Hilda approaching with a hobble, a look a concern etched into her face.  “Wait a second.”  She said.  “Did you say prolonged subjugation?” 
 
    Razyr nodded gleefully.  “Why yes… you were under the creatures control for nearly… seven days.” 
 
    SEVEN DAYS! 
 
    “The tournament.”  I gasped.  We were still days away from Airrigar.  Hell, I was doubtful we could even make it there on time. 
 
    “You’re traveling to Airrigar as well?”  Brenton asked, carefully pressing his spectacles against his face. 
 
    “We were.”  I said, defeated.  “Though I don’t know how we’ll make it now.”   
 
    Breton placed a hand on his chin. He wore a look of concern on his face… something I hadn’t seen much of. “Perhaps there’s a teleportation rune I can learn.”  He offered, 
 
    I scoffed.  “By the time we find something like that the tournament will be over.” 
 
    “Guys.” Helena said, though neither of us paid her enough attention to respond. 
 
    “Maybe if we start running now, we’ll make it in time.”  I suggested. 
 
    Brenton shook his head.  “No… even if this is a game, we’ll still feel the fatigue.” 
 
    “Guys.”  Helena spoke again, though being deep in thought I barely registered it. 
 
    “I got it!”  Brenton said.  “We’ll pool our collective gold and craft an airship!  There has to be a forge in the next town!” 
 
    I rolled my eyes.  “Yeah, and it will be built by the end of the tournament.  Time doesn’t just stand still for,” 
 
    “GUYS!”  Helena yelled, hellfire pooling in her palms. 
 
    “What?”  Brenton and I responded in unison, noticing the anger in her voice.  What was her problem, anyways? 
 
    “Look.”  She said, pointing out into the field just beyond.  A grin stretched across our collective faces.  Stampeding across the open field was the answer to our problems, a solution that had seemingly been dropped neatly into our laps.   Out there, crossing the field was a pack of beasts brimming with muscle, their long manes flowing freely as they galloped about.  I couldn’t believe it…. Mere yards away was a pack of magnificent wild horses. 
 
    Another problem quickly to rise… How in the world do you ride a horse? 
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    I couldn’t take my eyes off the marvelous view in front of me.  The cave we had exited emptied out into a large open valley… a lush valley filled with tall grass and wildflowers that danced in the wind.  I could see for a good mile in front of me to a point where the valley met a large wall of fog, though my eyes were transfixed on one sight in particular. 
 
    A few hundred yards away, a pack of wild horses charged through the field, kicking up loose grass and brightly colored petals as they galloped.  Around them, tiny blue sprites spiraled through the wind, following the pack gleefully as the horses galloped along. 
 
    “There beautiful.”  Hilda said, admiring the beasts as she leaned on her aegis shield for support.  “But why are the sprites following them around like that?” 
 
    “Because, those aren’t just horses!”  Brenton said, a wide grin on his usual straight face.  “Look at them closely!” 
 
    I peered at the creatures, doing my best to inspect them as they made a pass near our location.  The horses were all of similar size and color, sleek with gray hair and long white manes…. But those eyes!  Each of the horses had brilliant blue eyes that glowed like tiny sapphires.  They were beautiful! 
 
    A powerful gust of wind followed as the horses passed, an unnatural wind seemingly caused by the creatures themselves.  No, these weren’t any normal horses.  They were more than that, a rarity to Aetheria.  They were windsteeds. 
 
    I gave the closest of the steeds a quick inspection. 
 
      
 
    Windsteed 
 
    Lvl 10  
 
    (Aether-blessed) 
 
      
 
    Another mighty gust swirled as the creatures galloped away.  The way that they ran, so light on their feet… it was like the wind itself was carrying them.  The windsteeds jostled each other, playfully bounding much higher than they had any right too.  The sight was whimsical! 
 
    “God, aren’t those just the most graceful things you’ve ever seen.”  Brenton said, removing his glasses and squinting at the steeds.  The way that he spoke of them was so…. So jubilant.  I almost wondered if he should’ve started as a beastmaster instead. 
 
    “We need to get them.”  Taryn said.  The man’s words came as surprise.  He rarely spoke, choosing instead to keep company with shadows whenever he could. 
 
    “But how?”  Hilda asked, peering down at her damaged leg before taking another longing gaze at the galloping beasts. 
 
    Taryn rubbed at his scruffy chin before shrugging and turning to Brenton.  The rogue was efficient, but he wasn’t a decision maker.  No, he’d survived by pointing his blades in the direction Brenton sent him, trusting in the runecaster to guide him right… and guide him he did. 
 
    Brenton studied the windsteeds with a now speculative gaze, trying to formulate a plan in his mind.  That is, until a soft voice interrupted his thoughts. 
 
    “You cannot catch… a windsteed.”  Razyr said, climbing down my arm to sit in my open palms.  “Just as you cannot catch the wind.” 
 
    I lifted him so that we met eye to eye.   “So we leave them, then?”  I asked.  Razyr shook his head. 
 
    “I… did not say that either.  Windsteeds are creatures with close bonds… to the realm… to the Aether.  Like us, the wardens bonded… with these creatures.” 
 
    I could feel my expression brighten. “The wardens rode them?” 
 
    Razyr nodded.  “They did, though the windsteeds are…. What is the word…” 
 
    “Picky!”  Doomswell, Helena’s screechy familiar chimed in.  “Damned judgmental beasts.  If they don’t think you’re worthy, then they’ll drag you into the sky and buck you off.  You’d be better off riding on a damned bird!”  Helena laughed as the small gargoyle ranted on about the windsteeds.  He was loud and much more animated then Razyr… a perfect match for the short-tempered warlock. 
 
    I stepped forward as the creatures began to make another pass through the field.  I set my jaw and planted my feet, focusing on the leader of wild pack.  “I’m doing it.”  I said, tracing the shadows left by the horses faintly glowing hooves.  Razyr reclaimed his perch on my right shoulder, hooking his claws into the grooves of my field plate. 
 
    “Be careful…”. He warned.  I nodded, then with the last remaining bit of my mana, I shadowshifted, 
 
    I phased onto the back of the largest windsteed, gripping at its muscular body with my legs.  In the distance the others cheered, though I could barely hear them over the horse’s huffing protests.  “Easy girl.”  I said, grabbing onto the steed’s mane to steady myself.  Was this even a girl? 
 
    The windsteed turned sharply and began running towards my companions.  Wind churned around me like I was in the center of a tempest… it was amazing. 
 
    I raised a clenched fist into the air as I approached the others, boasting a victory over the majestic creature.  It was mine! 
 
    The windsteed had other ideas. 
 
    The steed came to an abrupt stop, lurching forward on its front legs as it propelled me off its back.  I soared through the air, eyes wide with shock, before crashing directly into Brenton.  The two of us slammed into the grass, rolling about as chunks of grass and dirt lodged themselves into my armor.  Damn it all, did that ever hurt! 
 
    “Damned horse.”  I choked out as I peeled my body off of Brenton’s.  The man’s chest heaved, gasping for breath as I peeled my armored body off his less protected form.  “Looks like we’ll have to find another,” 
 
    “Look!”  Helena’s voice interrupted, full of excitement.  I turned and gazed about, though I could barely believe my eyes.  To my amazement, the windsteeds had stopped their gallops and were now approaching, though at a much slower pace.  They were coming right towards us… No, not towards us, towards Hilda! 
 
    The armored woman dropped her shield and hobbled over to the largest steed under her own power.  Despite her cumbersome plate mail, she moved with a grace that she usually kept well hidden.  She reached out her hand as the windsteed strolled up and began caressing the creature’s cheek.  The horse let out a soft huff as it pressed its head into her palm.  Tiny blue sprites swirled around Hilda, bathing her in a soft sapphire glow as she ran her fingers through the steed’s mane.  What a sight. 
 
    The horse bowed its head to her, as if welcoming her to climb on.  She smiled, releasing the clasps on her cuirass and letting her armor slide off her shoulders. 
 
    Without words, without looking back, and without armor, Hilda pulled herself atop the windsteed and the beast carried her off. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Perhaps it was the way the steeds glided on the wind.  Perhaps it was the way Hilda disappeared into the ever-approaching fog.  I wasn’t sure what it was… but something compelled me to run.   
 
    I moved as fast as my legs would carry, following the breeze left in the windsteed’s wake.  The others tried to follow, but soon they too were lost in the thick fog rolling in.   
 
    “Hilda!”  I yelled as I barreled forward into the unknown.  What the hell was she doing, just riding off like that without saying a word!  “Hilda!” 
 
    A bit of panic began to set in.  Hilda… she was the one who’d stuck with me since the beginning.  She’d been there, fighting for her life during the culling, then the prison, then…. Damnit all we had been through a lot! 
 
    Unfortunately, she’d taken the worst of it.  Every battle she charged onto the frontline, shield in hand as the beasts bared down on us.  And now… now for her troubles she was nearly a cripple.  She didn’t deserve that. 
 
    “Hilda!”  I called for her again, though my sprint had slowed to a steady jog.  I couldn’t see more than a foot in any direction, and thoughts of what might be lurking in the mist had my heart beating out of its chest. 
 
    As I scanned the area a soft blue light caught my eye.  It pooled on the ground, illuminating a small area of fog along with a moving figure… wait.  Was that one of the steeds?! 
 
    I dashed forward, giving up on my previous inhibitions that some sort of beast lurked in the mist.  My eyes went wide I approached the light… it was the windsteeds… no, not just the steeds.  It was Hilda! 
 
    The light that I had spotted was originating from a small pool of water, a pool with large veins of Aether resting in its shallow depths.  The horses frolicked through the pool, splashing each other and letting loose an occasional whinny.  Hilda, on the other hand, had dismounted and nearly submerged herself in the shallow pool.  Her skin glowed with a soft blue light as she swirled about in the water… what on earth was she doing? 
 
    “Hilda.”  I called out, half expecting the woman to ignore my call.   
 
    She did not. 
 
    The guardian rose from the pool, her skin still aglow with a soft blue light as she turned and met my gaze.  Was she… was she smiling?  “Hilda?”  I said, wiping sweat from my brow.  To my surprise, the woman approached, her leg perfectly absent of its limp. 
 
    “Zander.”  She said, her voice soft and tender.  “I… I think I’ve been healed.”   
 
    I smiled wide…. By the gods she was healed.  But wait… I pointed to something behind her in the fog.  “What is that?” 
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    Watching Hilda emerge from that pool fully healed had truly been a sight to see.  Oddly enough, my eyes lingered on another sight.  Behind the guardian another woman emerged, her skin a soft blue color that matched the glow of the Aether.  Tall and slender, the blue woman floated across the water behind Hilda before pausing at her side. 
 
    Hilda traced my gaze over to the woman, nearly jumping at the sight of her.  The blue woman merely laughed, then floated back across the water, spinning playfully in her short floral dress.  
 
    “H-hello?”  I said, though the woman wholly ignored me.  Instead, she danced around the top of the water like a child.  It was quite strange.  “Hilda, are you doing thi-.” 
 
    “No.”  She cut me off, though not intentionally.  Her attention was merely absorbed by the woman’s playful dance.  I took a step towards the edge of the pool and gave the woman a closer look.  Her features were fleeting… almost translucent, and the steps that she took floated just above the water.  This was no woman at all. 
 
    “It is a sprite.”  Razyr chimed in, as if he were reading my thoughts  
 
    “A sprite?”  I replied, puzzled.  “Like you?” 
 
    The small drake furrowed his brow, as if he were trying to formulate the correct response.  “Yes… and no.  It is not a familiar… not nearly as smart.  This variety of sprite is what they call… an imitator.  It must’ve… taken a liking to the Hilda.  Thus it… is doing its best to imitate her form.” 
 
    Hilda reached her hand out towards the imitator and the thing lurched back before letting out another playful giggle.  Her eyes were focused sharply on the imitator, as if she were trying to decide if its imitation was at all accurate.  Personally, I found its appearance a bit more juvenile than that of my companions. 
 
    “Is it… dangerous?”  She asked. 
 
    Razyr shook his head.  “It merely copies… what it sees, creates a… representation.  This one appears… not dangerous.” 
 
    She nodded as the imitator floated towards one of the windsteeds, then spun around the beast making a taunting face.  The steed pranced about, enjoying the creature’s playful nature.  Hilda continued to eye the sprite.  “I don’t much think this thing looks like me at all.” 
 
    We stood by, watching the two of them play in the wind as we waited for the wall of fog to pass through.  It was relatively peaceful hear and the thick, cloudy air had made it nearly impossible for proper navigation. 
 
    Hilda leaned in close and I instinctively draped an arm over her shoulders.  I immediately became self-conscious but chose to let my arm linger…. and she didn’t object.  Damn, was I growing bold. 
 
    We stood in silence as the fog continued to roll by, bringing with it a coolness to the air.  I knew that we didn’t have time for any of this, that we should’ve been racing towards Airrigar with everything we had… but just for a moment, it felt good to enjoy a reprieve. 
 
    “Do you think we’ll ever go back?”  Hilda asked softly, as if she’d been quietly contemplating the question in her head. 
 
    A cocked an eyebrow.  “What, you mean back to our bodies?”   
 
    She nodded.  “I’m worried, Zander.  The longer we’re here… we’ll, it’s just that I’m starting to forget things.” 
 
    I grimaced.  I had told her about my momentary lapse back into my body, but she claimed that she hadn’t felt anything similar.  Apparently, that was changing.  
 
    “How bad?”  I asked. 
 
    She lingered in silence before finally speaking up.  “I…”. Her voice cracked as she forced the words out.  “I’m starting to forget everything.  I had a decent life before I logged in.  I had a decent job, people that loved me… I had a future.  But now, it’s like all of that is becoming a fleeting memory, like something that happened in a dream that you can’t remember all the details of.  Zander.... I’ve almost forgotten my own name.” 
 
    The words stung at me as she spoke them.  It reminded me of my own life, the life of Adam and that troubled father he’d left behind.  Certainly not the life she was describing, but it was my life all the same.  That person was worlds away from Zander Darkblade, slayer of Aetheria.   
 
    “We’ll get out of here, Hil.  Don’t worry.”  I said reassuringly, as much to her as to myself. 
 
    “I hope so.”  She replied, though her words didn’t carry any confidence.  “This all just seems so crazy… slay Vazryn.  End the game…. How do we know this will work?  That it’s what needs to be done?” 
 
    I shrugged.  “What other choices do we have?” 
 
    She nodded, then resigned her head to my shoulder and remained silent.  Damnit all, she was right though… were we really making the right choice? 
 
    We stood in silence as the fog began to thin.  Soon it would clear, and we could reunite with the others.  Then, perhaps with Hilda’s strange acclimation to the windsteeds, we could ride out for Airrigar. 
 
    “Emily.”  Hilda said, breaking the silence that had settled over the area.   
 
    “What?”  I asked, confused. 
 
    “My name… my real name is Emily.  I want you to know… In case I forget.”   
 
    I turned to meet her eyes.  “I won’t let you forget, Emily.  I promise.” 
 
    She smiled, then opened her mouth to respond.  That is, before a strange noise stole her attention.  To our left, an odd scraping sound could be heard, a sound that grew closer by the second.  It unnerved the windsteeds, causing them to end their frolicking and retreat several yards in the other direction.  The imitator sprite frowned, then dove into the pond, dissipating into a shimmer of light. 
 
    Razyr perched himself atop my shoulder and hissed.  “This thing approaching… is unnatural.” 
 
    I nodded, then reached out my hand, summoning nevermore into my grasp.  Damnit all, I was low on health and mana… hopefully this thing wasn’t too much to deal with. 
 
    A creature emerged from the fog, slowing walking in our direction.  No, not a creature… another player. 
 
      
 
    Garrote  
 
    Lvl 13 Berserker  
 
      
 
    The man moved with more of a shuffle than a walk, inching his way closer to Hilda and myself.  He wore a darkened hide armor that stretched across his muscled form.  In his hand he gripped the handle of a massive axe, the blade carelessly dragging across the ground as he moved.  Something was off about this man, and not just the way he walked.  His face wore a pained expression accompanied by thick veins that pulsed up the side of his bald head.  His right eye twitched uncontrollably, the milky white of his eye now a glaring reddish color.  He mumbled, more to himself then to either of us, though his voice was too soft to distinguish any of the words. 
 
    I immediately noticed a red indicator above the man’s head.  He had killed before.  “Hey there.  We don’t want any trouble.”  I said, raising my free hand defensively.  The man didn’t seem to register my words, though he continued to approach with that awkward shuffle of his. 
 
    I briefly turned to Hilda, but she remained quite still in the pool, eyes transfixed on the man. 
 
    I tried to reason with the man one last time.  “Hey, eh, listen. we don’t have,” 
 
    The man’s head snapped up as his mismatched eyes transfixed on me.  His mouth began to move, spewing words unnaturally fast.  “I know it.  I know the truth.  The truth, the truth, the truth!”  The man let out an unnerving cackle.  “A game, no. No, no, no, no!  Not a game, a gambit!” 
 
    Suddenly, the man lunged forward heaving the heavy axe over his head.  I grimaced then stepped forward, ready to meet the man despite my weakened state.  Surprisingly, a hand jutted out, stopping my approach… Hilda’s hand! 
 
    “I’ve got this.”  She said, her eyes focused and resolute. 
 
    I peered at the berserker dashing towards our location, then back to her.  “Hilda, no.”  I protested.  “You don’t even have your armor.” 
 
    She dropped her hand and began approaching the charging berserker.  She paused in the middle of the pool, then briefly met my gaze.  “I don’t need it.”  She said, her words oozing with confidence.  “It was just weighing me down anyways.” 
 
    The guardian raised her hand into the air as the Aether stones beneath the water began to glow.  A soft blue energy rippled over the water’s surface before climbing up her body and pooling in the palm of her hand.  The energy stretched and brightened before solidifying in her grip.  
 
    The crazed berserker was nearly upon her, but she remained resolute.  Despite her lack of armor, Hilda was no longer unarmed. 
 
    Something in that pool had lent her its power, had given her access to the Aether lurking below.  In the guardian’s hand was a brilliant glowing short sword, its edge glistening with stored power, its hilt allotted with a trio of sapphire gems.  Hilda lowered the blade as she assumed her fighting stance, poised and ready to strike. 
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    The berserker barreled in, eyes wide and filled with madness.  His axe blade came down as he heaved the mighty weapon through the air. 
 
    Hilda did not flinch. 
 
    The guardian set her feet as she activated her battle stance: Stalwart, then raised her short sword to parry the mighty blow.  Her muscles strained as their weapons clashed but to the berserker’s surprise, her defenses held true.   
 
    Hilda growled then placed a firm kick into the berserker’s chest, creating some space between her and the man.  She chose not to follow the attack up.  Instead, she reset herself in the shallow pool, activating a skill that I had never seen before.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Battle Stance:  Imperious 
 
    The Guardian assumes an aggressive stance, allowing them to exert there will over their opponent. (+5 strength +5 Dexterity) 
 
      
 
    Hilda’s very demeanor changed before my eyes.  She shifted to a sideways stance, bringing her feet closer together.  Her free hand hovered out in front of her while her other held her sword at eye level.  Her eyes locked onto the berserker, giving the man one of the most unnerving stares I’d ever seen in my life.  She looked frightening. 
 
    Unphased, the berserker regained his balance and prepared a second assault.  He heaved his axe into the air… and Hilda was already on top of him. 
 
    The imperious guardian moved with deadly efficiency, lunging forward and activating crushing blow.  The skill was meant for bludgeoning weapons, but she improvised, slamming the flat of her blade against the berserker’s nose.   
 
    The man stumbled back, grabbing at his damaged face though Hilda did not relent.  She came at the man, slashing his midsection then back across his arm, shaving chunks of his HP away.  The man attempted to block with his axe, but Hilda merely grabbed the axe haft and yanked the weapon out of the way.  She continued her assault, dominating the man, slicing away at his exposed torso before finally bringing him down with an unlockable titan strike. 
 
    The berserker dropped to a knee, his body beaten and bloodied, his HP merely a sliver of what it once was.  His head remained bowed… perhaps he was ashamed to have been bested in such dominating fashion. 
 
    Hilda, on the other hand, remained poised.  She loomed over the man, blood splattered across her torn shirt and simple trousers.  Her blade glistened in her hand despite how much use it had just seen.  The sight was truly impressive. 
 
    “Yield.”  She said to the man, noting that he still had quite the grip on his axe.  The man responded with a soft grunt, then another.  Perhaps it was due to his injuries, or maybe…   
 
    It was then that I noticed the man’s free hand tucked into his waist.  In his grip he was wielding a small knife that he pressed into his own flesh, twisting the blade in a rather gruesome fashion.  But why? 
 
    “Hilda, be careful.”  I warned, eliciting from her a slight nod.  She reached towards the berserker, but he rolled away, then quickly plunged the remainder of his blade into his gut.  The last of his health bar depleted… he should have fallen dead. 
 
    Instead, he rose to his feet. 
 
    The man’s empty health bar began to blink a dark crimson.  His pupils dilated as veins popped and muscles expanded.  The man locked eyes with Hilda once more, then let out a monstrous, blood-curdling roar. 
 
      
 
    Undying Rage 
 
    The berserker defies the throes of death, launching himself into an uncontrollable rage for 1 minute 
 
      
 
    Hilda steeled herself, dropping into her stalwart stance as the man charged her with reckless abandon.  She raised her blade to meet the first axe strike, parrying the blow to the right.  The berserker growled then punched out with his free hand, smashing into the guardian’s cheek and sending her staggering.  
 
    I crouched and prepared to lunge in.  Like hell would I just stand there and watch her get battered.  “No.”  Razyr urged, digging his claws into my armored shoulder.  “Hold, Zander.” 
 
    “What do mean?”  I growled through clenched teeth.  “We need to hel-” 
 
    “This is her trial.”  Razyr interrupted.  “She is forming… a bond.” 
 
    Damnit all, he wanted me to just sit back and let this happen… I growled in frustration.  Then, despite my better judgement… lowered my blade.  “Hilda, you better handle this.” 
 
    Hilda steadied herself as the berserker charged in.  The man was relentless, swinging his blade through the air like a madman.  He sliced at her with a sidelong strike, forcing her to duck low, then brought the axe back with a furious reverse strike.  Hilda barely got her sword up in time to block, though the force of the blow knocked her off her feet and underneath the water. 
 
    I winced as the man heaved his axe over his head, winding up for a killing blow.  Suddenly, Hilda burst from the pool!  She swung her sword with vicious force at the man’s exposed arm, activating titan strike.  The blade passed through flesh and bone, severing the man’s hand off at the wrist!  The hand plopped into the water, still gripping the heavy battle axe.  It was a blow strong enough to put anyone down… though apparently not a berserker. 
 
    With precious seconds left in his undying rage, the man ignored the call of death and dove at the surprised guardian.  He swung at her with his bloodied stump, catching her off guard and landing a critical hit on her temple. 
 
    Hilda staggered as the word stunned appeared next to her health reticle.  The berserker lunged forward with his remaining hand, slapping away her blade before snatching her up by the throat.  He then began to squeeze. 
 
    “That’s it, I’m going in!”  I said, tightening my grip on nevermore.  It was just too much… I wouldn’t stand there and watch Hilda get beaten down! 
 
    Suddenly, the woman twitched back to life as her stunned status faded.  She raised her left arm and activated…. Shield slam? 
 
    Hilda’s arm began to glow as the skill took its effect.  She didn’t have a shield equipped so damnit she would use what she had. 
 
    Hilda smashed her forearm into the berserker’s face, stunning him and forcing the grip on her neck to loosen.  She winced in pain as the glow of her arm faded.  Judging by the reduction in her hit points, the blow must’ve hurt her as well.  And yet, she fought on. 
 
    Hilda switched back to imperious stance then plunged her hand into the pool.  When it emerged, it was once again wielding that fine sapphire blade. She stepped forward, leveling the blade at the stunned berserker… then plunged it through his chest. 
 
      
 
    Mortalis 
 
    The guardian uses the remainder of her mana to execute a killing blow.  Foes that are not felled by this attack will be left with a grievous wound 
 
      
 
    The man’s health bar grew dim as his undying rage faded.  His face, once full of passion and anger now bore an expression of confusion. 
 
    “Why?”  He said, clutching at Hilda’s shoulder with his remaining hand.  “Why us?  Our souls, our lives…. It’s not just a game!  It’s not…”. The man’s words trailed off as his final hit point dwindled. Hilda, visibly shaken, lowered his body into the pool and carefully removed her blade.  “I’m so sorry this happened to you.”  She muttered, before turning to meet my gaze. 
 
    I could see the pain in her eyes…. this hadn’t been easy for her. Killing creatures in the game was one thing, but killing other players... 
 
    “That was amazing, Hil.”  I said, offering her my hand.  I wanted to say something to ease her pain, but I had no idea where to start.   
 
    Hilda smiled at me all the same as I helped her out of the water.  It wasn’t a real smile, but more of a signal, a way of telling me that she would be ok.   
 
    “Thanks.”  She replied.  “Though I didn’t do it alone.”  Razyr appeared almost giddy at the statement.   
 
    “No?”  I asked. 
 
    Hilda shook her head, then lifted her sapphire short sword into the air.  The blade melted into a ball of light that sat in the palm of her hand.  Soon, the light began to stretch and grow, manipulating until it solidified into its newest form. 
 
    Perched in her palm was an avian creature with brilliant blue feathers.  The beast had a torso similar to that of a man, though it’s feet were adorned with bird-like talons.  Two arms crossed its chest, followed by wings that were draped on its shoulders like a cloak.  The beast’s head resembled that of an eagle, save for its blue feathers ruffled around its neck.  The creature emanated an aura of quiet superiority, though for some reason its appearance had left Razyr giddy. 
 
    “Ivan!”  Razyr squeaked, apparently excited to see the creature. Had he known this beast before? 
 
    Ivan retorted with a long, hard stare at Razyr before turning his attention to Hilda.  “I apologize that I had to forgo proper introductions.  I’m here to aid you, my lady guardian.”  He said, his voice regal and proper. 
 
    “Here to… aid me?”  Hilda replied with an incredulous tone. 
 
    “Indeed.”  Ivan continued, cocking his beak into the air.  “You’re in the presence of Ivanellios, last remaining familiar of the first wardens of Aetheria.  Now if you would, please clean yourself up.  We have a world that needs saving.” 
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    “Where the hell have you been?”  Helena growled at Hilda as she and the others emerged from the fading fog, her face painted with a look of annoyance.  “I mean, you just leap onto the back of a horse and ride off into…”. Helena’s voice trailed off as she noticed Hilda’s blood-spattered clothing and the body that floated at her side.  “You ok?”  She asked, her voice softening. 
 
    “The lady guardian is quite alright, thank you!”  Ivan interjected, turning his beak to the warlock.  
 
    Helena cocked an eyebrow, inspecting the guardians newly acquired familiar.  “Is that so, bird?” 
 
    Ivan ruffled his shiny blue feathers in protest.  “I am no bird, wench!   I am Ivanellios, last remaining familiar of the firs-“ 
 
    “Yeah, whatever” Helena remarked, waving the proud sprite off as she leaned down to inspect the berserker’s corpse.  Helena’s familiar Doomswell floated by, snickering at Ivan as he landed on her shoulder.  Ivan squawked.  
 
    “Did… did you do this?”  Helena asked, bewilderment in her voice as she inspected the berserker’s body.   
 
    “We did.”  Hilda responded, nodding to Ivan who remained proudly perched on her shoulder.  Together, the two of them seemed supremely confident, standing tall and straight-backed despite the ordeal they’d just suffered through. 
 
    Helena nodded.  “Not bad.”   She said as she rose to her feet and gave Hilda congratulatory slap on the back.  Hilda rolled her eyes. 
 
      
 
    Several moments passed as the five of us (not including our familiars) regrouped.  Brenton gave the corpse a quick look over, curious of the man’s alleged madness.  Indeed, the berserker did rattle off some strange rantings before death, though it was impossible to tell if his madness came from something within the game…  or just his own broken mind.  Either way, his pain had ended. 
 
    With the battle at an end, the windsteeds returned to their whimsical nature, prancing about us as they jostled each other in the breeze.  The others appeared to mull around, slowly gathering their things as we prepared to set out. 
 
    “We ought to be going.”  I said, doing my best to pull the group together.  Fatigue had become a very real thing since the start of our trek… a familiar feeling that could make scaling the tiniest of foothills feel like climbing a mountain.  That, coupled with the recent mind control we’d suffered through had left our bodies feeling completely drained.  Nonetheless, we had to set out if we were ever going to make it to Airrigar. 
 
    “What of these damned steeds?”  Helena said as she folded her arms across her chest.  “They only seem to favor Hilda.”   
 
    The guardian shrugged.  “It’s a passive class skill unique to guardians… knight and Steed.  It gives us an affinity to taming horses and similar mounts… a necessity for mounted combat.”   
 
    I reached towards one of the beasts and it veered away from my touch.  “What about us?  Do we all just pile on with you?”  The windsteed nearest me huffed, then stamped away as if it were deeply offended. 
 
    Brenton approached the steed, tracing a small green glyph in the air with two fingers.  “That may not be necessary.”  Using the utmost care, the runecaster offered one of his hand to the windsteed, using the other to cast a rune of healing on the beast.  Miraculously, the creature stamped happily and nuzzled his side. 
 
    My jaw dropped.  “What did you just do?” 
 
    Brenton shot me a sly grin.  “I’ve noticed that my healing runes provoke feelings of serenity when they are applied to the wounded.  Through multiple uses, I was able to deduce that this feeling is in fact a side effect of the runespell.  Therefore, I merely cast the healing rune on the steed you see here, calming his mood and bringing a liking to me.”  The steed licked his cheek.  “It appears he likes it quite a bit.” 
 
    I watched in disbelief as Brenton casually climbed atop the windsteed’s back, all the while his grin stretching even wider than it had been before.  He pulled out a piece of parchment and scribed another pair of healing runes, then handed them one to Helena.  She mimicked his actions and in moments she was on a steed of her own. 
 
    Brenton beamed as he admired his handiwork.  “You know, the longer we find ourselves stuck in this world, the more applications I’m finding for these skills of ours.  I believe that with a bit of ingenuity, the sky truly is the limit.”  He paused his boasting to lean over and hand me a healing rune.  I waved him off. 
 
    Ingenuity…. I could do ingenuity. 
 
    I locked eyes with the fourth and final windsteed, the one that found so much joy in bucking me off earlier.   
 
    “Don’t be a fool.”  Helena warned, realizing I was about to do something stupid.  I didn’t acknowledge her.  No, I was much too focused on the task at hand.  The windsteed, sensing something amiss, gave me a disapproving huff. I took a deep breath… 
 
    Suddenly, I sprang into action, activating lunging strike.  The others gasped, fearing that I may have gone mad and decided to strike at the horse, though that was hardly the case.  The lunging strike propelled me forward, but I had no intention to strike.  Instead, I aimed high, soaring over the creature’s shoulder and resisting the urge strike before slamming my body onto its back and holding on for dear life.   
 
    The horse bucked in protest, trying desperately to remove me from its back so I latched on all the tighter.  This thing would have to kill me if it wanted me off. 
 
    “Hold still you bastard horse.”  I growled, though the creature was intent on doing the exact opposite.  After a moment of struggling to remove me from its back, the creature bolted away, carrying me back towards the mountains to the south. 
 
    I hugged the windsteed as tight as I could, using both arms and legs to grip at the creature’s muscular frame.  Still, I wasn’t sure if even that would be enough.  The steed ran with an intensity that I hadn’t anticipated, it legs churning like a tempest as it soared just above the ground.  I forced my fear back into my gullet and sat up, taking in the view of the mountains as they passed on my left.  It was such an amazing feeling riding atop that magnificent beast, wind blowing through my silvery hair.  I felt invincible, like a fabled hero that made his home amongst the clouds.   
 
    I felt as though I was riding the wind itself. 
 
    Eventually the windsteed calmed and began to head back towards the others.  Its demeanor had changed, as if it had grown tired of trying to remove me and accepted my place upon its back.  As we came to a stop in front of the others, the steed bowed its head, allowing me to dismount without much trouble.  I ran my fingers through the beast’s white mane, eliciting a small huff in appreciation.  A notification appeared on my HUD. 
 
      
 
    Creature Acquired: 
 
      
 
    Zephyr  
 
    Windsteed (mount) 
 
      
 
    My body coursed with exhilaration.  The steed was mine.   
 
    Brenton and Hilda watched with quiet admiration as I circled the steed, running my hand through its mane before repositioning myself atop its back.  “Just had to be so damned stubborn, didn’t you?”  Helena remarked as she rolled her eyes. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    A short time later, the five of us rode northward on the backs of our graceful windsteeds.  Seeing that there was only four of the creatures, Taryn was forced to ride behind Brenton.  Still, the rogue didn’t seem to mind.  We made our way through a series of interconnecting fields known as the Ashmeadow Grasslands, an area named for the deep reddish color of the spikey grass that grew all around.  Occasionally, we passed by small groupings of houses and farms, and even a small river.  It was a rather peaceful trek, save for the occasional fiery red lizards that jumped at you from the tall grass.   
 
    As we rode, I prodded Hilda’s familiar Ivan for some information.  After all, he did say that he had bonded with one of the original azure wardens.  Unfortunately, the familiar proved less than helpful, often growing silent whenever questioned about his past.  He claimed that the memories were too painful, and if pressed any further he would fly off in a fit.  Hilda was not fond of upsetting him though, so I chose to let it go. 
 
    “Be… nice Zander.”  Razyr had said.  “He is like…. nobility among the sprites.”  Perhaps, but he sure wasn’t acting very noble! 
 
    We rode for the entirety of the day, though we sought shelter once Aetheria’s dual moons began to rise in the sky.  We even managed to find refuge in an old rickety inn near the center of the grasslands.  The place was run by an old dwarvish woman that the inn maids called Old Tagula.  The woman herself was quite a spectacle, sporting a long, scraggly red beard that she stroked whenever she spoke.  According to the maids, dwarvish women didn’t typically grow beards of any kind, but for some reason it seemed just the right fit for the old dwarf. 
 
    Tagula was quite generous with our boarding fees, and even fed us plentiful helpings of her ‘world famous ashwood and briar soup.’  The concoction was… for lack of a better term, disgusting.  Still, it offered some quite useful side effects, including restoring our health and mana, so each of us choked a bowl down. 
 
    That night as we slept I dreamt again of my father.  It was the first time it had happened since I’d suffered mind control, and it stirred inside me some bittersweet feelings.  For all the hell that man had given me, I missed him.  He was still my father.  On the other hand, I was growing quite comfortable as Zander Darkblade.  Sure, it was a dangerous life, but it was a life far more rewarding than the one I had been living as Adam. 
 
    At sunrise we called upon the wind, summoning our steeds and resuming our trek northward.  As we made our way through the grasslands, we began to spot more players on the road, mostly traveling in small groups.  Some of them waved or gave a friendly nod, while others chose to shy away or even grimace as we passed.  Oh, how those dirty looks made this place feel like home! 
 
    “They’re likely traveling to the tournament.”  Brenton remarked, adjusting his spectacles as they slid down his nose.  “With the time we’ve made up we should be arriving quite soon.” 
 
    “I hope so.”  I replied.  “Riding these things without saddles has given me chaffing so bad that I’m certain my HP is going to start to drain.” 
 
    Brenton and Taryn both burst into laughter.  Zephyr turned his head and gave me a disapproving huff. 
 
    As we neared the end of the Ashmeadow Grasslands, we began to encounter rolling clouds of thick, black smoke.  They were sporadic at first, then became more frequent as we made our way farther north.  Hilda let out an audible gasp once the source of the smoke clouds came into view on the horizon. 
 
    In front of us was a small settlement; a farm, a few houses and a small shop, all nearly consumed by fire!  It burned brightly in the large open field, as if giants had claimed the area for a bonfire.   
 
    “We should see if anyone needs help!”  Hilda pleaded, drawing a heavy sigh from Helena.  Other players began to notice as well and soon began making their way towards the blaze. Still, some players began to turn and flee. 
 
    “Zander!  Zander!”  Razyr said frantically as he curled himself up tightly and tucked his body under my arm.  
 
    “What’s going on, Razyr?”  I asked as I surveyed the area, spotting several more groups of players rushing in every direction.  Some of them wore looks of panic, while others bore expressions of downright terror… but why? 
 
    Suddenly, the area grew dark as a massive shadow loomed overhead.  A feeling of nausea overwhelmed me accompanied by a deep-seated feeling of dread, a feeling that I just couldn’t shake no matter how hard I tried.  A notification began blinking on my HUD. 
 
      
 
    URGENT! 
 
    Elite Boss Approaching! 
 
    Elite Boss Approaching! 
 
      
 
    I willed the notification away, then looked to the others.  They seemed to be gripped in the same intense feelings that had come over me.  I peered upwards towards the sky and my body was immediately crippled by terror like nothing I had experienced before.  It was then that I noticed the status alignment next to my name… 
 
      
 
    Suffering from Dragon fear 
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    A wave of crippling fear washed over the area, encompassing all who currently traversed the grasslands.  Men and women cowered in terror or fled, their eyes wide as they spotted the tyrant that descended from above.  I tried to fight the fear myself, to push it back down into the pit of my stomach but it was no use.  The terror consumed me, crept into me like a feeling that was inevitable as the rise of the sun. 
 
    Rather than stare up at the descending behemoth, I turned my gaze to the ground.  I had to find a way to fight this, to right myself… wait, what the hell was that? 
 
    My eyes went wide as I surveyed the area.  Littered throughout the grassy plains were those tiny red reptiles we saw earlier, though this time they were much more noticeable.  Each of the creatures had a bright red glow emanating from the pits of their stomachs that lit up the grasslands like a giant bed of embers…. Flame Fledglings. 
 
    The tiny beasts opened their mouths and cried out into the air, like a call to the creature above… damnit, it was a plea to their master! 
 
    Suddenly the ground shook with violent intensity as the massive sky-beast came crashing down, flattening a pair of unlucky warriors and killing them instantly. 
 
    The beast was massive, a four-legged reptilian covered in crimson scales and sporting sinewy leather wings.   The creature’s claws were sharper than longswords, it’s teeth like rows of daggers that could shred through a man’s armor in seconds.  The beast pointed its scaly snout into the air and blew out a torrent of flame.  Terror incarnate was upon us. 
 
      
 
    Ashmurgar 
 
    Scourge of the Ashmeadows 
 
    Lesser Dragon (Elite creature) 
 
    Lvl: ??? 
 
      
 
    I could hardly believe my eyes.  This... this monster was a lesser dragon?  It was nearly the size of a small airship! 
 
    Players began to flee the area, gripped by a fear that surrounded the dragon like a powerful aura.  One mage in particular stumbled as he attempted to flee and was quickly scooped up into the dragon’s maw for his troubles. With a sickening crunch, the dragon’s sharp teeth tore through flesh and bone and drained the mage’s entire health bar. 
 
    “I’ve got to get out of here… I’ve got to get out of here!”  I muttered as I crawled through the spiky grass.  Damn it all, this dragon fear had turned me into some sort of babbling coward… I had to pull it together! 
 
    Beside me, Hilda dismounted her steed and stood on shaky legs, her knuckles white as she squeezed on the haft of her mace.   She was fighting the fear, but she certainly wasn’t winning.  The same could not be said for the others. Both Brenton and Taryn and had turned and fled on there windsteed, occasionally looking back to make sure the beast wasn’t in pursuit.  Helena… wait, where the hell was she?  My gaze shifted around the field of battle until finally it centered on the warlock.  She was not cowering in fear as so many others had.  No, a different status alignment appeared near her name as she and her familiar, Doomswell charged the dragon! 
 
      
 
    Demonic Will 
 
    Warlock Passive skill 
 
    Having gazed into the depths of the dark plane, the warlock has developed a demonic will and is immune to fear inducing spells and effects 
 
      
 
    What the hell was that crazed woman doing?!   In front of her the dragon lashed out, snatching up another helpless player before tearing an arm off in brutal fashion.  The man let out a cry of agony as his HP dwindled to nothing in a matter of seconds.   
 
    Bearing teeth that were now stained crimson, the dragon turned its sights on Helena.  The warlock stumbled to a stop as if reconsidering her course of action now that the monster stared her down.  Damn thrill-seeking woman!  What was she thinking?! 
 
    I leapt from Zephyr’s back as the steed refused to go any closer.  Then, pushing forward with every ounce of strength I had in me, stepped toward the beast.  My stomach lurched as the fear pushed back against my forward progress, demanding that I yield.  I refused to let that be an option…. Someone had to get Helena out of there! 
 
    The warlock raised a hand as dark energy began to pool in her palm.  A shadowblast perhaps, though that would do little but annoy the dragon.   
 
    I lurched forward another step.   I tried to shadowshift but my offensive skills were disabled under the fear.  No, I wasn’t going to make it.  Helplessly, I cried out...  “Helena!” 
 
    The dragon’s head turned and for the briefest of seconds I thought the creature had set its sights on me.  No, it was looking to my left… to the other players charging in! 
 
    Nearly a dozen players, a few warlocks immune to the fear along with a handful of other players that had resisted the fear raced towards the dragon!  The beast readied itself, lowering its head and bearing its teeth to meet their charge. 
 
    A pair of guardians were the first to reach the dragon, crashing into it with a pair of upraised tower shields.  The dragon smashed one away with a firm claw strike, but the other guardian held his ground, falling into the defensive stance stalwart.  A barbarian approached at the dragon’s side, raising his hand as a small creature leapt from his back and formed into gleaming axe.  He slammed the weapon into the dragon’s side sending sparks flying as blade met scale.   
 
    Helena ran to the dragon’s left, joining another pair of warlocks as trio launched a barrage of shadowblasts at the angered beast.  A sliver of its seemingly infinite health bar faded as a notification appeared on my HUD. 
 
      
 
    Enter Raid Batle? 
 
    Yes 
 
    No 
 
      
 
    “Yes.”  I muttered, taking another step forward.  Other players beginning to stir as well.  The grip of fear was beginning to weaken. 
 
    A list of combatants all split into groups of six appeared in the corner of my vision… this was the raid party.  Unfortunately, a small number of names had already gone dark… players claimed by the mighty Ashmurgar. 
 
    Several more players entered the fray, some of them partnered with small familiars that hovered at their side. The guardian holding the dragon’s aggression stumbled back as beast bit down on his shield, tearing the item out of his hands and ripping free one of the man’s gauntlets.  A tall man dressed in wood armor immediately stepped in to take his place, taking the form of a bear as he swiped at the dragon’s jaw.  The assault was on! 
 
    A mage approached at the dragon’s rear with a spell dancing on the tips of her fingers but was quickly swept away by the beast’s thick tail.  Her body skid through the sharp grass, breaking as it slammed against the ground.  The dragon then turned its attention to the druid swiping at its face, incinerating the hapless shapeshifter with its dragonfire. 
 
    With its aggression no longer contained, the dragon began to lash out at the surrounding players, rending flesh and cutting down anyone it could get its claws on.   
 
    The dragon shifted, its gaping maw now directly in front of the trio of warlocks. 
 
    My heart raced.  Helena would surely be scorched if I didn’t act.  I had to do something!  I thought back to the culling, when a dozen of us had rallied to defeat the butcher.  I thought of Kel, and that look of quiet admiration he’d given me when I unlocked shadowshifting…  when he had reminded me that I was a slayer.  Both of those times I had been afraid and yet I faced those fears… no, I had conquered them.   
 
    Damnit, I was a slayer of Aetheria.  Fear was mine to wield! 
 
    I clenched my jaw, forcing down any feelings of terror that lingered, burying it under layers of new found resolve.   My status alignment faded as I felt my skills return to my repertoire.  Razyr leaned in close as he clung to my shoulder, whispering into my ear a single word.   
 
    “Go.” 
 
    I threw my slayer mark onto the dragon then began to shadowshift.  The creature lunged forward, mouth agape as it tried to bite into the defenseless warlocks.  Instead, it met the blade of my sword. 
 
    The dragon reeled as nevermore stung at its chin, a rage burning in its black reptilian eyes.  The dragon lashed out again, stabbing through my body with its razor-sharp claws.   My mock form dissipated as I lunged in from the side, completing my illusionary strike and slashing the beast across the cheek.  These strikes were barely doing any damage, but they provided a good distraction… something to give the other players a chance to flee.  “Run!”  I urged, taking another swipe at the monstrous red. 
 
    Rather than flee the others doubled down and continued their assault.  The dragon roared as spears and swords, axe blades and spells assaulted the beast on all sides.  The mighty creature lashed out recklessly with its claws, knocking away attackers, leaving them bloodied and broken.  I heaved nevermore up just in time as an errant claw came soaring at my chest.  Still, the weight of the blow knocked me away, sending me skidding through the grass and draining a chunk of my HP. 
 
    More players began to drop as the dragon continued its rampage, bathing a defenseless rogue in dragonfire.  Cries filled the air as the wounded tried to slink away from the rampaging tyrant.  Others lay dead or dying in the grass.  The dragon roared, picking up another player with its teeth and tossing him into the air.   The beast was still at nearly eighty percent health… this was hopeless! 
 
      
 
    Helena and the warlocks attempted to lash the beast in their chains of corruption, but the dragon easily broke free.  Enraged, it turned on the spellcasters. 
 
    I had to stop this.  I knew in my mind that another attack would mean certain death… still, something inside was compelling me to go back in.  Shadows swirled around my feet as I prepared another shadowshift but paused as Razyr dug into my shoulder. 
 
    “It’s time.”  The familiar said, a look of intensity painted on the small Drake’s scaly face.  I nodded, then outstretched my hand, awaiting Razyr to form into the drake sword. 
 
    Razyr had other ideas. 
 
    The familiar dissipated, becoming a small beacon of light that swirled around my body before plunging directly into my chest.  For a second, my body glowed with a soft blue light as the power seeped through the cracks of my armor and into my skin.  I had seen this once before in my duel against Rhylor and his familiar Vice, though somehow, I knew this was different. 
 
    I could feel the Drake’s power coursing through my body, his thoughts inside my head.  Sapphire markings swirled onto my skin as Razyr and I became one… an entity more powerful than either of us were apart.   I clenched my fists, embracing my partner as his powers melded with my own. 
 
    Full bond had been achieved. 
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    Power coursed through my veins… greater strength, improved knowledge and access to my familiar’s strange thoughts.  It was mine… no, it was ours.  Razyr and I were one! 
 
    Empowered, I turned my attention back to the battle at hand.  The dragon Ashmurgar was bearing down on Helena and the other warlocks, swiping a massive claw that nearly took off their heads.  It was time to act. 
 
    I dashed in, holding nevermore at my side as I ran.  The dragon didn’t seem to notice my charge…. Perhaps I would have to make him feel it instead.  On my HUD, a series of new skills appeared, skills granted to me through the bond.  I raised my blade, activating one of the skills as I began my assault. 
 
      
 
    Mage blade 
 
    Infuse your sword with Aether, empowering your next strike with magical energy 
 
      
 
    My sword glowed a brilliant blue as Razyr’s Aether infused into the weapon’s blade.  I slammed it down into the dragon’s neck, creating a pulse of magickal energy that elicited a roar of pain from the mighty beast.  It snapped its jaw at me in protest, but a timely shadowshift placed me safely on the creature’s opposite side.  
 
    Sensing my movement, the dragon countered with a swift tail whip, knocking away a barbarian that chopped away at its flank.  The tail came at me too fast, leaving my no time to dodge, so I did the only thing I could…. I dived underneath the dragon. 
 
    The beast roared in anger as it awkwardly tried to remove me from its underbelly.  I rolled and danced away, narrowly avoiding a pair of vicious swipes.  Suddenly, a pair of shadowblasts slammed into the beast, re-directing its attention back to the warlocks.  The dragon’s soft underbelly hovered inches above my head… this was my chance. 
 
    I scrolled through my repertoire of skills until something caught my eye, another bond-skill.  I gripped nevermore in both hands, pointing the blade at the dragon’s belly.    Four translucent blades materialized at my side, replicas of nevermore that rotated around me, feeding off Razyr’s Aether.  The blades steadied alongside my own as I leveled it against the dragon.  “Eat this you bastard…. Blade Flurry!” 
 
    I plunged nevermore into the dragon’s gullet, drawing a roar of anguish from the scaly beast.  The translucent blades followed, slamming into the dragon as if each of them was wielded by a mighty unseen warrior.  I pressed and twisted, forcing the swords into the creature’s gullet.  I wasn’t going to let everyone burn… No, this dragon would feel my wrath! 
 
    Ashmurgar pulled away from the blade, pouncing back and nearly taking my arm off in the process.  I grinned, resetting into proper battle stance as my translucent blades began to fade.  I’d done it.  The dragon was…. 
 
    My heart dropped.  Seventy-seven percent of the creature’s HP remained.  The coursing of power, the thrill of battle, it had led me to believe that I’d done some real damage to the beast…. But no.  Even bonded with Razyr, I was still nothing to this beautiful, terrifying creature. 
 
    Ashmurgar roared, gripping at the sword wound in its underbelly.  I had done something to this beast after all.  I made it angry. 
 
    With a mighty beat of its wings, the dragon knocked away any players that continued to pursue it.  The beast no longer held any interest in them.  It was coming for me. 
 
    I steeled myself as the dragon charged in.  The fear was gone.  Now all that was left was a sobering realization that I was most certainly dead to rights. 
 
    My vision blurred as thick, visceral claws crashed into my chest, tearing through my armor and driving me into the ground.  Another swipe came, sending me skidding across the dirt and grass.  My health reticle blinked furiously, warning me that my health was nearly drained, and in just two strikes!  I tried to rise to a knee then immediately fell off balance and collapsed onto my back.  Damnit all my body felt broken. 
 
    Razyr’s voice echoed in my mind.  “Zander, get up!  Get up quickly!  It’s coming!” 
 
    “I.. I am going…” I was having the damnedest time trying to form my words, my thoughts jumbled after my head had bounced off the unforgiving ground.  Something towered over me, casting a shadow that made it even harder to see in my dazed state.  The dragon had come to finish me off.  Bastard… At least id given the others a chance to escape.  They better have taken it… 
 
    Horns blared in the distance.  Loud and imposing, the noise momentarily captured the beast’s attention.  Those fools, I told them to run! 
 
    The ground began to tremble, though not from the stomps of the mighty wyrm.  No, this was a steady vibration likely caused by the stampeding… of horses. 
 
    The dragon roared then leapt away, charging to meet its new foes.  Cresting over the horizon was a line of men and women on horseback, sprites gliding through the air above them.  Weapons raised, the group charged in all the while shouting words of challenge at the fire-breathing beast.  Who were these people… and why didn’t they suffer from the fear? 
 
    I removed a glove and wiped at my eyes, straining to focus on the approaching riders.  One of them bore a flag attached to a long polearm, a bright red flag with a golden dragon at its center… It was the Drakengard. 
 
    I surveyed the group as my sight returned.   One man rode out in front of the others, a flute pressed tightly to his lips.  His cheeks reddened as he forced out a triumphant tune, a tune that forced back the tide of dragonfear that had washed over the battlefield.  That man must’ve been the guild’s bard. 
 
    A second man strode ahead of the others, signaling the bard to fall back as he took charge of the force.  Despite the distance between us I could still make out the man’s piercing green eyes and long golden hair that blew in the wind.  A pair of swords rested on either hip as he rode, and above him a small red dragon familiar glided through the air.  This man… I’d seen him somewhere before. 
 
      
 
    Arden 
 
    Lvl 20 Duelist 
 
     
 
    Yes, I had seen him once before back in Karrihdan!  He was man who had arrived at the city alone… and if my memory served me right he was quite smug about his arrival.  I guess that didn’t matter now… if I was lucky he’d be the one saving my life today! 
 
    Arden charged at the dragon, rallying the other members of the Drakengard to his sides.  Most of the men brandished spears or other polearms, though a few spellcasters dropped back with their steeds to prepare spells.   
 
    The wave of men on horseback crashed into the dragon, skewering it in several spots with their weapons and causing the beast to recoil in pain.   The wyrm responded with a lashing of its tail, knocking one of the men from his horses, then released a spout of dragonfire, scorching another.   
 
    Arden pulled back and circled the dragon, a look of determination on his face.  He yanked on the horse’s reigns, steering it towards the dragon’s right side before leaping off his horse and onto the beast itself! 
 
    The duelist balanced atop the scaly beast, drawing a sword in each hand as he prepared to strike.  Stupid fool, he had leapt on top of a dragon in nothing but red cloth armor! 
 
    Arden didn’t seem concerned as he plunged his twin blades into the dragon’s back.  The creature roared, then gave its body a shake in an attempt to throw the duelist off.  Arden’s familiar swooped in, grabbing the man by the shoulder and steadying him atop the beast.  Once righted, Arden went back on the assault. 
 
    I watched in awe as others began to pour onto the battlefield, players that had been once been afflicted by the dragon’s fear were coming to the Drakengard’s aid… the bard!  He’d broken the aura of dragonfear!   
 
    Hilda ran by, giving me a quick glance to affirm that I was alive then dashed in, familiar blade in hand. Behind me, I felt a pair of hands hoist me back to my feet. 
 
    “They’re doing it.”  Brenton said as he brushed a clump of dirt off my face before offering me a rune of healing.  “They’re actually doing it.” 
 
    The two of us stood completely awestruck as we watched the battle unfold. Over fifty players had joined the fight, pelting the beast with spells, polearms and sword strikes.  The dragon tried to veer away, but a trio of guardians pulled its aggression with a booming shieldmaster’s challenge.  It’s HP began to drop rapidly, first to fifty percent, then forty.  The creature panicked as it’s shimmering crimson scales began to crack under the weight of a hundred blows. 
 
    Still quite damaged, I elected to pull out my bow.  Even though I’d already mixed it up with the beast, I did not intend to sit back and watch.  Eagleshot glowed with a soft blue hue as I held it in my grasp.  It was a beautiful weapon, a reminder of the bond our group had forged back in the caves.  I pulled the bow string back without an arrow, creating a thin beam of light in my grasp.  With a quick release, I launched an arrow of light into the fray, landing a shot just above the creature’s thick forearm.   
 
    The weapon felt natural in my hands, so I began to increase my frequency of shots.  Soon I was launching a steady stream of light arrows into the creature’s side, though remaining careful as to not hit one of the other players nearby. 
 
    The dragon’s HP dropped to a critical level as now nearly seventy-five players had joined in on the assault.  The beast began to flap its mighty wings… it was looking to flee! 
 
    “Aim for the wings!”  Arden yelled, before stabbing into the hole he had carved into the dragon’s back.  A hail of arrows and fiery spells showered the dragon’s sinewy wings, preventing the beast from rising off the ground.  The dragon lashed out, knocking away players as it fought to escape the relentless attack.  Suddenly, Arden dashed across the creature’s back, using his familiar to maintain balance as scaled the neck and perched himself atop the dragon’s head.  He yelled something indiscernible, perhaps the name of a skill, then plunged both blades through the skull. 
 
    The dragon bellowed a mighty roar, releasing a final torrent of dragonfire into the empty sky.  Then, the beast collapsed to the ground, dead. 
 
    Reward notifications began to appear in everyone’s HUD.  Players began to cheer, breaking out into joyous celebration as they realized the beast had fallen.  Several men scooped up Arden and hoisted him into the air.  I may have risked my life to let the others escape, but he had slain the beast.  He was the hero today. 
 
    “You did well.”  Razyr said as our bond ended and he re-materialized as a drake on my shoulder.  He must’ve sensed my disappointment.  “You fought with valor.” 
 
    I nodded.  “We did… but he did better.”  I pointed to the duelist.  “And if that’s any indication of the competition we’ll face in Airrigar… well, partner, we have some serious work to do.” 
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    The ashmeadows had grown solemn. 
 
    We’d slain Ashmurgar, a raid effort of nearly a hundred players that had proven quite deadly.  Now, many laid dead in the fields…  Lives taken by the tyrant of the ashmeadows.  I didn’t know any of them personally, but fighting for your life beside someone… well, it brought you together.  An unspoken bond. 
 
    Unfortunately, there was little time to mourn.  That battle was behind us now… and ahead, Airrigar.   
 
    The lot of us marched towards the city, trudging through the blistering heat put off by those strange glowing lizards.  Nearly a hundred players led by the mighty Drakengard… we were certainly a sight to be seen. 
 
    I leaned back on Zephyr, enjoying his steady trot as we moved along near the center of the procession.  Finally having a moment to breath, I pulled up the notification that had been blinking in the corner of my vision. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! 
 
    You have slain Ashmurgar, Scourge of the Ashmeadows! 
 
    Your name will be spoken in legends! 
 
      
 
    A slight grin spread across my face.  Legend… I liked the way that sounded. 
 
      
 
    Reward: 
 
    1,500  exp. 
 
    1 pristine dragon scale (red) 
 
    Exchange this dragon scale with any master smith in return for a unique piece of dragon scale armor. 
 
      
 
    Not bad, especially if that piece of armor ended up being as good as it sounded. 
 
      
 
    You have reached level 17 
 
    -You have 2 attribute points to allocate 
 
    -You have 1 skill point to allocate 
 
      
 
    Damn, level 17!  I felt like my power had increased quite rapidly given the amount of time we’d spent in Aetheria, but Arden was a clear indication that I wasn’t the best.  Not even close.  Still, I wouldn’t let that fact deter me.  Airrigar was approaching fast, and I had a tournament to win… and a king to kill. 
 
    With a moment of peace, I pulled up my character sheet and allocated my points.   
 
      
 
    Name:  Zander Darkblade 
 
    Class: Slayer 
 
    Familiar:  Razyr (Valor Sprite) 
 
    Lvl: 17 
 
    HP: 320/ 320 
 
    Mana:  220/ 220 
 
    Exp: 1200/ 1700 
 
      
 
    Str: 22  (+3 item bonus) 
 
    Dex: 22  (+3 item bonus) 
 
    Int: 32  (+15 boon) (+3 item bonus) 
 
    Con: 17 
 
    Wis: 10 
 
    Cha: 13 
 
      
 
    Faction:  Ravenflight 
 
      
 
    Elite Skills:   
 
    Shadowshift II 
 
    Skills: 
 
    Mark of the Slayer 
 
    Lunging Strike III 
 
    Double Strike II 
 
    Blade of the Slayer (Bonded weapon:  Nevermore) 
 
    Forge from Shadow 
 
    Illusionary Strike II 
 
    Kinetic Strike 
 
    Death’s embrace 
 
    Shadow Snare 
 
    Dark Gravity 
 
      
 
      
 
    Bond skills: 
 
    Mage blade 
 
    Blade Fury 
 
    Shield of Valor 
 
      
 
      
 
    Inventory 
 
      
 
    Gear 
 
    Head: Darkleather Cowl 
 
    Chest:  Elvish Field Plate 
 
    Arms:  Darkleather Gloves 
 
    Legs:  Darkleather boots 
 
    Equip 1: Cloak of the Raven (+3 dex +3 int) 
 
    Equip 2: Giant’s Belt (+3 strength) 
 
      
 
    Weapons 
 
    Main hand:  Nevermore 
 
    Off hand:- 
 
    Ranged:  Eagleshot 
 
      
 
    Items 
 
    X1 Torches 
 
    Flint & Steel 
 
    X1 Tide rod 
 
    X1 Pristine Dragon scale 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My grin widened.  I had added a few new skills to my repertoire, something that had been delayed due to some time spent out of my mind in the hive. 
 
    I willed away the translucent menu in front of me as Hilda strode up to my side.  She still hadn’t re-armored herself, choosing instead to rely on her agility in battle.  I wasn’t completely sold on the idea, but she’d proven effective thus far, so I reserved judgement.  At her side, her familiar Ivan glided in the breeze. 
 
    “That was quite a display you put on back there.”  She said, shooting me a grin that I found nearly irresistible. 
 
    I chuckled.  “I’m not sure we were watching the same battle.  You must be-“ 
 
    “Oh, don’t be so modest!”  Ivan squawked, interrupting me.  “The lady guardian and I both saw what you did!  You nearly got yourself killed saving those rather foul warlocks.  Quite exemplary!” 
 
    Razyr climbed onto my shoulder, his scaly face stretched into a wide grin.  “Bonded in strength!” He growled, his voice beaming with pride. 
 
    “Yes indeed, young one.”  Ivan replied, his voice chipper.  “You’ve have grown strong.  It appears you’ve progressed through your forms quite excellently.” 
 
    I cocked an eyebrow.  Ivan seemed a bit more talkative now than he had before... perhaps this was the chance to learn a bit more.  I took a deep breath, then In the most regal tone I could muster (it seemed the only way to talk to the bird), I went ahead and asked… “Just how many forms are there?” 
 
    Ivan ruffled his feathers then drew in a long breath as if he was preparing to give a speech.  He remained tight-beaked a lot of the time, though when he did speak he was quite long-winded to say the least.  “You see, dear slayer, we sprites are manifestations of the world energy, Aether.  When we form a bond with a person, we take a solitary form, normally referred to as base form.  In battle, we can manifest ourselves into the form a weapon, such as I did with the lady guardian.  That we call blade form.  And of course, in the event that one’s bond is strong enough, we can manifest into the form of pure Aether and lend to the masters our strength, such as you and young Razyr displayed.  That is what we call bond form.” 
 
    “Bond form…” I muttered.  “Is that the form of the azure wardens?” 
 
    Ivan rolled his avian eyes.  “Heavens no, though it is a piece of it.  The power of the wardens is accessed through a three -way bond between a man, his familiar, and the Aether itself.  It is a bit difficult to explain, but when you see the power of a warden, you will know…” 
 
    I struggled to piece it all together in my head.  “So, one must bond their familiar and the Aether… then what in the world is mana?”  I absently pointed to the translucent mana reticle in my field of vision, even though the others couldn’t see it. 
 
    Ivan scoffed.  “As you’ve likely already learned, Aether is the lifeblood of this world; it’s the source of growth and magick. It permeates everything, even if one cannot see it.  Some of that Aether resides in your body, Zander.  In fact, it resides in all of us.  The problem is, Aether can be quite volatile. Taking in pure Aether could very well melt your insides! Therefore, your bodies process the Aether into a usable source of energy we call mana. In turn, you can use it to elevate your capabilities, oft referred to as using skills, or access magicks that would otherwise be impossible to use.  And better yet, those with greater cognitive abilities possess greater pools of mana with which to use.”   
 
    “I see.”  I replied dryly, unable to come up with a more thoughtful response as my brain hurried to process all of the information.  Luckily, Razyr shifted to my opposite shoulder and beamed at his familial counterpart. 
 
    “Zander and I are going to bring back the wardens!”  He growled.  Sometimes that drake came off like an excited child… one of his many endearing qualities.  Ivan merely rolled his eyes. 
 
    “By yourself?”  He squawked.  “Why, I don’t think any of the wardens had just a single familiar.” 
 
    My head snapped back in Ivan’s direction, nearly throwing Razyr from his perch.  “Wait… they had more than one familiar?” 
 
    Ivan looked at me as if I’d glossed over some sort of obvious fact.  “Why, of course.  My first master wielded the powers of six, including myself.” 
 
    Damnit all, the power of six familiars?  I could hardly imagine… I felt strong with merely one!   
 
    As we continued I gave Ivan a firm nod of appreciation.  Finally, he was beginning to share some of the knowledge he possessed… knowledge that could prove to be quite useful.  “You keep mentioning that you were once a familiar to one of the wardens…. What happened?” 
 
    Ivan squawked in anger.  “That… That’s enough for now.”  He said, then soared into the sky beyond earshot.  Hilda frowned, as if suddenly pained by my words.  I shifted my gaze between her and the sky, watching in bewilderment as Ivanellios glided high above the crowd.  What did I say? 
 
    Feeling bad (though not quite sure why), I turned to Hilda.  “I.. I’m sorry, Hil. I didn’t mean to upset him.” 
 
    She placed a hand on my shoulder.  “It’s alright.  It’s just… I can feel it, Zander.  Something terrible happened to him and his former master… something that’s still haunting him.  I know he likes to bring up that he was once a warden…. He’s just proud is all.  He needs some time.” 
 
    I motioned to respond, but an approaching rider quickly cut me off.  He veered his horse in between us, forcing Hilda to the side.  She scoffed, but he didn’t even bother to look at her.  Damnit all was he ever rude. 
 
    “Darkblade?”  The man asked, a stern look on his face.  He was a member of the drakengard, as was evident by the red and gold dragon symbol on his silvery breastplate. 
 
    “Um, yes?” 
 
    “The captain would have a word.” He said, pointing north. 
 
    “Captain?”  I asked with hesitation.  The man merely responded with a nod, so I looked in the direction he was pointing. 
 
    He was motioning directly at Arden. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    With trepidation, I rode Zephyr towards the front of the procession, slowing until I matched stride with Arden.  The man looked refined atop his brown steed, dressed in finely made cloth armor that hugged his muscled body with a flowing crimson cape that trailed just behind.  He was quite a way out in front… certainly out of earshot of the other players and his drakengard guildmates.  I looked directly at the man, but he didn’t so much as flinch.  He had to have known I was there, even if Zephyr’s trotting was nearly silent.  Damnit, why hadn’t he looked at me? 
 
    “I presume you are the one called Darkblade?”  he asked, his voice firm and focused, gaze still straight ahead.   
 
    “I am.”  I responded, trying to come off cool and collected. 
 
    “I heard your name spoken among some of the other players…  They spoke of a man who attacked the dragon head on… a man that held the creature’s aggression for an entire minute and survived.” 
 
    I tried to hide a grin…  Perhaps I had been noticed.  “Sounds about right.”  I responded, as if it were no big deal.  “What of it?”   
 
    Finally, Arden turned to look at me, his face deadly serious. 
 
    “Do you know how I became a captain amongst the drakengard?”  I opened my mouth to respond, but he didn’t give me the chance.  “I killed… and I killed well.  You see, the gard, they came seeking me.  They heard of the man who’d survived the culling on his own...  After being recruited, they sent me on a quest with a group of their elites.  It was supposed to be a straightforward assignment… an opportunity for growth; seek out a group of defectors and eliminate them.  Of course, I went along, unaware of the foes we would be facing.”  He paused, clenching his teeth together.  “The mission went south.  The defectors had found allies and we wound up surrounded by an entire group of former elites… warriors with no intention of mercy.  Most of the men I was with perished, leaving me alone to face down those honorless bastards.”  Again, his eyes met mine.  They burned with an intensity that nearly made me shudder.  “Many men would have said their last rites… I did not.  I fought with everything I had. I ignored their pleas… pleas that they had ignored from my comrades just moments before… I killed every last one of them!”  Arden composed himself in his saddle.  “When I returned to the guard I was awarded the title of captain.  Those men I faced were allegedly much stronger than I, but it didn’t matter.  I proved that behind all of the attributes and level ups, that this is still a world where the strong-willed shall survive and the weak-willed shall fall.” 
 
    I stared at the man, stunned.  When we first met he had brushed me off like a peasant, but now….  
 
    “Why are you telling me all of this?”  I asked  
 
    “Because Darkblade, being here I can only assume that you’re heading to Airrigar for the tournament... it’d be a shame to see you die so senselessly.” 
 
    “Die?”  I gasped.  “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    “I’m telling you that you sound like quite the fighter… one of the strong-willed… and it would be a shame to throw your life away.  You see, I’m going to win that tournament Darkblade, and if we inevitably cross paths in the arena… then I won’t hesitate to kill you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    32 
 
      
 
    On we marched.  
 
    We had amassed into a giant group, a procession of warlocks and warriors, bards and barbarians, players of all classes and levels marching down the high road towards the same destination…. Airrigar. 
 
    News of the tournament had spread quickly through the realm… and with it, excitement.  Many wanted to prove that they were the best this world had to offer…  to earn the game’s ultimate glory.  Still, others just wanted to watch the world’s best duke it out in glorious bloody combat.  Me?  Well, my reasons for entering the tournament were starting to become a bit more complicated…. 
 
    “He threatened to kill you?!”  Hilda snapped, causing her windsteed to release a startled huff.  She turned and shot a glare up towards the front of the group, as if Arden could see her from here. 
 
    “Oh, you have got to kick his ass now.”  Helena added as her steed lazily trotted behind.   
 
    And damnit all, was she right.  That man… no, that bastard needed to be knocked down a few pegs…. especially after that open threat!  Still, something about him bothered me, a mystique that surrounded the mysterious duelist.  He always seemed to emerge the lone victor of his trials.  For some reason it had me feeling… apprehensive. 
 
    “What, you’re not scared of that punk, are you Zan?”  Helena probed.  I suddenly realized I was so lost in thought that I hadn’t responded to her first statement. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s scared.”  Doomswell, Helena’s familiar added with a grin.  Razyr gave him a growl for his troubles. 
 
    “No, that’s not it.”   I said.  “It’s just… I want to be certain we’re taking the right course of action here.  Wesley said the tournament would be our best chance at getting close to Vazryn.  I don’t want to screw that up with a personal vendetta.” 
 
    Helena rolled her eyes in response.  The fiery warlock was not one to back down from a fight.  Hilda, however, wore a contemplative look on face.  “You know, Wesley was pretty vague on how we go about handling this whole thing.  Perhaps, once we sort things out you’ll get your chance at both.” 
 
    I shrugged.   One could hope. 
 
    Up ahead, I caught sight of Brenton and Taryn frantically flagging us down.  They’d decided to ride near the front of the parade of players, eager to catch the first glimpse of the arena city.  By the looks of jubilance on their faces, it seems they had. 
 
    I urged Zephyr forward and the windsteed galloped up towards the pair.  As I drew closer to the duo, I caught sight of something off in the distance… and my jaw quite literally dropped. 
 
    Ahead, a massive stone wall stretched so high that it seemed to reach towards the heavens themselves.  It was an enormous barricade encircling an even grander city at its center.  Atop the wall, giant flags flapped in the wind beside a series of small flaming braziers; one for each of the four great guilds, as well as a number of smaller flags for the minor guilds that had sprung up as of late.  Guards who looked like tiny ants from this distance scampered across the top of the wall, alerting each other of the massive procession of players approaching the city’s steel grate.   
 
    We had reached Airrigar. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Within the hour we were safely inside the city walls, welcomed by a regime of wall guards as well as a few members of the cinderguard, Vazryn’s personal elites.  It almost seemed odd to me how easily they opened the doors for us… that is until I noticed the red and gold dragon insignias on most of the guardsmen’s cloaks…. 
 
    Drakengard.   
 
    Apparently, Airrigar was also Home to one of their guild strongholds.  Now, not only was I traveling with a man who promised to see me dead, but I was also staying in a city filled with his closest allies… lovely. 
 
    Still, the number of the people in the city was astounding, which lent some comfort.  Perhaps it was time that Zander Darkblade learn an important lesson from Adam… going unnoticed. 
 
    The others were quite enamored with the sprawling metropolis.  The city was built in a large circle with a massive sprawling arena at the city’s heart.  Rows of stone seating encircled the battle area accompanied by a personal seating box for the lord and his constituents.  Smaller structures were built around the arena with taller buildings and towers lying in the outskirts of the city.  This was done purposefully so one could catch a glimpse of the arena from any point in Airrigar.  This truly was the arena city. 
 
    The day was young, so we decided to split up and explore around for a bit.  Brenton and Helena set of towards the mage’s quarters in search of some much-needed spell components...  Taryn tagged along as expected.  The rogue was quiet, but he was fiercely loyal to his runecaster companion, a quality I found quite admirable. 
 
    That left just Hilda and I to grift about the city streets… and I didn’t mind that one bit.  First, we made our way through the inner rows of shale-colored buildings until we reached the arena register’s office.  It was small squared structure with groups of players huddled in groups around the outside… perspective tournament-goers, perhaps. 
 
    We weaved our way through until we made it into the office where the tournament registration board was posted.  Finally, after days fighting and travel, we’d made it, 
 
    My eyes went wide as I caught sight of just how many pieces of parchment were posted to the wall.  Nearly a thousand names were inked onto the yellowish paper… one thousand entrants!  I tried to wrap my head around the logistics of a tournament that size.  Single combat would have us fighting for weeks…. Just what were they planning to do? 
 
    Hilda reached her hand over my shoulder and penned her name under my own, then casually let her arm fall onto my shoulder. I pivoted so our eyes met and gave her a wry grin.  “So, do you plan on wearing armor into this grand melee?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.”  She said with a shake of her head.  “It just… doesn’t feel right anymore.  You know, when I logged into AGO, I didn’t expect to be stuck living my days out as a guardian.  I wanted to try things out… experiment a bit.  If I’d known, then maybe I would’ve took some greater consideration into picking my class…” 
 
    I leaned in and gave her an encouraging squeeze.  “Who knows what’s even possible.   They said you could be anything in this game… maybe there is a way to change your class as well.” 
 
    Hilda nodded, then returned my affection with a hug of her own.  I could feel the heat of my body rising into my cheeks, making them flush.   
 
    “You better be careful out there.”  I said softly.  “With that many people… well, I just don’t want to see you get hurt.” 
 
    She smiled at me, then began to lean in close.  My heart raced as… wait, what the hell was that noise? 
 
    “SQUAWK!”  Ivan seemingly appeared out of nowhere, flapping his wings in my face as he scowled at me with those sharp eyes of his.  “I will see to it that the lady guardian does not come to any harm, thank you very much!”  He said in a curt tone.  The familiar then landed on Hilda’s shoulder, wrapping his wings around his body like a majestic cloak. 
 
    And that was that. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    After registering for Vazryn’s grand tournament, Hilda and I set out to explore a bit more.  Cobblestone streets wrapped around the city in a circular direction, lined with buildings of varied color of shalestone.  Players filtered in and out of the street, entering shops, trading wares or even snatching up a quick quest before the tournament.  Occasionally, a pair of players would get into a scuffle, but the city guard was quick to descend on them and break it up.  Damn, were those NPCs dutiful. 
 
    We kept our eyes peeled for any fellow members of Ravenflight, but the guilds representation was seemingly absent in the sprawling city… It was slowly starting to become a concern.  Had we joined some sort of shadow organization. 
 
    Eventually, the clouds darkened before opening up entirely, showering the city in a much-needed rainfall.  Cobblestone streets quickly became flooded with mud and muck as players raced about, seeking shelter from the sudden downpour.   
 
    Hilda laughed as we dashed through the street, none too concerned about finding shelter from the rain.  Razyr stuck out his tongue and let out a pleased growl as rain water splashed into his mouth… such an odd little creature. 
 
    “There!”  I said, catching sight and pointing to a humble little building near the end of the road.  Three lanterns hung from the overhang of the building’s roof, illuminating a hanging sign on the building front. 
 
      
 
    Axe and Ale 
 
    The Arena’s Top Tavern 
 
    “Wipe yer blades, fill yer cups” 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure who’s voted the place the city’s “top tavern”, but a number of recommendations from other players led me to believe that it was true.  We dashed down the road towards the tavern as the rain continued to fall.   
 
    Drainage was not something that had been implemented in Airrigar as it had in Stormgard, so the water continued to build in the streets and alleys.  Snakes, rats, and other variety of vermin began to wash out of there hiding spots, swirling around in the water-logged roads.  Really, this city could do for a sewer system. 
 
    We’d nearly splashed our way to the doors of the tavern when my foot became lodged on a large, bulbous object.  Down I went, crashing into rainwater as a pair of mages standing in the tavern’s doorway burst into laughter.  I gave them a quick glare, then turned to see what in the world I’d tripped on. 
 
    Sitting there motionless in the rain was a rather large … toad?  Or was it a frog?  Either way, the creature was quite odd, staring at me with those beady eyes that rested in the folds of its tan-striped skin.  The creature let out an exaggerated croak, which I met with an annoyed splash.  The thing didn’t move. 
 
    “Damned frog.”  I muttered as Hilda hoisted me to my feet.  She covered her mouth, doing her best not to burst into laughter. 
 
    Finally, we made our way into the tavern, a building bustling with activity as dozens of players sat around round tables of oak, passing drinks and sharing stories of hard fought battles.  A young elvish man with short-trimmed hair and a cheery disposition rushed around the tavern, dolling out drinks as a trio of sprites flittered around him, dancing on the bubbles that rose from tall glasses of ale. 
 
    I scanned the nearly packed establishment, searching for a place to sit.  One table had a few openings… a table occupied by man who carefully sipped at a strange green beverage.  The man was…. No, it couldn’t be. 
 
    “Vic?!”  I said, rushing over and taking a seat next to the man who foolishly dubbed himself The_Destroyer. 
 
    “Boss!”  He replied, slamming his drink on the table and embracing me in an awkward hug.  “How the hell have you been?” 
 
    “Fair enough.”  I replied as Hilda took a seat opposite the man and signaled for another pair of drinks.  “Vic… how in the world did you get here?” 
 
    The man smiled, a sight that I hadn’t seen much of during his time in our group.  “I road down with my guild!”  
 
    “Guild?”  I asked incredulously.  “You joined a guild?” 
 
     Vic nodded with enthusiasm.  “Think I finally found my place boss.  Ya see, I wasn’t cut out to be a warrior, ‘course you probably already knew that.  Well, I ended up selling all my gear to buy an accelerated apprenticeship with this blacksmith... and well, now I’m a smith!”   
 
    Hilda grinned, coming to the realization that it indeed was possible to change who you were in this world.  I glanced over, giving her a knowing look then turned my attention back to Vic.  “That still doesn’t tell me how you got all the way to Airrigar.” 
 
    “Oh!”  Vic said, as if suddenly realizing he hadn’t answered my question. “Well, just a couple days after you left, a new guild began to form up in town.”  Vic quickly pulled up a status menu and displayed it proudly. 
 
      
 
    Affiliations: Blackwolf Guild (member) 
 
      
 
    He dismissed the menu and continued.  “My new boss is a hell of a guy.  Took me and a bunch of the other ‘non-combatants in.  Him and his boys take care of us now.  I keep everyone armored up, and he makes sure I’m safe and fed.  I hate to tell ya boss, but I think he’s gonna win this tournament.” 
 
    We’ll see about that. 
 
    I started to muster a response, but Vic was no longer paying attention.  The door to the tavern creaked open as a lean, muscular man with long chestnut hair and a bow strung across his back entered the tavern.  At his side, a mighty wolf strolled, growling at one of the bar’s patrons.  
 
    “Hey there he is now…. My guild leader!”  Vic rose and began to wave the man over, drawing the man’s gaze to my own.  The ranger approached, ignoring Vic as the two of us met eye to eye. 
 
    I remained silent as the man shot me a grin.  “Well, well, well… what do we have here?”  Said Rhylor. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Arden sat in the corner of the darkened room, a small living quarters afforded to him in his guild’s stronghold for his service to Drakengard.  At his feet sat a tiny red dragon, a familiar that he had bonded very early in his journey through Aetheria… a rare dragon sprite. 
 
    Arden rested his hands on the center of the creature’s back, resting his fingertips on the base of it’s wings.  Oh, how easy it would be to just pluck those wings off one by one and watch as… 
 
    No, what was he thinking.  Arden grimaced as he forced the dark thoughts out of his mind… those terrible inhibitions that clouded his judgement…. 
 
    The duelist sighed, then leaned back against the cold stone wall.  His eyes shifted away from the dragon and over to a silver rapier that rested in the far corner of the room, the blade still sheathed in its scabbard.  That blade…. That weapon had belonged to his brother for the briefest of moments… a weapon awarded to him at the conclusion of the culling as his brother breathed in his last breaths of life.  That was when it had begun… these maddening thoughts… these, 
 
    “Sir.”  A man’s voice suddenly brought Arden to attention, pulling him from his thoughts.  “Sir.”  The man repeated.  “Preparations for the next bout are already under way.  I suggest-“ 
 
    The man’s words were suddenly interrupted as Arden leapt form his seat and slammed his forearm into his neck.   The soldier gasped as the duelist forced him into the wall, pressing his face into the cold hard stone. 
 
    “How dare you!”  Arden spat.  “How dare you come here unannounced!  Into my quarters!” 
 
    “But… sir.”  The man choked out.  “I only…” 
 
    Arden slammed his knee into the man’s gut, then shoved him to the ground with a violent push.  The duelist leaned down, meeting the man’s wide-eyed look of terror.  “Don’t you ever disrespect me again!”  Arden growled.  “Or by the gods…. I’ll kill you where you stand.” 
 
    The soldier nodded, then quickly scurried out of the room, still nursing his abdomen.  Arden quickly slammed the door shut, then with a long-exasperated breath, leaned his back against the wall and slid to the floor.  This crazed feeling inside of him… it was getting worse.  What if that soldier reported him to the higher-ups in the guild?  How long could he go on like this before someone decided to put an end to… 
 
    Arden shook his head.  He could pull it together…  Damnit, he had to! This wretched game had taken his life away, had taken his brother.  Nothing was going to stop him from watching this place burn. 
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    “Damnit Vic!  No way is this bastard is your guild leader!” 
 
    Vic looked back at me, stunned.  “Wha… what do you mean, boss?”  
 
    I glanced back over at Rhylor, who stood there cross-armed with a smug expression on his face.  “Yes, please enlighten us, Zander.”  The ranger said in a mocking tone. 
 
    “Oh, cut the crap, Rhylor.  Don’t act like some sort of noble leader.  We both witnessed what kind of man you are back in the forest!” 
 
    “Is that so?” He replied, leaning in close.  Our eyes locked on one another, with faces wavering just inches apart.  It would be so easy to just reach out and- 
 
    “Stop!”  Vic yelled as he leapt from his seat. With sudden haste, he quickly occupied the space between Rhylor and I.  “What’s the deal with you guys!” 
 
    With a sidelong glance, I noticed the room had grown silent as the other bar patrons looked on, eager to see a fight break out.   
 
    Rhylor let out a forced chuckle then placed a hand on Vic’s shoulder.  “C’mon Destro… let’s get the hell out of here.  We gotta make sure my armor’s good and ready if I’m gonna win this tournament.”  Vic nodded, then shot me an apologetic look before he reluctantly followed Rhylor towards the exit.  I could tell him right here.  I could let him know who I was… surely, he’d want to stick around and… No.  Vic liked Zander, but he hated Adam... And besides, that guy had given Adam hell the past few years...  he deserved to fall in with the wrong crowd.  Still, why the hell did I feel the need to protect that poor bastard.   
 
    My stomach churned as indecision swirled in my thoughts. No I finally declared to myself.  He was safe for now, anyways.  No need to blur those lines and confuse things with the tournament just a day away.   
 
    As the pair left out of the doorway, Rhylor turned to gaze at me one last time.  “Ya know, if that warlock friend of yours is still around, then maybe you should ask her how everything went down.  You might be surprised…”. And with that, they left. 
 
    Hilda rose from her seat to place an arm on my shoulder.  “Don’t worry about him.”  She said.  “He’ll realize what an ass that guy is and come back around.”   
 
    Maybe, I thought to myself.  Or maybe leaving him to Rhylor was just what Vic deserved. 
 
    Suddenly, the sound of horns began to fill the air, loud enough to be heard through the bar’s stone walls.  “Is that coming from-“ 
 
    “The arena!”  Hilda chimed in.  “Maybe we should go check it out.”  I nodded, then hoisted Razyr onto my shoulder and began heading for the door. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir?”  The young barkeep said, bringing me pause.  “I think your forgetting something.”  I turned and gazed back at the chair where I once sat.  Perched there once more was that ugly, bulbous, striped frog. 
 
    “Awe, he likes you.”  Hilda cooed as she turned back to pick the thing up.  “Let’s take him with.” I shot her a look of disgust then turned to leave once more, quite certain that things couldn’t get any stranger. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Thankfully, the rain had ceased as we made our way back towards the arena at the center of town. Word was that Vazryn himself had an announcement to make, so others had quickly followed suit.  Soon, we found ourselves packed shoulder to shoulder in the arena’s fighting grounds, awaiting word from the lord of Aetheria himself. 
 
    I was quite surprised by the number of players in attendance wielding familiars.  The variety of bonded sprites was vast… most of the sprites had taken the form of animals or other common critters, but there were some strangely unique ones… including a rather short man sitting atop the shoulders of a massive iron golem familiar! 
 
    As we waited, I did my best to peer over the heads of the crowd, searching for a familiar face or two.  In the distance I spotted Brenton and Helena, though they were too pre-occupied with some sort of spellbook to notice my waves.  On the far end of the arena stood Rhylor, with a small group of men standing around him protectively...  Must’ve been members of that guild of his.  Off to my left, I could hear the smug voice of Arden lamenting to a pair of drakengard how incredibly weak the competition seemed… bastard.  And then there was Hilda, standing next to me with Ivanellios perched on her shoulder and that gods-ugly frog cradled in her arms.  Why did she insist on dragging that thing with us…? 
 
    A notification blinked on my HUD, so I focused on it.  Suddenly my friends list popped, and a message bar illuminated. 
 
      
 
    You may resume your message to: 
 
    Maximus (Lvl 20 Guardian): 
 
      
 
    Max… Max was here?  How was that possible?  I saw his headset laying there in my room…. It, it didn’t make any sense! 
 
      
 
    Hey Max, it’s Adam!  Where ya at? 
 
    Send 
 
      
 
    I waited impatiently, hands trembling at my sides at the thought of Max being mere feet from me.  I’d though him lost or even dead, but my best friend was near!  Seconds ticked by… he had to have seen my message by now!  Any second now he would see my message and… 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Max!”  I yelled, drawing strange looks from some of the other players.  I had begun to get a bit erratic.  “Maaaaax!”’ 
 
    “Are you ok, Zan?”  Hilda asked, a look of concern etched into her face. 
 
    “Damnit.”  I growled under my breath.  “Yeah, I’m fine.  It just, I think that my friend Max is here… but for some reason, he won’t answer my message.” 
 
    Hilda ran her hand across my back.  “Maybe we can look for him before the tournament starts” 
 
    I nodded then moved in closer to her, drawing a peaceful growl from Razyr.  The biggest fight of our new lives was approaching, and she wanted to help me on a wild goose chase… I don’t think I could’ve asked for a better companion. 
 
    Trumpets blared throughout the arena, bringing excitement followed by a quick and sudden silence.  Players began to peer upwards as a line of men sporting blood red armor appeared on one of the highest viewing platforms…. The cinderguard. 
 
    The guard parted, making way for another man dressed in fine crimson robes to make his appearance.  He smiled, waving his hands over the mass of onlooking players.  I couldn’t help but wonder, how did they feel about this man, this self-proclaimed lord?  Had others been given tasks to dispatch the almighty Vazryn, or did they accept him as their ruler in this new life.  Hell, how much did I really know about him…  “Damnit.”  I cursed under my breath.  Did I really even know what I was doing? 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen.”  Vazryn’s voice boomed over the crowd, both commanding and elegant.  “I thank you for making your way to Airrigar, to Aetheria’s first annual tournament of champions!”  He paused, allowing excitement to build in the crowd.  “The world of Aetheria is quite ancient... but never has it seen such an influx of new life breathed into its lands, the life that you all brought through its Aether gates!  Those of you that arrived near Karrihdan have likely already become familiar with me… but for those of you traveling from the other gates strewn across the land, I welcome you.”   
 
    Vazryn continued to droll on about his elite status as ruler of Aetheria and his view for a world of fairness and strength. Then, his speech took an abrupt turn.  “I have a confession to make…  Opening the gates and bringing you all to this magnificent world has exhausted a great deal of my strength.  It was a struggle… but it was a struggle well worth fighting.  Now, it’s time for another one of you to rise to the challenge.  I’ve called forth this tournament because I want to see the strongest warrior this world has to offer… a warrior who can stand by my side.  I want to see the next champion of Aetheria!”  The crowd roared, yelling claims of power as many raised fists into the air.  If anything, Vazryn sure knew how to rouse a crowd. 
 
    As the crowd eventually quieted, the lord began to finish his speech.  “The winner of this tournament will become my champion, a title that carries a great deal of power in this land.  But before that… we must discuss the terms of the tournament.  I’ve allowed a thousand of you the honor of testing yourselves on this glorious battlefield, but I certainly don’t have time to watch each and every one of you in single combat.  Therefore, the tournament will commence as follows… First, combatants will be split into groups of one hundred player each where they will compete in a battle royale!  It will be an all-out war of attrition, a battle of cunning and bravado!  Once five remain, the battle will end, and that group will move on.  We will repeat this until ten teams of five are left standing.  From there, you will perform in a series of team battles until two teams are left… the final ten competitors.  It is at that point that we will move to single combat until one champion remains.  This tournament will test you in many ways, but for the one who claims victory go the ultimate spoils...  The tournament will begin tomorrow…. Good luck!” 
 
    Fireworks blasted into the sky, filling the air with an enchanting mix of red and green light.  The crowd quickly began to file out as players scrambled to make last minute preparations.  I remained still, eyes locked on the platform as Vazryn made his exit…. It was almost time. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    With the arena nearly emptied, Hilda and I began to make our exit.  We’d planned to meet the others for dinner… one last hurrah before the big showdown.   
 
    We made our way through one of the many stone corridors that ran along the outskirts of the arena… it was one of the only ways to reach the rest of the city.  It had grown quite dark due to the clouds brought in by the rain, but luckily, I had a spare torch leftover from previous excursions. 
 
    “You sure you remember the way out?”  Hilda asked, peering as far ahead as the torchlight would allow. 
 
    “Um, yeah.”  I said, steering us left down another tunnel.  Damn this arena was massive…. Perhaps I should’ve just left with the crowd after all.   
 
    She pointed up ahead towards a statue on the wall.  “I don’t remember seeing that on the way in.”  I strolled up to the statue, a cloaked man wielding daggers and a face that was entirely concealed behind a mask.  The statue stood at the curve of the tunnel...  Odd, it was so poorly placed. In fact, upon further inspection it hardly seemed like a statue at all.  It almost seemed… real. 
 
    The statue… no, the man kicked out, knocking me against the opposite side of the corridor and sending Razyr flying from my shoulder.  Why hadn’t I seen his name come up on my HUD… unless he was using a skill to conceal himself! 
 
    Hilda immediately charged in, dropping the strange frog as she called Ivan to her hand.  The familiar transformed into a short sword as she slashed out, though the man in black quickly rose his daggers to parry.  She struck again but this time he spun, dodging the blow and using his momentum to land directly behind her.  He raised an enclosed fist into the air as he activated knockout blow, looking to knock the woman unconscious and even the odds.  Suddenly a long red tongue shot from the ground, enwrapping the man’s wrist and immobilizing it.  Was… was that the frog creature? 
 
    I didn’t have time to contemplate.  Instead, I lowered my shoulder and activated lunging strike, using the push from the skill to slam the man into the wall.  Immediately I summoned nevermore and brought it to the man’s neck, drawing a thin line of blood from his flesh. 
 
    “That’s enough.”  The words echoed down the dark corridor, coming from the mouth of another unseen foe.   
 
    Silence lingered in the corridor until finally the crack of flint and steel summoned another spark of torchlight.  Standing at the far end of the tunnel was another trio of men in black.  The man in front seemed far more imposing than the others., with a mighty bastard sword slung across his back and silvery plates of armor sewn into his black garb.  He wore a crimson sash with rows of daggers tucked safely underneath. 
 
      
 
    Morose 
 
    Lvl 20 Assassin  
 
      
 
    “That is enough.”  Morose repeated once more, his voice guttural and direct.  “You can lower your weapon, now.” 
 
    “And why would I?”  I shot back, gripping nevermore even tighter than before. 
 
    “Because fool, you’re the one taking arms against your guild mates.”  The man rose a gloved band into the air and slowly peeled back his sleeve… revealing the insignia of the raven. 
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    My grip tightened on the hilt of my blade.  How could that be…  Guild mates? 
 
    I glanced over to the man that I held restrained with my blade, then back to Morose and his men.  Hilda shifted, taking a defensive stance beside me.  A silence lingered in the tunnel before it was finally broken by one of the frog’s prolonged croaks. 
 
    Morose sighed, seeming to grow bored with the standoff.  “Enough of this.” He said firmly. 
 
    I clenched my teeth and gave him a hard stare.  “Why would you attack us if we’re guild mates?  That doesn’t make any damn sense!” 
 
    Morose seemed to roll his eyes through the slit of his mask.  “I’d hardly consider that an attack.  What, would you rather my men approach calmly from the shadow and pray that you don’t strike at them in haste?” 
 
    “Or maybe you could approach us in daylight like most other people in Aetheria!”  Hilda shot back with fire in her voice.  Reluctantly, I lowered my blade and let the masked man reunite with Morose.  The man shot me a wink as he walked away, as if we’d just partook in a friendly round of sparring. 
 
    “Ravenflight does not operate like other guilds.”  Morose lamented.  “Drakengard prefers its showmanship, the Iron Wolves try to be bullies, and the Tidecallers are nothing but strange.  No, Ravenflight operates from the shadows, dealing out swift and silent justice.” 
 
    “Is that why you’ve come?”  I asked, dismissing nevermore and crossing my arms.   
 
    “It is.”  Morose replied.  “I’ve come with word from High Raven Wesley himself.  He wanted me to ensure that you’re taking the proper steps to carry out your assignment.” 
 
    “You mean killing Vazryn….” 
 
    “That is correct.  His instructions are to win the tournament and gain an audience with the lord of Aetheria.  It will provide you with the greatest opportunity to eliminate your target.”  With the way Morose spoke, it would be impossible to mistake him for anything but an assassin…. Cold, calculating, and deadly to a point. 
 
    “And if I don’t win?”  I had to ask. 
 
    Morose cut his eyes.  “Then your mission will be deemed a failure and you will be re-assigned.”  The way that he said it sent shivers down my spine.  “Plan on a visit from me at the conclusion of the tournament, Darkblade.  There, I will provide you with further instructions on your mission.”   
 
    The men began to walk away, slipping into the shadow from whence they came.   
 
    “Wait.”   I said, bringing Morose pause.  “Why aren’t you entering the tournament.  Your likely stronger than I am.” 
 
    The assassin nodded.  “That may be so, but this mission cannot be completed by one native to this world… we are bound by certain unseen forces.  It must be completed by a newcomer.”  And with that, the man vanished.  Hilda gave me a puzzled look, but I knew just what the assassin meant.  This was a game, and a game’s non-player character certainly wouldn’t have the power to turn on its own ruler.  No… this task had to be done by a real player. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Later that evening (after finally making our way out of the tunnels) we met up with the others for a final meal before tomorrow’s grand melee.  We spent some time grifting the bustling streets of Airrigar until finally the ever-vigilant Brenton spotted a quiet little tavern tucked between a pair of the city’s outlying towers. 
 
    The gilded goblet. 
 
    Upon entering, we found the place to be quite ordinary, with walls made of finished wood and round tables absent of any sort of decoration.  The place didn’t offer any additional quests or item vending services.  No, this place was here for one solitary reason… a hot meal.  With that being said… It was perfect. 
 
    I found it refreshing to relax in the company of close companions… people that I now considered friends.  I sat, listening to the others trade jokes and stories as they sipped on the tavern’s signature beverage, a spicy red ale dubbed ‘dwarvish fire mead’.  
 
    Brenton carried on about some prospective runespells he’d be learning from the city’s runescribes while Taryn quietly nodded along, giving the runecaster an earnest smile whenever a new spell got him excited.  Helena gripped a mug of ale in each hand, slurping down one while she poured the other into the mouth of her familiar, Doomswell.  The gargoyle let out an exaggerated belch, surprisingly drawing a laugh from Hilda and a roll of the eyes from Ivan.  It felt good to see Hilda and Helena finally coexisting.  Damnit all, I dare say they were almost getting along. 
 
    Rather than join in, I sat in silence, stroking Razyr’s scaly back and listening to the others.  It felt good, and yet, I couldn’t stop thinking about Max.  For a while, finding him had almost become an afterthought to adventure, but seeing that he was so near… well, it made my heart ache for answers. 
 
    “What the hell’s the matter with you?”  Helena asked as she snatched my untouched mug of ale and downed nearly half of it. 
 
    Hilda frowned.  “Max… the guy he logged with is supposedly nearby…. but he won’t answer any of Zan’s messages.” 
 
    Helena rubbed her hand on her chin.  “Maybe he’s avoiding you.  How good of friends were you?” 
 
    “Best friends.”  I replied sharply.  “For quite a long time.”  She shrugged, then downed the rest of my ale. 
 
    “Wait a second.”  Brenton said, rising from his seat.  “You say the game alerted you of his presence just recently?” 
 
    “Yes?”  I replied. 
 
    “Well, you may be interested to know that in the game exists a very powerful polymorph spell… one that can last even days if not disenchanted.” 
 
    “Ok?”  I said, not entirely sure of what he was getting at. 
 
    With the slightest of grins, he adjusted his spectacles then pointed to Hilda’s lap, where that ugly striped frog continued to sit. 
 
    I turned to the thing, slightly appalled but also curious, and peered into its black beady eyes.  “Max…. Is that you?” 
 
    The frog stared back at me in silence, then without warning unleashed a prolonged, bellowing croak. 
 
    The others burst into laughter as I waved the stench of frog breath out of my face.  Even Ivan, the ever-serious familiar let out a jubilant squawk.  A huge smile spread across my face… a smile that stayed there for the remainder of the evening. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    I woke the next morning more refreshed then I’d felt in days.  The comradery, the drinks and the laughter... well, perhaps it was just what I needed.  I mean sure, I still didn’t know of Max’s whereabouts… and I was about to enter a tournament with a thousand other players out for blood including two of my greatest rivals thus far… and there was the whole mission to slay the  lord of Aetheria looming over my head… needless to say I had a lot going on.  Regardless, I felt like I was as ready as I would ever be.  I’d faced a number of trials thus far, earned the trust of a great group of friends, aligned myself with a powerful guild, trained with Keldon, and bonded with Razyr.  I had to believe I could do this. 
 
    By early morning the streets had once again filled with combatants making their way towards the arena’s many entrance tunnels.  Brenton, Helena and Taryn traveled with Hilda and I towards the main gate, though none of the three had any intention of competing.  Instead, they planned to watch from the stands and cheer us on as we battled the masses.  
 
    As we neared the gate, a group of arena guards began to filter through the crowd, sending players down separate corridors where we would be split up for the coming rounds of battle royale.  One of them yanked Hilda away, shuttling her down a far corridor before I had the chance to wish her luck.  The others began to split off as well, heading towards the tunnels that led to spectator seating. 
 
    Helena lingered for a moment and laid a few playful smacks on my cheek.  “Light em up.”  She said with a wink of her crimson eyes before parting to find seats with the others.  I smiled, though in the back of my mind I pondered what Rhylor had said….  No.  No time for that.  I needed all the support I could get, especially with battle just moments away. 
 
    I entered into the tunnel the guard directed me down, walking the length of the stone corridor before ending up in a large waiting area packed with other players. Casters, melee fighters, and an assortment of other competitors of varied class and level stood packed inside the holding chamber, all nervously awaiting battle.  Some players stood with familiars perched on their shoulders, though it was impossible to tell if any of the others had the power of bonded sprites secretly churning through their veins.  The completion appeared vast with players as low as level 10 and as high as 21.  Some of them were armored like walking fortresses, while others wielded exotic weapons and items.  It was quite obvious that this battle would not be easily one. 
 
    The doors to the chamber slammed shut, enclosing us in the large room.  There was no going back now.   
 
    On the opposite side of the chamber, a large metal gate was latched to the floor, locked by some sort of mechanism.  The gate led out into the arena itself where a guard stood idly by, ready to open it when signaled.  Suddenly, the jubilant voice of a young woman echoed across the arena, magically amplified so that all attendees could hear. “Welcome ladies and gentlemen to Airrigar’s tournament of champions, hosted by the one and only Lord Vazryn!”  Thousands roared in excitement.  I peered out one of the holes in the iron gate and saw that the stands were filled to capacity.  It looked as though the entire city had come to bear witness to the event.   
 
    “We know your all excited to see some action, so we won’t keep you waiting!”  The announcer went on.  “Remember competitors, if your health falls to a critical level then you’ll be given one chance to leave the battlefield… otherwise, that risk is on you!”  The way that she spoke was so cheery and uplifting, despite the fact that she was speaking about our potential deaths.  “Alright competitors, the first round of battle royale is about to begin!  Ready your weapons!” She paused, allowing anticipation to build to an all-time high.  She was working the crowd magnificently.  “Ok!  Guards, open the first gate!”   
 
    Suddenly, the gate to my chamber began to creak open and the other players began to filter out onto the arena’s floor.  Looks like my group was up first. 
 
    I turned to the drake that sat perched on my shoulder.  “You ready, buddy?” 
 
    Razyr shot back a toothy grin that told me everything that I needed to know.  Together, we stepped out of the stone chamber and into the deafening arena. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    We made our way into the battle area of the arena, a massive sandy pit surrounded by ten-foot-tall stone walls.  Behind those walls were ascending rows of seating that held thousands.  Several more gates lined the stone walls… that was likely where other players were stationed.  I could even see a few of them peeking through the holes in their respective gates, watching intently until it was there turn to fight.   
 
    High above, a young woman floated on large steel disc held by some sort of invisible current.  Her black hair was shaved short, her body wrapped in a tight leather garb that she seemed to flaunt about on the platform.  Around her, a sprite reminiscent of some sort of jellyfish floated about, amplifying her voice as she spoke… she must’ve been the announcer. 
 
    An eerie silence settled on the arena floor as myself and the other 99 players spread out across the circular battlefield, eyeing each other warily with weapons clenched in impossibly tight grips.  This was it. 
 
    “Alright competitors… on my mark, let’s spill some blood!  3… 2…1… battle!” 
 
    The arena floor immediately erupted into chaos.  Players began to charge each other from all sides, unleashing mighty skills, swinging weapons with deadly force.  I felt heat at my back as a mage unleashed a bevy of firebolts at a charging berserker.  Damnit all this was madness. 
 
    “Zander, to your left!”  Razyr shouted.  I turned, raising nevermore as a warrior approached in full plate and wielding a heavy Morningstar.  His level was lower than mine, but this was no time to take chances.  He heaved the Morningstar into the air then slammed it down in my direction.  The false image of me faded to mist as I reappeared behind the man and struck, executing my illusionary strike.  Nevermore bounced off his helm, sending sparks and causing the warrior to stumble forward off balance.   
 
    A second challenger dashed in, a spear-wielding dragoon wearing a suit of battle-tested scale armor.  He spoke a quick chant and his spear illuminated a bright blue as he plunged it towards my chest. I swung wide with nevermore, attempting to intercept the blow, but the force of the strike was too much, and the spearhead plunged into the joint of my shoulder plate.  -32 HP 
 
    I stumbled back, my shoulder flaring with pain as the dragoon readied a second strike.  Behind me, the warrior re-oriented himself and began to approach once more, Morningstar poised to strike.  Damnit, I had to think!  No… no time to think, just act!  
 
    I let my thoughts fade just as Keldon had taught me and let my instincts take over.  I completely shut out Adam’s nervous thoughts out of my head and became the slayer. 
 
    I activated shadow snare as the dragoon charged in.  Suddenly, his shadow leapt from the ground and entangled him, momentarily halting his approach.  With haste I spun around and lifted nevermore with both hands, using the sword the block the impending blow from the warrior’s Morningstar.  The man came at me relentlessly, swinging his Morningstar like a cudgel as he tried to bat the obsidian blade out of my grasp.  As he raised his weapon skyward for a heavy blow, I activated another one of my new skills. 
 
      
 
    Kinetic Strike 
 
    Unleash all of the stored kinetic energy in your weapon with one blow.  This attack has the potential to unleash massive damage. 
 
      
 
    Nevermore burned a bright red as I swung it into the warrior’s chest plate.  Upon contact, an explosion of energy erupted onto the warrior, blowing off his cuirass entirely and leaving his level 10 body a smoldering heap.  I turned about once more to face the higher leveled dragoon one on one. 
 
    He was no longer alone. 
 
    The spearman exchanged nods with four other players as they began to encircle me, weapons pointed in my direction.  Five players would be left to move on in this battle royale… it would make sense to form a quick alliance on the battlefield. 
 
    Unfortunately, I had been left out. 
 
    “It’s time.”  I whispered to Razyr, and the drake immediately formed into a ball of light that absorbed into my chest.  I could feel an immediate boost in my strength and speed, thought that wouldn’t be enough.   
 
    Not against 5. 
 
    Still, I shut that thought out of my mind, let the thrill of battle course through me.  One of the attackers blindsided me with a shield smash, forcing my knees to buckle and drawing a line of blood that ran down my face.  Cowards, they were going to pick me apart.  No!  I would not go down like that! 
 
    My vision became a wash of red as anger boiled in my stomach.  With a surge of strength, I popped to my feet and swung nevermore defiantly in a wide arc, staving off the men’s approach for a few seconds.  “Come on!”  I growled, barely recognizing my own voice.  It was primal and raw, like a wild animal that had been forced into a corner.   
 
    The assailants began moving in once more, caging me in with their weapons.  Perhaps they didn’t know what happens when you try to cage a wild animal. 
 
    It lashes out. 
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    The announcers voice boomed over the roar of the crowd.  “Will you look at that folks!  It appears one of our competitors has been surrounded… and he’s a slayer, no less!  Oh no, it looks like they’re going to chop him to pieces.  What will he do folks?” 
 
    My knuckles went white as my grip on nevermore tightened.  What was I going to do, she asked?  Damnit, I was going to make them bleed. 
 
    I lunged forward, forcing my opponents to take action, eliminating any time these bastards had to strategize.  They spread out as I swung nevermore in a series of wide arcs, easily dodging my wild attacks but giving me some much-needed space.   
 
    Momentarily isolated, I dove at my first target… the groups rogue.  I burst forward with lunging strike, slamming my blade through the rogue’s feeble defenses and into his shoulder.  He cried out as a chunk of his health bar disappeared, then steadied himself and slashed out with a pair of steel daggers.   
 
    I absorbed the blow, allowing it to strike me in an effort to keep the rogue close.  There was no time to waste chasing him down, even if it meant a slash across the chest. 
 
    Ignoring the pain, I grabbed the rogue by the collar with my free hand and slammed nevermore directly into the man’s skullcap. The obsidian blade illuminated a bright blue as it connected, drawing on Razyr’s Aether as I activated mage blade.  A pulse of energy erupted from the point of contact as the rogue went skidding through the sand, then moaned softly clutching at his head. 
 
    Zander, look out!  Razyr’s voice echoed in my mind as I began to turn.  Suddenly, something smashed into my back, sending me to the sand.  Damnit all, I had to move quicker if I was going to survive! 
 
    I used the momentum of the blow and tucked into a quick roll, then sprung back to my feet, wielding nevermore in a defensive posture.  Beside me, a guardian approached sporting a large tower shield and a warhammer already caked in blood.  He prodded me back a step with a feigned strike, then grinned.  What the hell was he trying to d- 
 
    Suddenly, a bright flash illuminated in the corner of my eye.  Something was coming for me.  I shifted to meet the ball of scorch that was now heading right in my direction.  Oh god, this was going to hurt! 
 
    Without warning, blue light began to flow from my body, materializing into the form of a large, triangular aegis shield made complete of Aether.   This must’ve been Razyr’s doing… one of my bond skills.  The shield of Valor. 
 
    The ball of scorch smashed into the translucent shield, exploding and sending wild flame shooting in every direction.  The guardian beside me covered his eyes from the blast but I forced mine to remain open, tears of pain streaking down my cheeks as the light burned at my retinas.  This was my chance.  
 
    I looked beyond the blast and spotted the person responsible.  One of my five attackers, a female pyromancer.  First, I threw up my slayers mark then shadowshifted behind her.  She turned, eyes wide as I heaved my blade back, then swung it at her with all the force I could muster.   
 
    The blade never connected.   
 
    Something sharp stabbed into my armpit, knocking me off balance and sending a powerful jolt of pain through my shoulder.  I stumbled back, eyeing that damned dragoon who’d entered the fray once more, my blood now dripping off the tip of his spear. 
 
    Be careful, Zander.  Razyr warned.  That one is bonded.  No wonder he seemed so damn strong…  He had the power of a familiar coursing through his veins! 
 
    I steadied myself as the four remaining attackers began to surround me.  The dragoon, the guardian, the pyromancer, and a barbarian toting a sword larger than myself.  As far as odds went, things were still looking pretty bad. 
 
    “Taunt him.”  The dragoon shouted before I could make my next move.  The guardian obliged, slamming his hammer against his shield and activating shieldmaster’s challenge.  Instantly, I acquired tunnel vision, unable to target anyone but that damned guardian.  If I remembered correctly, then this taunt would last 30 seconds… a lifetime on the battlefield. 
 
    With no other options, I charged forward, throwing everything I had at the guardian.  I used double-strike, slamming nevermore against his shield in series of quick blows that sent him backpedaling.  Translucent blades swirled around me as I called upon blade fury next, launching the freshly made Aether blades at him in a furious assault.  His health bar began to plummet as the weapons snuck past his defenses, piercing him with magical energy and- 
 
    Something sharp stabbed into the back of my leg, dropping me to one knee as a chunk of my health bar faded.  The dragoon yanked his spear out of my leg then stabbed forward again, this time piercing my shoulder.  I swung at him with my blade, but he easily stepped out of the way.  His eyes locked with mine, then quite suddenly his gaze shifted to the right.  “Finish it.  He said, then quickly withdrew his spear. 
 
    Once again, I felt heat building from behind, as if something extremely hot was quickly making its approach.   Instincts told me to turn and face whatever it was that approached, but the effects of the taunt would not allow it… so I did the only thing I could. 
 
    I ran towards the guardian. 
 
    The dragoon seemed genuinely surprised as I fought through the pain and burst back to my feet.  He’d thought he had done enough to keep me down…  Damnit, I could not wait to shove my sword through that fool! 
 
    Unfortunately, that meant surviving this battle.  With the source of heat burning at my back, I locked on to the guardian and activated lunging strike.  Muscles twitched, propelling me towards the armored foe as he worked to reorient himself after my barrage.   
 
    The heat at my back began to grow as I closed in.  The guardian’s eyes went wide. With inches to spare, I relented my attack and dove face first into the sand!  A second ball of scorch soared over my head, burning the back of my neck as it passed before slamming into the helpless guardian and engulfing him in flame. 
 
    The taunt vanished as the guardian fell to the ground in a charred heap.  I spun to my feet and heaved nevermore into the air just as the dragoon’s spear came crashing in.  Sparks flew in my face as the spear-tip slammed into my blade and deflected high, the point narrowly missing my neck.  I moved to reset my stance, but the dragoon was quicker.  His weapon began to glow a violent red as he unleashed a flurry of thrusts.  I danced backwards, partying blows left and right, but it wasn’t enough.  Pain rippled through my body as the spear pierced my thigh, my shoulder, my stomach.  They weren’t deep wounds, just small punctures of flesh, but damnit all did they ever hurt.! 
 
    I tried to flee to my left, but the barbarian leapt in to cut me off.  With a big boot to the chest, he flung me back into the path of the dragoon’s spear.  The dragoon grinned, then plunged the weapon towards my chest.  My body tensed.  No way to block.  Too fast to dodge.  I let instinct takeover, releasing my grip on nevermore as it vanished into black smoke.  Then, in an act of sheer absurdity, I reached up and caught the spear with my bare hands. 
 
    The dragoon relented, a look of bewilderment quickly forming on his face as he watched the spearhead hover inches from my chest cavity.   
 
    The sound of footsteps caught my ear as the barbarian charged in from left.  I immediately dropped low using everything I had to give the spear a mighty yank.  Unprepared for the maneuver, the dragoon stumbled forward directly into the barbarian’s path as the brute’s massive sword came crashing in. 
 
    CRACK! 
 
    The dragoon’s helm went flying as the barbarian’s sword connected.  The man stumbled back, his legs wobbly and eyes crossed as he suffered from the barb’s lengthy stun.   
 
    Smoke swirled in my hand as I re-forged nevermore from shadow.  The barbarian scoffed as I rose my blade, then swung in with his own massive sword.  The blade sliced through a false apparition I’d made as I reappeared behind the brute, activating illusionary stri- 
 
    The barbarian spun around, catching me by the throat mid-attack before hoisting me off the ground.  I hacked at the barbarian’s arm, drawing a thin line of blood that he barely seemed to notice.  The brute responded in kind by slamming me into the ground so hard that I was certain my ribs had turned to dust.  
 
    “Razyr I need a shield!”  I growled.  The familiar obliged, forcing out the rest of his Aether, manifesting it into a second shield of valor directly above my chest.  The barbarian paused to consider it for a second, then promptly stomped through the shield, shattering it into a hundred tiny translucent pieces.  
 
    His boot crashed into my chest, sending blood spurting out of my mouth.  My health bar blinked a furious red as my HP fell dangerously low.  I peered up at the barbarian who hoisted his sword into the air, preparing to finish me off.  Just beyond, a trio of angelic sprites began descending from the sky towards my location… Likely coming to escort me off the battlefield before my impending death.  Like hell I’d let them.  I could not go out this way. 
 
    The barbarian leveled his sword, eyeing me with a final demeaning stare.  I tried to squirm away, but his boot held me firm to the ground. He thrust his blade downwards. 
 
    The man paused as his eyes went wide for a brief second.  He dropped his sword and began to clutch at his back where a black arrow stuck firmly out of his flesh.  In the distance I heard a quick series of ‘twangs’, and another three arrows found their mark on the exposed barb. The man turned to meet his attacker when a fifth and final arrow connected with his chest, exploding on contact and sending him crashing into the arena wall.  I rose to my elbows, intent on getting a glimpse of this new combatant.   
 
    Approaching was a ranger with long chestnut hair and a brown and gray wolf pacing at his side. 
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    This was it.   
 
    My muscles tensed as the ranger approached, his arrow knocked and ready to fire.  It was bittersweet, to have made it this far only to fall at the hands of Rhylor. 
 
    The ranger appeared emotionless as he took aim, leveling the steel arrowhead in my direction.  Behind him I noticed the body of the pyromancer slumped over and full of arrows… damn was he ever efficient. 
 
    I crossed my arms in front of my face as the ranger let go of the bow string.  The arrow flew through the air and…. soared past my head? 
 
    The barbarian behind me let out a sharp growl of pain as Rhylor’s arrow slammed into his gut, dropping his HP to nothing but a sliver.  The ranger glanced at the barb to make sure he was down, then set his sights back on me.  “You just plan on sitting there?”  He asked as he knocked another arrow, preparing to fire on the next combatant that dared get too close.   
 
    I stared at the man in disbelief.  “You… you could’ve finished me off there.  Why did you-“ 
 
    “I promised Destro I’d spare your ass.”  He said sharply.  “He didn’t want to see you fall from the get go.  Said he would’ve felt bad…  Otherwise you’d be catching a few arrows as well.”  He fired off an arrow into an approaching foe, then reached for another from his quiver.  “Now get on your feet.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe it… Rhylor had saved me due to his empathy for that buffoon Vic (or should I say, Destro)?!  
 
    An angelic-looking sprite paused in the air in front of me, eyeing me with a look of pity.  “Would you like me to aid you in exiting the battlefield?”  Its eyes focused on something unseen in the air… perhaps it had the ability to see my blinking health bar. 
 
    “I’ll take my chances.”  I spat 
 
    “Very well.  Good luck.”  The sprite responded, then flittered away towards another downed competitor. 
 
    I rose to my feet, black armor covered in a mess of blood and sand.  Rhylor gave me a mocking grin.  “Damn… I’m kinda jealous.  Somebody beat you up pretty bad.” 
 
    I scowled, then nodded towards the dragoon who’d just recovered from his stun.  The man began rotating his spear in a spinning kata, rotating it at an impressive speed before bringing the weapon to a halt, spear-tip pointing directly at Rhylor and I. 
 
    Rhylor let out a chuckle.  “Let me have this one.” He said, causing Vice, his wolf familiar, to growl in anticipation.  I summoned nevermore and raised the weapon alongside Rhylor, but the sound of metal scraping the ground quickly grabbed my attention.  I turned to face another player approaching from behind, a thin, silvery-haired druid dragging a spiked club that appeared far too large for her body.  The woman grinned, then suddenly her form changed.   
 
    The druid’s muscles enlarged, her posture straightened, and her fair skin quickly became overrun with a thick brown fur.  Half-human, half-bear, the woman heaved the giant club into the air and charged.  I pressed my back to Rhylor’s as he readied for an assault from the dragoon.  There would be no easy end to this battle.  Not with an unlikely ally at my back and an unpredictable enemy in my sights. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    The druid charged in.  Despite being nearly out of Aether, Razyr remained in battlebond form to give me a small boost of strength and speed.  Still, with little mana and even less health, this was looking to be a hell of a fight.   
 
    Behind me, Rhylor’s wolf howled as the ranger unloaded on his opponent, swinging his battle axe with malice as he activated a chain of attack skills. 
 
    I steeled myself as the druid drew close, gripping nevermore with two hands as the half-bear prepared to strike. 
 
    The druid stopped dead in her tracks. 
 
    A glowing green glyph illuminated on the ground as the woman stepped into one of Rhylor’s hidden traps, a handy ranger skill that I hadn’t even seen the man place!  Metal jaws snapped out of the sand and dug into the Druid’s thick calf, forcing out a cry of pain.   
 
    “Switch!”  Rhylor yelled before pressing his back against my own, sending both of us into a spin.  I turned about to face the dragoon once more.  This time, rather than perform an impressive kata, he struggled to remove his spear from the mouth of Rhylor’s familiar, Vice. 
 
    It looks like the creature had been given that name for a reason. 
 
    I lifted my blade into the air and let out a cry as I charged in, striking at the hapless dragoon.  The man threw his spear to the ground and reached out, catching my hand as it brought down nevermore, halting my attack.  I immediately used my free hand to blast the dragoon in the jaw.  The man grimaced but remained focused, working to pry the obsidian blade from my hand. 
 
    Suddenly, his head snapped forward, connecting with a vicious headbutt on my nose.  My knees instantly went wobbly.  Damnit did that hurt! 
 
    The dragoon pried nevermore free from my grasp and raised my own blade against me.  I dismissed the weapon into smoke, drawing a look of surprise from the now unarmed fighter.  I lowered my head and charged, tackling the man to the ground.  He tried to push me off, but Vice appeared at my side and clamped onto his forearm. 
 
    The animal inside of me took over as I began to rain down punches on the dragoon, slamming my knuckles against his face, diminishing his health bar inch by bloody inch.  
 
    I raised my fist, preparing to slam it down onto the dragoon’s battered face once more… when the voice of the announcer brought me pause. 
 
    “And that’s it folks!  We have our first team of five moving on to the next round!”  I unclenched my fist and took a long, hard look around the battlefield.   Bodies lay strewn across the sand, players like myself who had refused to leave the battle but had paid the ultimate price.    
 
    On the far end of the arena were two men standing amongst a pile of bodies… a spellsword and a mage.  They caught sight of my gaze and gave a silent nod in return.  Then there was Rhylor and Vice, plus myself and the dragoon who was now rising back to his feet.  The first round was over… we were the final five. 
 
    My ears began to attune to the roar of the crowd as my adrenaline waned.  Had it been this loud the entire time?  I took a quick glance into the sea of onlookers.  Many were on their feet, cheering at the display of carnage and mayhem that had just unfolded.  I even spotted Brenton and the others, standing and cheering alongside the rest of the lot. I smiled and raised my fist to them in a silent salute, then quickly withdrew my hand.  For some reason I was beginning to feel quite dizzy. 
 
    Suddenly, something moved in the corner of my vision.  My gaze quickly averted back to the arena floor as the dragoon stepped in close, his face wavering just inches from my own.   
 
      
 
    Grissan  
 
    Lvl 20 Dragoon 
 
    Familiar: Argo (full bond) 
 
      
 
    “Hell of a fight, kid.”  The man said, his voice deep and rustic. Looking past the bruises on his face, I realized just how much older he was then me.   I suppose people of all ages were trapped in this game… this world.  It made me shudder to think how any children logged into AGO had fared. 
 
    “Uh, thanks.  You too.”  I replied, offering the man my hand.  My fingers shook as I extended my palm outwards… hell, I could even feel my knees growing weak.  Damnit, Zan!  Hold it together! 
 
    Grissan disregarded my hand but held his gaze.  “Keep up that intensity, kid.  We’re gonna need it to make it to the end of this thing…”  
 
    “Right.”  I replied, unsure of how to talk to a man I’d very recently bludgeoned with my bare hands. 
 
    He grinned then pointed to his bruised face.  “You and me are gonna be the last two left … and when that time comes, I’m gonna beat the living hell out of you.”  He laughed heartily, then gave me a firm pat on the back as he began to stroll away.  A ball of light exited from his chest as he walked before resting on his shoulder as it took the form of a white-haired mongoose… his familiar, Argo. 
 
    Just another player in the tournament after my head.  I thought to myself.   Join the club. 
 
    The announcer floating above began to pump up the crowd for the next big battle, so I assumed it was time to make a hasty retreat.  I turned to head towards the gate when a feeling of light-headedness overwhelmed me, causing me to stumble back.  I tried to steady myself, but my legs wobbled, and I collapsed against the wall of the arena.  A series of status indicators blinked next to me name. 
 
      
 
    Greivous Wound 
 
      
 
    Bleeding 
 
      
 
    I peered towards the ground where a pool of my own blood continued to grow.  This was worse than I thought. 
 
    Pain began to ripple through my body as the last of my adrenaline finally left my system, leaving me incredibly weak.  I slid into the sand, vision blurring at a rapid pace.  My HP continued to tick away… damn, there was hardly anything left. 
 
    “Ra… Razyr….”  I muttered, sensing the drake’s worry in my thoughts.  Finally. my head crashed into the ground as consciousness fled, my final sight a trio of angelic sprites descending in my direction. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    My mind drifted on the edge of consciousness, coherent thoughts floating just out of reach. The confusion felt palpable, like the current of a mighty river that forced me down, refusing to let me surface.  
 
    I fought, swimming against the current.  I needed my mind back.  I needed to wake up.  I needed to- 
 
    My eyelids snapped open.  Panic set in as I realized that I was in fact swimming in something… a foreign liquid that was green and thick like gelatin.   I flailed around but didn’t get anywhere.  My chest began to heave.  Damnit this was bad.  I grabbed at my face where some sort of apparatus was attached.  I had to get this thing off.  I ran my hand along a long tube that protruded from the apparatus… Wait.  Was it allowing me to breath? 
 
    Calm down, damnit!  I told myself, coming to a rest in the liquid.  Settle down and figure out what the hell is going on. 
 
    I slowed my breathing and took some quick observations.  From what I could tell, I was floating in some sort of tank.  My body had been stripped of everything but a pair of plain linen briefs, and my wounds… well, my wounds were nearly gone! 
 
    A knocking against the tank caught my attention as it vibrated through the gelatin.  I strained, looking through the goo until I could make out a figure on the other side of the tank, a man’s making some sort of excited gesture towards me.  Was… was that Vic? 
 
    I tried to wave back at him, but he ran off, becoming a blur as he retreated into the room somewhere.  A few moments later he returned with an older man in gray robes who wore a seemingly permanent scowl on his face.  The man appeared to lean down and fiddle with some sort of control panel.  In seconds the lid on the tank began to creak open as the gelatin began to drain from the tank. 
 
    I swam upwards until my head crested the top of the liquid and fumbled to remove my breathing apparatus.  I was in some sort of holding room where nearly a dozen of these tanks sat, other players swirling about in their slimy contents.   
 
    “Boss!”  Vic said excitedly.  In fact, his voice almost sounded giddy.  “You were awesome out there!” 
 
    “Thanks.”  I replied dryly.  “Do you by chance know where I am?” 
 
    “You’re in one of the great temples of Vorghan, god of the great marsh.”  The robed man cut in, giving me a curt look. 
 
    “Another god?”  I blurted out.  “Is this one… living?” 
 
    The man scowled at me.  “Vorghan has not been seen since the worldbreakers descended on Aetheria, but as a disciple of Vorghan I must insist that he is quite well.  In fact, you’re floating in a tank of captured essence from the great marsh itself, liquified of course.  It’s quite the efficient healing agent, much better than trying to get stitched up by a group of poorly trained clerics.”  The man beamed with pride as he spoke of the strange healing gelatin.  I guess I couldn’t really complain… I was feeling a thousand times better. 
 
    “So… can I get out now?”  I asked.  “I really want to catch the other rounds of battle royale.” 
 
    “Only if you promise to put some pants on.”  A familiar voice said.  I followed the voice across the room to find Helena perched against the wall, smirking with that devilish look of hers.  “Don’t bother rushing, though.” 
 
    I raised a brow in suspicion.  “Oh?  Why not?” 
 
    “Because the other rounds have already concluded”.  
 
    My eyes went wide.  “Wait, what?!” 
 
    She shook her head.  “You’ve been out cold in that thing all day, Zan.  It’s almost nightfall.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Don’t worry.”  She cut me off.  “Your pal Hilda’s made it to the next round.” 
 
    I breathed a long sigh of relief.  Thank the gods. 
 
    “Yeah….”  Helena went on.  “She’s got a hell of a teammate, though.  Guy decimated a quarter of the field on his own… hope she doesn’t stick too close to him.  Something about that dude rubs me the wrong way.”  She turned and began to walk away.   
 
    “Wait!”  I yelled, bringing her pause.  “Whose Hilda paired with?” 
 
    Helena sighed.  “Oh, you’ve met him…  a duelist that just might have it out for you.” 
 
    No… damnit no!  Hilda was trapped on a team with that bastard… A man whose former companions all lay dead. 
 
    She was trapped with the man who survived. 
 
    Arden. 
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    “And that’s it folks!  These spear- wielding sword swinging masters of combat and their lovable sprites have pulled off an impressive victory!  Let’s give them a hand!”  The crowd roared as the announcer cooed over our performance, a dominant victory in the first round of team battles.  
 
    Despite a lack of teamwork, the five of us were able to quickly dispose of the other squad, an unlikely grouping of five melee fighters.  One more win and we’d be in the finals…. And facing grueling single combat. 
 
    Of the four other teams remaining, Hilda and Arden’s team appeared to be the biggest threat.  Damnit, I didn’t know what I’d do if we had to face them.  I’d be glad to put Arden in his place, but I could never raise a blade to Hilda… 
 
    I pushed the thought out of my head.  After two days of bloody battle, fighting was the last thing I wanted to think about.  And besides, further contests had been put on hold for the evening to allot time for Airrigar’s famed Swordmoon Festival, a celebration of competition and combat used to attract more followers to the already packed city.  That was fine by me, though.  After so much fighting, I could use a night on the town. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    A few hours later I left the small barracks that housed the tournament competitors and headed out into the city.  It felt good to be out of my combat gear for a bit, to remove the burden of fighting, if only just for the night.   
 
    I gave myself a look over as I passed through the large wooden door of the barracks.  I was dressed in a new outfit that Hilda had gifted me, and by the gods, I didn’t look too bad at all.  Tall leather boots, dark trousers and a long blue overcoat that matched Razyr’s scales… I don’t think I ever looked so nice in the real world.   
 
     Speaking of Razyr, the small drake scrambled out of the barracks behind me and leapt onto my shoulder, nearly ripping my coat. 
 
    “Careful!”  I scolded.  “You’re supposed to be an accessory.  I can’t have you damaging the coat.” 
 
    “Accessory?”  Razyr asked in confusion. 
 
    I smiled, then lifted my sleeve up beside him, comparing the likeness of color.  The drake groaned.  “You know, Zander… I had this color scheme first.  Perhaps you are the accessory.” 
 
    My grin widened even further.  “Perhaps I am, buddy.” 
 
    Making our way into the street, I quickly realized that I underestimated the size of this massive festival.  Vendors lined the circular streets of the city, handing out exotic foods and taking bets on the next round of fights.    Music filled the air as bards took to the street corners, working their instruments and bringing an air of joy and excitement to the area.  A few spellcasters even roamed the street, performing small showy feats of magic to impress those that passed by.  I breathed it all in as I strolled down the crowded boulevard… The city was so alive! 
 
    “Zander!”  I heard someone shout my name through the bustling crowd.  I mean, I had to be the only Zander in the area, right.  “Zander!”  The voice came through again.  I traced the noise across the sea of festival goers until finally I spotted her. 
 
    Standing there on the opposite end of the street was Hilda, her combat gear replaced by a short black dress that accentuated her fine features.  Her hair rested on her shoulders curled into tight blonde ringlets, and a leather bag hung loosely from her shoulder.  Damn was she ever beautiful. 
 
    A tall bearded man began to ogle her as I approached, grinning as he paid her some sly compliment that I was too far away to here.  Suddenly, Ivan swooped down and plopped onto the woman’s shoulder, letting out a fearsome squawk that sent the man stumbling away in alarm. 
 
    Good bird. 
 
    “You look stunning.”  I remarked, finally making my way over to her.  A wide smile stretched across her face as she gave my new outfit a quick inspection.  “Thanks.  It looks like you don’t clean up so bad yourself.” 
 
    “And, we match!”  Razyr chimed in, nearly toppling off my shoulder in excitement.   Yes, Razyr…. Yes, we did.  
 
    “So, want to take a walk?”  Hilda asked as her gaze drifted soaking up the sprawling festival.   
 
    “Of course.”   I replied.  Then absent-mindedly I reached out and took her hand in mine.  She gave me a soft squeeze and in seconds we set out. 
 
    It was nice to see players enjoying themselves without the burden of battle weighing them down.  It seemed that most had fully embraced the air of joy that the festival brought to the city, indulging in the many foods and fineries that it offered. 
 
    Hilda and I strolled down one of Airrigar’s outlying street corridors, sharing a kabob of a strange, puffy meat called shrumpo as a few overly excited shop owners beckoned us to sample their wares.  Hilda giggled as the man tried to persuade her into buying some impish demon horn…  Aetheria’s most potent aphrodisiac. 
 
    “Speaking of demon horns…”  I said as we continued down the street, “Is Helena still angry?”  The warlock had been more than a little upset once she realized that one of my team members was in fact Rhylor.  Unfortunately, there was nothing I could do about that, other than what was necessary to win the tournament.  Still, I felt badly for her for some reason. 
 
    “She’ll get over it.”  Hilda said, giving my hand a tight squeeze.  She’s not angry with you.  She’s just… well, angry.” 
 
    I nodded.  “Yeah, that sounds about right.”  There was only more sequence of team battles before the single combat round started, anyways.  Surely, she’d have coped with it by then. 
 
    As we strolled, a short, rotund fellow with a balding head and an over-abundance of jewelry leapt in our path.  He grinned, wiggling his ringed fingers in our direction.  “Well, well, well… if it isn’t a pair of lovebirds enjoying a night out on the town?”  His voice was deep, but it had a slyness to it as though he was letting us in on some big secret. 
 
    “Sure are.”  Hilda replied, giving me a sidelong glance as she spoke.  I grinned like a buffoon as the redness in my cheeks began to grow.  Razyr snickered. 
 
    “Perhaps…”  the man said, addressing me, “you would like to treat the young lady to some of the finer things I have to offer.”  He rolled up the sleeves of his bright red shirt to reveal an assortment of jeweled bracelets strapped to his forearm.  He leaned in close, giving the bracelets a shake followed by an exaggerated wink. 
 
    I took a step back, bumping into one of the other players strolling through the corridor.  “Um… uh, those are quite nice.”  I said.  Damnit, I’d never bought something for a girl before… I didn’t even know how this was supposed to work! 
 
    “Oh, I love this one, Zan!”  Hilda said, pointing to a silver chain decorated with small pieces of amethyst.   
 
    “We’ll take it!”  I said, eager to please her.  “Um… how much?” 
 
    “The man grinned.  “Why for you, only 4 gold pieces.  After all, it will look much better on the wrist of this lovely lady.” 
 
    I nodded, then reached down to the belt pouch where my money had was…. 
 
    It was gone. Damnit all, my money was gone!  I peered down at my belt where the small pouch had been tied… now, all that was attached to my belt was a small piece of cut cord.  I’d been robbed. 
 
    My mind raced as I tried to remember the last time I’d seen the pouch.  It had to have been just a few minutes ago…. Wait, someone had just bumped into me in the corridor not a moment ago!  My eyes darted down the street.  Near the far end of the road a man walked hurriedly through the crowd, his face mostly concealed in a hood of brown.  As he reached the end of the street his head turned as if he was checking to see if anyone followed.  Our eyes met as the slightest of grins stretched across his face, then he took off running. 
 
    “Thief!”  I yelled, drawing the gaze of a handful of rogues enjoying the festival.  Then, I took off in pursuit. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    I dashed through the curved streets of Airrigar, forcing my way through crowds of people as I pursued that damned thief.  Hilda followed closely behind, doing her best to keep her dress from flying into the air as we sprinted.   
 
    I’d dropped my field plate off earlier to be repaired and polished.  If I didn’t have the money to pay for those services, then I wouldn’t be getting my armor back for the tournament.  
I needed that coin back. 
 
    The thief was nimble, darting in and out of crowds of players as he made his way farther towards the outskirts of town.  Luckily, I was also quite dexterous, keeping the man just within my sight as I ran.   
 
    Suddenly, the thief made a sharp turn, diving over a food cart and disappearing down a back alley.  I followed, albeit a bit clumsier, knocking over the red-bearded dwarf that manned the food cart before charging into the alley as well. 
 
    The thief darted to the end of the alley, coming to a stop against a tall stone barrier.  He turned, giving me a quick glance before scaling the wall and disappearing onto the rooftops. 
 
    “Damnit!”  Hilda cursed, believing that we had lost the man… though that wasn’t quite true. 
 
    “Grab on!”  I said, pointing to my back.  She gave me a strange look, then with reluctance hopped onto my back. 
 
    “Zan… what are you planning?”  she asked with hesitation as I crouched in front of the wall. 
 
    I took a deep breath, placing one hand on the ground to steady myself.  “I’m not sure.” 
 
    I sprang into action, sprinting towards the wall as I activated dark gravity.  My hands and feet began to swirl with dark energy as I leapt against the stone barrier, and remarkably stuck! 
 
      
 
    Dark Gravity 
 
    The slayer uses dark magic to defy the laws of gravity.  For 1 minute, he will gain the ability to walk on walls without the fear of gravity bearing down on him. 
 
    “Sometimes, getting the kill is all about putting yourself in the right position.” 
 
      
 
    I scaled the stone barricade, climbing the wall like a masked man with spider powers.  Hilda clung to me for dear life, nearly squeezing the life out of me with her arms and legs.   
 
    She leapt off as we reached the rooftop, though we nearly toppled over as large gust of wind blew through. 
 
    “There he is!”  Hilda yelled, pointing to the thief who was now a few roofs over.  The man was carefully balancing himself atop a long wooden plank he’d used to bridge a large gap between the roofs. Ivan, who was circling the air above us, took off towards the thief, swooping in with his talons, distracting the man and slowing his escape. 
 
    Hilda and I dashed across the rooftops and scurried across the makeshift bridge until finally we reached the thief. The man had pulled out a long, steel dagger and began waving it in Ivan’s direction, keeping the familiar at bay.   
 
    “Hand it over!”  I ordered, forging nevermore from shadow and pointing the blade at my stolen coin pouch.   
 
    “I doubt it.”  The thief replied, shooting me a devilish grin.  As if on cue, several pairs of hands began to appear around the outer edge of the roof as nearly a dozen men pulled themselves up onto the platform.  Each of them wore a brown hooded cloak and sported patched sleeve displaying a pair of coins split by a dagger…. The symbol of the Airrigar Thieves Guild. 
 
    Behind us, the clank of wood against stone echoed as one of the men knocked the wood bridge into the street below.  We were trapped. 
 
    “Sorry we have to kill ya, mate.”  The thief said nonchalantly.  “It’s all business, ya know.” 
 
    The men brandished their blades as they began circling Hilda and me.  They weren’t of particularly high level, but there was no way I was surviving a fight against this many, and in an overcoat no less. 
 
    Hilda fell into stalwart stance as she summoned Ivan as a blade.  She was putting up a strong front, but damnit I knew she had to be scared too.  Suddenly, something wriggled in her bag, forcing its way out of her brown leather sack.  By the gods…. Was… was that the frog again? 
 
    The creature’s sunken eyes met my own as it leapt from the bag.  Something was…. happening.  A connection was beginning to form. 
 
    The amphibious creature transformed into a green ball of light as it soared towards my chest.  I could feel it responding to my fear, to my desperation.  The beast was responding to my heightened emotions, just as Razyr had when I faced off against the drake. 
 
    The light entered my chest as the creature’s thoughts melded with my own.  They were different from Razyr’s more intricate musings.  No, this creature’s thoughts were primal. 
 
    I felt a sudden boost of energy as the creature’s Aether flooded my body.  I felt strong, nimble, empowered.  My limbs stretched as my eyes took on a shade of green.  I fell into a crouch, a more natural posture for my new form.  The thieves paused, eyeing me with caution…. And rightfully so.   
 
    I’d just bonded my second familiar. 
 
    “Grab on!”  I yelled to Hilda for the second time that night.  She obliged, leaning over my crouched form as the thieves closed in.  One of them lunged in with a dagger as her arms wrapped around my neck.  The thief plunged the dagger towards my chest.  The blade cut through the air… but hit nothing. 
 
    I flung myself into the sky while Hilda hung on for dear life. 
 
      
 
    Familiar Skill 
 
    Empowered leap 
 
    Take on the aspect of the frog, leaping into the air with power and precision. 
 
      
 
    She let out a joyous laugh as we soared above the roof, leaving our attackers looking dumbfounded.  I wasn’t done yet though. 
 
    We landed on one of the adjacent rooftops with a direct line of sight to the thief who had stolen my coin.  I leaned forward and opened mouth… suddenly, my tongue stretched, becoming bulbous and shooting across the rooftop towards the thief. 
 
      
 
    Familiar Skill 
 
    Frog Tongue 
 
    Take on the aspect of the frog, using your tongue like a whip to lash opponents and items. 
 
      
 
    My tongue moved like a whip, lashing my coin pouch from the thief’s grasp before recoiling back to me.   
 
    “For the record, that’s disgusting.”  Hilda whispered as I recoiled my tongue and re-attached the pouch back to my belt.  Then, she turned to the thieves.  “See ya later, boys.”  She yelled.  With a second empowered leap¸ I hopped back down to the streets below with Hilda attached to my back laughing in joy the entire way. 
 
    We made a sound landing in an alley quite a distance from the group of thieves.  Judging by the looks on their faces, it was unlikely they would be pursuing us anyways.  A green ball of light flittered out of my chest as the frog familiar resumed his base form. 
 
      
 
    Kord 
 
    Nature Familiar (Bonded) 
 
      
 
    “Welcome aboard.”  I said to the creature.  It gave me a slight nod, then let out a prolonged croak.  I turned to Razyr, eyeing my first familiar curiously.  “Why didn’t you tell me this thing was a sprite?” 
 
    Razyr shrugged.  “I did not know….  Nature familiars are… finnicky.” 
 
    Fair enough.  I only hoped that there would be enough room in my head for the both of them. 
 
    My gaze averted from the pair of familiars as Hilda wrapped her arms around me, tackling me onto the alley’s stone floor.  “That was exhilarating!”  She said, referring to our little flight above the rooftops.  Suddenly, her mood softened as her eyes met mine.  “Thank you, for everything.” 
 
    “You don’t need to thank me.”  I joked.  “I didn’t even get you that bracelet.” 
 
    “I don’t need it.”  She replied.  “I already got everything I wanted tonight.”  She had this look about her as she gazed into my eyes, a look that made my skin feel hot like fire.  Her face was so close to mine… it… it felt like my heart was beating out of my chest.  So many thoughts were running through my head… I forced them away, forced it all away… and pressed my lips to hers. 
 
    Everything else seemed to melt away as a wonderful feeling coursed through my veins, a feeling greater than any familiar bond.  In that cold, stone alley I embraced the guardian, the one who’d been by my side through all of this madness… And for a moment, everything was right in the world. 
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    Year of Rebirth 00023 
 
      
 
    The arena floor nearly shook as the crowd roared in excitement.  The final series of team bouts had begun, and we were up first.  Any normal man would have been nervous, but me… well, after the night I had I felt unstoppable. 
 
    “Get their flank, Darkblade!”  Rhylor ordered as he fired a volley of arrows into our approaching foes.   “Spearman, you and the spellsword charge them head on!  Keep them contained!  Mage, when I give the signal… light them up!” 
 
    The others leapt into action almost immediately.  I sighed then began searching for the right target to shadowshift to.  The last thing I wanted to do was listen to Rhylor, but damnit did he know how to lead a group of men.  
 
    The dragoon charged in alongside the spellsword, attacking from either side and containing the opposing group to a tight circle.  Rhylor fired off a quick series of arrows into the group’s center, landing a few solid shots in the process.   
 
    I watched intently, looking for the perfect opportunity to strike… there! 
 
    I threw my slayers mark on the group’s warrior as he backpedaled away from the fight.   
 
    “Let’s go, boys!”  I urged to my familiars before falling into a crouch.  Both Razyr and Kord transformed into balls of light and began to swirl around my body.  Razyr entered my chest, forming a full battlebond while Kord transformed into a sinewy emerald gladius… the amphiblade. 
 
    I phased behind the unsuspecting warrior, delivering a swift kick to the back of his knee.  The man stumbled to a kneeling position as I drove the amphiblade down into the vulnerable spot on his neck.  His cries of pain were quickly cut short as I brought nevermore around to rest on his throat, the blade glowing blue as I readied a mage blade strike. 
 
    “Yield.”  I whispered into the man’s ear, pressing the sword into his soft flesh.  His health bar was still rather full, but being in the compromising position he was, I could easily cut him down with a well-placed strike that was sure to land a critical.   
 
    It was a risky play to be certain, one that could end up being quite costly if the warrior tried to lash out, but judging by the man’s earlier performance, I’d gathered that he wasn’t one to take risks.  After a second of deliberation, he waved his hands in surrender, calling for the angelic sprites to escort him off the battlefield. 
 
    “Would you look at that folks!”  The announcer said, floating high above the battle.  “It looks like Darkblade has put his opponent in a proverbial checkmate, forcing him to retreat from battle.  That’s sure to give his team a huge advantage!”  The crowd booed as the warrior was carried off, disappearing into one of the arena’s holding chambers.  Perhaps it was his best move if he wanted to fight another day, but at that moment all the crowd saw was a coward. 
 
    I rose to my feet and began to approach the rest of the enemy team as they engaged with Rhylor and the others.  The remaining enemy combatants quickly realized they were outnumbered and began to disengage from battle.  Surrounded, they huddled together even tighter as their shadowmancer raised his hands into the air and uttered a single word… “blackout.” 
 
    A globe of shadow grew from the man’s hands, stretching to encompass the majority of the arena floor.  I quickly dropped back and lifted my blades in a defensive posture, unsure of what was to come next. 
 
    “Keep your guard up!”  Rhylor shouted through the darkness.  “And make your way towards my voice!  They’re just as blind as we are!”   
 
    I began to move cautiously through the black abyss when I cry of pain echoed across the battlefield.  Someone had just been taken down. 
 
    Another cry pierced the air, followed by a hard thump of a body crashing to the ground.  What in the world was going on.    
 
    I turned and ran away from the shadows, away from the screams.  Swinging a sword in blind was no way to win a battle.  After a few tense seconds, the spell began to fade, and the shadows withdrew back into their wielder’s grasp.  What I saw next was less than encouraging.   
 
    Both Grissan and the spellsword were lying in the sand, incapacitated and clutching at grievous wounds.  The mage of our team had fled as just I had (though he went the opposite way), and now clung to the far wall of the arena, a bit too far away to provide any immediate aid.  That just left Rhylor, surrounded by our four remaining opponents.  Each member of the opposing team was sporting a strange pair of goggles that covered their eyes in a black lens…. Tools they had used to allow them to see in shadow.  Damnit, we may have underestimated these bastards. 
 
    The three remaining melee members of the opposing group, a guardian and a pair of rogues, lashed out at Rhylor with their weapons, battering his limbs and torso as his HP steadily declined.  The shadowmancer stood just a few feet away from them, hastily channeling a second spell.  They were trying to systemically eliminate us one by one. 
 
    Not if I could help it. 
 
    I dropped by blades and pulled out Eagleshot, taking aim at the shadowmancer’s back.  The man raised his hands, dark energy dancing on his fingertips as he neared the end of his spell.  I released the bowstring, sending an arrow of light flying through the air that pierced the spellcaster’s palm! 
 
    The man let out a shrill cry as he doubled over in pain, nursing the fresh hole in his hand.  In front of him, Rhylor had dropped to a knee as one the enemy rogues sized him up for a finishing blow.  Without thinking, I scooped up the amphiblade and activated lunging strike, passing by the shadowmancer and leaping directly into the fray! 
 
    My sword slammed into the rogue’s side, a blow strong enough to send him skidding across the dirt.  Rhylor let out a grunt of appreciation, then sprung back to his feet, activating mongoose strike… a skill that afforded him insane speed.  His axe bit into the second rogue’s chest, sending the man reeling.  He then followed it up with a viper strike, a stinging blow that snapped his axe blade down into the man’s collarbone, leaving him afflicted with a debilitating poison. 
 
    The lone guardian stood between us, standing firm with a large two-handed mace in his hand.  He sported a full suit of plate mail and a health bar that had yet to lose a single point. 
 
    Still, against the two of us, he didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    Rhylor dashed in with his axe, swinging for the knees and forcing the guardian to block low with his mace.  I ran parallel to the ranger, striking high with the amphiblade, bouncing the weapon off the man’s helm and leaving a sizable dent. 
 
    The guardian tried to stave me away, but Rhylor bit at him again with his axe, smacking the blade against his midsection so hard that it showered the ground in sparks.  Back and forth we went, attacking the man on both fronts, cutting him down with deadly precision as pieces of his armor began to fail.   
 
    The guardian steeled himself and lifted his mace into the air, activating his vengeance stance.  That bastard… he’s was going to take our punishment and try to return it, tenfold! 
 
    “We have to finish him now!”  Rhylor hissed, falling into a crouch at my side.   
 
    We charged the man in unison, a mirror image of each other as we heaved our weapons into the air.  Together we leapt, each letting out a primal roar as we swung our weapons at our armored foe. 
 
    “Kinetic strike!”  I growled. 
 
    “Bite of the jaguar!” he roared. 
 
    Together, our weapons crashed into the hapless guardian, releasing a wave of energy that smashed the man into the ground with such force that he came to rest in a shallow hole in the sand. 
 
    I let out an exasperated breath and turned, only to see the shadowmancer channeling a spell once more.  Damnit these men did not give up. 
 
    Suddenly, a half-dozen shards of ice materialized in the air above, raining down on the shadowmancer and depleting the remainder of his HP.  I glimpsed over to the wall where our mage still stood, his icy fingers forming into a fist as he gave me a re-assuring thumbs up.  Having a mage on the team was quite handy indeed! 
 
    “And that’s it, folks’”. The announcer squealed.  “These brave competitors have fought through the darkness and are now heading to the finals… a grueling test of single elimination.  Let’s give them a hand!”  The crowd rose to their feet, roaring with excitement at the awesome display of violence we had just put on.  A small corner of the stands had even begun an alternating chant of “Darkblade” and “Rhylor”.  I did my best not to indulge in all the craziness, but to be honest, it was really quite flattering. 
 
    “Thanks, Rhylor said, as he passed by, Vice now trotting at his side.  “You saved my ass back there.” 
 
    “I did what was necessary to win.”  I replied, dismissively.  The ranger nodded, then began to walk away.  After a few steps though, he paused and turned back around. 
 
    “Darkblade… what my men tried doing to your friend back in the forest… well, it was wrong, even if she did attack us first.  They had this idea that this was just some game, that they could act out on their twisted desires without any repercussions…. But it’s not.  It’s not and game, and we… well, we don’t allow that shit.  Not anymore.” 
 
    I nodded, eyeing the man speculatively as he reached down to stroke his blue-eyed wolf.  “Guess what I’m trying to say, Darkblade, is that maybe you were the better man back then… and, uh… well, I guess I’d say were even.”  The ranger rose and resumed his stroll towards the exit.  I shook my head, standing there in disbelief.  Was… was he trying to make amends?  What in the world had Vic done to him. 
 
    A few thoughts mulled around in my head before finally I spoke up.  “Hey, Rhylor.”  I called, bringing the ranger pause.  He turned to meet my gaze once more, a curious look in his eye.  “Good fight.” I said, summoning nevermore before raising the blade in salute. 
 
    Rhylor retuned the gesture with a silent nod, then disappeared through the open gate. 
 
      
 
    <><> 
 
      
 
    An hour later I stood in the arena’s barracks, wiping away sweat from my hardened body.  It was still hard to fathom that my body could actually sweat.  It was like Rhylor had said though… this clearly was not a game. 
 
    Remarkably, I’d taken very little in the way of damage that round, meaning another night on the town could be in order.  Hilda was preparing to battle now, though her opponents were heavily overmatched in both level and skill… especially with Arden on her squad.  There had been a fifth team set to progress to end of round 2 as well which would’ve complicated the brackets, but due to a few untimely deaths in their first bout, the team was decimated and forced to withdrawal.  That meant once Hilda’s bout was over, the pairings for the final round would be announced.  Damn, that had me nervous for some reason. 
 
    I sat down on one of the hard-oak stools and began to pull one of my boots back on when the door to my barracks swung open.  Brenton charged in, his face wearing an expression of grave concern.  “Zander, you’ve got to get out there!”  He gasped, nearly out of breath from his run. 
 
    Brenton was always so calm and collected.  This could not be good.  “Wait, what’s going on?” 
 
    “The match.  It started early.”  He gasped.  “It’s…. It’s Arden. It appears he’s gone mad!” 
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    “What do you mean, mad?!”  I yelled to Brenton as we dashed towards the main gate of the arena.  Luckily, the barracks were just a short distance from the massive battleground 
 
    “The battle started out normal,” He stammered.  “Arden took point like usual and had the others cover him while he began striking down the opposing team.” 
 
    “And?”  I said impatiently.  We ran through the arena gate and began making our way up the stairs leading to the stands. 
 
    “And one of his teammates did a poor job of covering him.  They let a blow slip through that seemed to catch Arden off guard.  He was knocked to the ground and… Well, that’s when things got crazy.  He hopped back to his feet and started slaughtering the enemy team like a madman.  Then, he turned on his own squad and began cutting them down as well.  It was a damned massacre.” 
 
    “What in the hell…  Hilda… is she,” 
 
    “She was holding her own when I came to get you.  I… I didn’t know what to do.  Arden left one of the enemy combatants alive, so they wouldn’t call the match.  The crowd almost seemed into it...” 
 
    Of course, they were.  This was just one big spectacle after all… most of them didn’t know the people down their shedding their blood in the sand… 
 
    Damnit, this was good at all.  My heart pounded as I rounded a corner and made my way into the stands.  They were still packed, though the crowd had grown quite silent.  I gazed out onto the battlefield, afraid of what I might see…  I had every right to be afraid.  
 
    The arena floor looked like the sight of a damned massacre.  The blood… god there was so much blood!  Several combatants laid strewn about in the sand, unconscious and laying in pools of their own lifeblood.  Anotther man…. Damnit all, another man lay lifeless on the arena floor, his head completely severed from his body. 
 
    My stomach began to turn as I took in the gruesome sight.  Seven bodies lay dead or dying.  An eighth combatant, a woman from the enemy team sat huddled in the corner, covering her face as if she’d just witnessed an unspeakable horror. 
 
    That just left two.   
 
    Near the center of the arena, Arden chased Hilda in merciless pursuit, slashing away with twin blades, displaying a ferocity that was unmatched.  The guardian did her best to parry the barrage of blows, using her aegis shield Corvus to weather as much of the onslaught as possible.  Seeing that her body was already covered in a series of deep cuts, it wasn’t proving very effective. 
 
    I dashed towards the bottom of the stands, getting as close to the battle as humanly possible.  From there I could see the expression on Hilda’s face.  She was terrified. 
 
    “Stop the match!”  I screamed, trying to get the announcer’s attention as she hovered over the carnage on her floating platform.  “STOP THE DAMN MATCH!” 
 
    The announcer turned her gaze over to me, then gave an apologetic shrug.  Useless! 
 
    Without thinking, I turned my head and stared up at the balcony where Vazryn looked on from his private quarters.  He was standing near the balcony’s edge, hands crossed behind his back as he looked on, emotionless. 
 
    “Lord Vazryn!”  I yelled, trying to grab the man’s attention.  “It’s over!  Stop the match!”  Vazryn continued to keep his gaze focus on the battlefield, ignoring my pleas for mercy.  Hilda cried out in pain as one of Arden’s blades stung at her side.   That bastard… I would not let him have her! 
 
    “Oh no, folks!”  The announcer cried.  “It looks like our duelist has turned on his teammates and is butchering them one by one.  This is just terrible!  It appears that poor woman is going to die!” 
 
    The crowd let out an audible gasp as I soared over the stone barricade, my boots slamming into the arena floor with a resounding thud.  Arden paused his assault then turned, gazing at me in sheer astonishment.  I rose from a crouch and began to approach the maddened duelist, obsidian blade forming in the palm of my hand.  Despite the thousands of people in attendance that day, a complete and utter silence had befallen the arena.  Hilda caught sight of me approaching, her expression a mix of shock and relief.  She then collapsed into the sand, bloodied and broken.  That woman was not going to die today. 
 
    I would not allow it. 
 
    I began to sprint as I grew closer to the duelist, nevermore held keenly at my side.  Razyr and Kord each trailed behind me, ready to bond at my beck and call.  Arden met the challenge with a grin on his face, hoisting a pair of silver rapiers into the air.  How dare he smile at me like that, after his veiled threats, after trying to take Hilda from me.  I’d kill him! 
 
    My blade crashed into his once, twice, three times as I swung my weapon with reckless abandon.  The duelist skillfully parried each attack, deflecting the strikes away from his vital spots.   
 
    With calculated precision, the man deflected my attack high, then stabbed forward with his offhand blade.  The sword barreled towards my chest, poised to stab through a crease in my field plate…. 
 
    The duelist gasped as I deflected the blow away, summoning Razyr as a broadsword into my open hand.  I pressed my blades into his, meeting the man eye to eye at the center of the arena.  It was then that I saw it.  In his eyes, hidden beneath the arrogance and the bravado...  It was an infection swirling inside of him like a tempest, begging to be set free… the madness. 
 
    “This is just wonderful!” He said through clenched teeth, his voice almost manic.  “Now I get to kill you too!”  The duelist gave me a hard shove then executed a precise slash with his blades.  An apparition of myself faded as I reappeared behind the duelist, driving nevermore downwards with a well-placed illusionary strike.  Arden dropped to a knee, crossing his blades over his head to block my attack without looking.  He then spun out of the block, slashing my stomach in the process. 
 
    I grunted in pain, but the duelist did not relent, spinning at me with a series of quick strikes as he activated dancing blades. 
 
    “Kord, to me!”  I cried as my HP began to fall.  The familiar dove into me as a ball of light, lending me his strength at precisely the right time.  
 
    Arden completed his dance of death with a powerful thrust, but the blades slashed at nothing but air.  Activating empowered leap, I jumped out of Arden’s range, leaping high above the arena floor before landing on the announcer’s floating platform. 
 
    “Hey there.”  She said, giving me a sly wink.  I ignored her and crouched over the edge of the platform, meeting the gaze of my opponent below. 
 
    “Very well.”  Arden spat, still grinning like a damned fool.  “If you prefer to bow out, then I’m sure I can find another suitable dance partner!”  He turned, focusing his gaze back on Hilda who laid writhing in pain on the arena floor.  He was going to kill her! 
 
    “Don’t you dare!”  I growled, steadying myself on the edge of the floating disc.  Then, to the crowd’s apparent surprise, I plunged back to towards the ground below. 
 
    I soared through the sky like a comet as Kord’s Aether crackled in the air around me.  Arden came to a sudden pause as my armored body slammed into the ground, kicking up dust and sand as I landed crouched in a perfect battle stance. 
 
    The duelist quickly shed his feelings and charged in once more, slashing with his blades at a furious pace, trying to break through my defenses with sheer overwhelming force.  I partied high then blocked low, doing my damnedest to match the man’s uncanny speed.  
 
    The duelist again attacked high, forcing me to lift my blades above my head, then pivoted and delivered a hard kick to my knee.  I crashed to the ground and Immediately began to roll away, but Arden cut me off, planting a knee in my chest as he drove his rapiers towards my exposed face.   
 
    I crossed my blades in front of my face then pressed outward, preventing the cold steel of Arden’s rapier from piercing my cheek.  He let out an estranged laugh, then drove his knee even harder into my diaphragm. 
 
    “Your mad!”  I screamed, slowly working his blades away from my face with swords of my own.   
 
    “Perhaps, I am!” He spat, grinning as we struggled for position.  “And to think I presumed I was hiding it sooo well.” 
 
    I arched my back, then tried to buck the duelist off me, but his balance held true.  He let out another laugh.  “What the hell’s a matter with you!”  I growled.  “Why would you kill the ones that trust you… your companions, your teammates!” 
 
    “What does it matter?”  Arden rebuked, his expression suddenly one of anger.  “I’m already dead!”  With that, the duelist disengaged from our struggle and made a quick spin on my chest before plunging one of his blades through my thigh!  The weapon sliced the entire way through before stabbing into ground below, holding me firm as I writhed in pain.   
 
      
 
    Pinning Blow 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That should hold you.”  He said rising back to his feet.  “At least long enough to do this.”  The duelist strolled over to Hilda, a single blade cradled in his pale hand.  Methodically, the man grabbed her by the hair and hoisted her to her knees.  The look on her face was one of pain and confusion… damnit the woman was barely lucid. 
 
    “Arden, no!  Please!”  I begged, desperately trying to dislodge the sword from my leg.  
 
     Arden paused then gave me a strange look, as if the madness had fully taken hold.  “Trust me.”  He said, his voice oddly calm.  “This won’t really matter in the end…. We’re all dead anyways.” The duelist then turned and plunged his blade into the defenseless guardian’s stomach.
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    “Za… Zan…”  Hilda muttered as a thin line of blood crested her lips and ran down her chin.  
 
    “Oh, please.”  Arden said, yanking the blade free of her midsection before shoving her face into the ground.  “These heroics are making me sick!” 
 
    A fiery rage boiled up from the pit of my stomach as tears began to form in the corners of my eyes.  He’d discarded her like she was nothing…. Damn him!  I would make him pay! 
 
    Guardsmen began to circle the arena, but they didn’t move in.  A small group of them had even made their way to Brenton’s seat to restrain him and the others, who were now making quite a scene.  Why didn’t the guards just stop this madness?   
 
    A sudden realization dawned on me as I sat there, struggling to free my leg from the blade.  This… this had become some sort of spectacle.  No, this little show wasn’t going to stop… nobody would be intervening.  If I wanted this to end, then it was on me. 
 
    Arden let out a crazed laugh as he began to stroll in my direction.  In seconds I would be within range of his blade.  I placed both of my hands on the hilt of the rapier piercing my leg and gave it a mighty pull…  The weapon held firm.  “Razyr!”  I cried in desperation.  “I need more strength!” 
 
    Too late. 
 
    Arden grabbed a handful of my hair and yanked my head back, exposing my soft neck.  I winced, steeling myself for the end as the final slash came down…. 
 
    “SQUAWK!”   
 
    Arden reeled as Ivanellios swooped in, slicing at the duelist’s arm with his razor-sharp talons.  The bird attacked with fury, fueled by the sight of his fallen guardian. 
 
    Arden took a step back and used Riposte as Ivan swooped in for another strike.  His sword deflected the creature’s talons away, exposing the outstretched bird’s midsection.  Arden followed through, stabbing his sword into the bird’s gut and ramming it straight through. 
 
    Ivan fell to the ground with a thump, the soft glow in his eyes fading.  Had he just slayed the familiar?!  Was… was that even possible.  Could sprites be killed? 
 
    No time to think about it.  I had to be wise with those precious seconds he afforded me… it was the only way to do the creature justice. 
 
    “Razyr, now!” I yelled, reaching my hand out to the drake who’d changed back to his base form.  For some reason he looked… hesitant.  “Razyr,” I insisted.  “I need your power!” 
 
    “Zander… you… you already have Kord’s power flowing through you.  It could rip you apart…” 
 
    “Just do it, Razyr!”  
 
    The drake nodded, then formed into a ball of light before leaping into my chest. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    A surge of power entered my body as Razyr’s Aether flowed through my veins.  It was a familiar feeling, one that I had become accustomed to each time we bonded.  Then, without warning, came the pain. 
 
    I cried out in agony as the conflicting energies of the two familiars clashes inside of my body.  Each of them were vying for control, sending jolts of energy through my insides.  It felt like the very fabric of my being was about to tear apart. 
 
    Razyr’s voice echoed in my mind.  “Zander, I must,” 
 
    “No, Razyr! Stay with me!  You too, Kord!  We can do this!”  They were resisting, trying to leave.  They wanted to spare me the pain… but damnit I could take it!  I had to! 
 
    Another wave of pain swept through me, causing me to slam my back into the ground.  I arched my back, screaming in agony as the torment continued. 
 
    Bonding two familiars simultaneously, it was ripping me apart… and yet, something inside of me was changing.  It was starting small, but I could feel the power of the two familiars melding at my core, swirling together with my own energy.  It quickly began to swell, like a bomb ready to explode! 
 
    Arden approached, clearly perturbed by Ivan’s distraction.  “Now, where were we?”  He said, leveling his blade with my neck.  “Ah, I remember now.”  He pulled his sword back to strike.  “We were right… HERE!”  Arden swung his blade. 
 
    Just then, I erupted with power. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    The crowd gasped as Arden went skidding through the sand, blown away by my sudden release of energy.  A soft azure light surrounded my body, making me stand out like a beacon in that sea of blood and sand. 
 
    I summoned nevermore to my grasp and slashed out at the blade that held me pinned, slicing off the hilt in one powerful sweep.  I easily removed the remainder of the broken blade from my leg and rose to my feet.  
 
    I could feel their power, Razyr’s strength and dexterity, Kord’s dexterity and constitution, as well as a third unifying power. I felt indomitable… Was… was this the power of the azure wardens? 
 
    “Whatever you’ve done, it won’t save you!”  Arden spat, climbing back to his feet.  “I’ll… I’ll kill you!” 
 
    I ignored the duelist’s errant threats and fell into fighting stance, hoisting nevermore into the air. 
 
    It was time for round 2. 
 
    Arden charged in with a wild yet powerful swing, smashing his blade against my own in fury.  I leaned in to the parry close enough to drive my shoulder into his nose, then executed a slick double strike as the duelist stumbled back. 
 
    Arden howled in pain as the second strike sliced into his flesh, removing a chunk of his HP.  My movements were so fast, so strong!  It was unclear what had happened to me, but one thing was certain.  I was The Slayer! 
 
    He dived in again only to meet the sting of nevermore, over and over.  He may have been the higher-level competitor… but there was no way he could match my newfound speed. 
 
    Arden stumbled back, his health bar splintered from all the damage he was taking.  Still, the man would not relent.  “No!”  He spat.  “It doesn’t matter if we’re dead… I still won’t let you beat me!”   
 
    The duelist charged in with reckless abandon, his eyes now absent of lucidity.  I focused on my HUD (which also glowed a faint blue) and pulled up my skill set.  Mage blade, one of my go to familiar skills was gone.  It had been replaced by a new skill… Azure Blade. 
 
    Arden lifted his sword above his head, preparing to strike.  I countered with a swift boot to the chest, staggering the maddened foe.  He tried to steady himself, but his eyes had gone wide, his gaze locked on the marvelous azure glow that surrounded my sword.   
 
    I struck, slamming the weapon into the man’s chest, shattering the thin armor protecting his flesh in an eruption of light.  Arden sunk into the ground, laying very still as trails of smoke rose off his battered body.  The duelist has been felled. 
 
    I began to walk past the man’s smoldering body, but his arm shot out, grabbing onto my ankle. I hadn’t noticed, but the tiniest sliver of his HP remained.  “N-none of this matters.”  He choked out.  “That’s why I did it.” 
 
    “Did what?”  I growled, yanking my boot free from his weakened grasp. 
 
    “I… I killed them all.  Whenever we finished up a task or a quest, I… I would use them as protection…. And when the quest was over, I would kill them all and soak up all the power.” 
 
    “You’re sick.”  I replied, shaking my head in disgust. 
 
    “Oh no, no, no.”  He coughed out, blood forming between his lips.  “Those bastards who developed this game… they’re the sick ones!  You see, I wasn’t like this before, not until they unplugged me!” 
 
    “What are you talking about?”   
 
    “My brother and I… someone tried to pull us out of the game.  But they didn’t know… they didn’t know there was no leaving this place.  When they tried to sever us from the headset, they killed us… they killed our real bodies.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any-“ 
 
    “I could feel it!”  He snapped, his eyes welling with tears.  “I could feel the detachment.  My brother… he went mad first… he completely lost it.”  His face twisted into a look of sheer pain.  “They killed me and left my subconscious here to float on in this hell… to be consumed by this madness!”   
 
    Arden suddenly began to cackle as his eyes rolled into the back of his head, the madness fully taking hold.  “We’re all dead!” He yelled.  “Dead, dead, dead!” 
 
    True or not, the man’s words sent a chill down my spine. I gave him a final glance… the once intimidating duelist was now pathetic, babbling to himself in the sand, too well beaten to be any sort of threat.  So be it.  Someone else much more important required my attention now. 
 
    I dismissed nevermore and began sprinting towards Hilda’s fallen form, a feeling of dread quickly consuming me.  She’d taken so much damage…  gods, please let her be breathing. 
 
    The azure glow surrounding me faded as Razyr and Kord exited my body, falling to the ground in heaps of exhaustion.  A rest well deserved. 
 
    “Hilda!!”  I yelled, sliding through the sand to the woman’s side.  “Gods, no.  Hilda!”  I rolled the woman over and cradled her in my arms.  Was… was she smiling? 
 
    “Z… Z-Zan,” She coughed, clutching at her abdomen.  “Y-you were awesome.” 
 
    “Stop speaking!  Save your strength!”  I pleaded.  Her health bar blinked a furious red, a warning that she was on the precipice of death. 
 
    I lifted my head and gazed out into the crowd.  “Cleric!  We need a Cleric here!”  A few people in the crowd stirred, but none of them came running.  It was then I realized that we were no longer alone.  Surrounding us were at least two dozen arena guards, weapons drawn as they moved in. 
 
    “And that’s it folks!”  The announcer shouted.  “It looks like Arden’s down, Zander’s been disqualified… and, well, I’m sure an official ruling will be soon to follow!  Stay tuned!”  The woman immediately spun off on her floating disc, no longer interested in commentating on the events that were unfolding below.   
 
    Guardsmen dashed in seizing my arms as I struggled to stop the flow of blood from Hilda’s wounds. “Get off me!”  I screamed.  “Get the hell off me!” I freed one of my hands and punched the nearest guard in the face.  Another three guards took his place, diving on top of me and pinning my body to the ground.   
 
    I turned my head to meet Hilda’s gaze as she lied there, bleeding out in the sand.  “Hil-“. I began to speak her name, but a swift punch caught me in the cheek, jumbling my thoughts, making the formation of words impossible.   
 
    The men hoisted me to my feet and began to drag me away.  I made one final lunge at the guardian, but their grip on me held firm.  A sense of helplessness washed over me as I watched a pair of guards begin to drag her body off. 
 
    Suddenly, something heavy and blunt connected with the back of my head… and everything faded to black. 
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    My vision was fleeting. 
 
    Glimpses of the stone beneath my feet flittered in and out of the blackness.  Voices… men arguing about what to do with me…  someone barking orders… the words “special cell.”  It was all just a haze. 
 
    I’d been struck from behind in the arena with some sort of debilitating blow… more than likely a damned rogue skill.  It had sapped me.  I couldn’t focus.  I couldn’t fight back. Instead, I hung limp in their arms while a pair of guards dragged me through a dark, unfamiliar corridor. 
 
    The whiny creak of a cell door brought some clarity, and I immediately began to wrestle with the guards as they heaved me towards the open portal.  It was no use. 
 
    My body slammed onto the cold, hard stone as the cell door slammed shut behind me.  I rose on wobbly legs and turned to confront the men, but they were already standing on the other side of the locked door. 
 
    “Why the hell are you locking me up!”  I yelled.  “Arden’s the one who had gone mad!  You should’ve been more worried about him… about saving lives rather than carrying on with your damned show!” 
 
    The guards didn’t respond.  In fact, they wholly ignored my pleas and began to leave the chamber altogether. 
 
    No, I wouldn’t let them leave me down here.  I threw my slayer’s mark up on the nearest guard, readied my shadowshift and… nothing? 
 
    I peered at my mana bar, which oddly read 0.  Typically, a slow, natural regeneration would kick in and begin to replenish it… but still, nothing. 
 
    Maybe I could send a message… a plea for help.  I focused on my HUD and pulled up my friends list….  Damnit! Everything appeared scrambled! 
 
    With my patience growing thin, I approached the bars of the cell door and gave them a rough shake.  They didn’t budge, not even in the slightest.  Damnit this was infuriating!   
 
    Tired and frustrated and mostly lost, I sat down on the stone floor and peered up at the celling.  My eyes went wide. 
 
    Scribed onto the stone roof of the cell was a massive glyph, it’s etchings glowing a faint blue color.  Was… was this part of the cell?  The glyph pulsed with a dull light every few seconds, as if it was absorbing some sort of unseen force.  I gave the thing a quick inspection… 
 
      
 
    Binding seal  
 
    A powerful glyph that seals off the use of mana and mana-dependent abilities in a selected area. 
 
      
 
    Well, there goes any chance I had of escaping.  “Razyr, What the hell do we do?”  I asked.  Having the sprites at my side at all times was just natural now, as if they were a part of me.  My body shuddered as the cell remained silent. 
 
    “R-Razyr?”  I stammered.  “Kord?”  Frantically, I began to search the tiny cell, as if I would magically uncover the beasts under a pile of dirt and dust.  My mind raced, trying to find a way to process it all, to accept my harsh reality. 
 
    My familiars were gone.  Hilda was gone… and who even knew what happened to the others.  I was alone, trapped in a cell on a foreign world, and nobody would be coming to my aid. 
 
    This was rock bottom.  This… this was the darkness that this world had to offer… my own personal desolation…  With little else to do, I laid back on the cold, dark stone and shut my eyes. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure how long I’d been laying there… the passage of time was difficult to measure in a place like this.  I was constantly guarded, under watch by a single guard and a massive stone sprite that lumbered along at his side.   
 
    My captors had fed me twice, which gave me some semblance of hope that they planned on keeping me alive.  Still, I couldn’t wrap my head around why they locked me up.  I was trying to save a life… it didn’t make any sense! 
 
    Growing restless, I climbed to my feet and walked over to the cell door, pressing my face up against the thick bars.  “Any idea when I’m getting out of here?”   
 
    The guard gave me a sidelong glance, then quietly resumed napping in his chair.   
 
    “Hey!”  I shouted.  “What the hell are you guys gonna do with me?  I need to know what happened to-“ 
 
    A stone fist smashed into the iron bars, knocking me back into the cell.  The earth sprite grunted, then recoiled its fist and resumed its dormant state. 
 
    Well, it looked like I wasn’t getting anywhere with these two! 
 
    I continued to sit in silence as the minutes… quite possibly hours ticked by. Finally, I heard movement at the end of the chamber.  The large steel door swung open as another guard entered, heavily armored in a full set of gray Airrigarian plate.   
 
    “Take a break.”  The guard said, waving off the original guardsman. 
 
    “You sure?”  He asked.  “My shifts not over for another hour.” 
 
    The armored man nodded.  “Captain pulled another squadron off wall duty to help secure the arena for the finals.  Ended up with a few too many of us at the gate so he sent me down here early.” 
 
    “Gods, that’s great.”  The first guard replied.  “My feet are killin me!” 
 
    “Get some rest then, soldier.”  The armored man said.  The two shared a salute, and my original guard began to head towards the door.  At the last moment he turned to acknowledge the man in plate.  “Hey… a, you need my stone warden to stick around with ya?” 
 
    The armored man gave the earth sprite a quiet stare, then waved the thing off.  “I’ll be fine solider.  You can take your sprite with you.” 
 
    “Fine by me.”  The man replied, and he and his sprite lumbered out the door.  The chamber fell silent for several moments as the plated guard stared into my cell.  I met his gaze, trying to picture the man that hid under that helm.  Something about those eyes of his peering out that slit in the plate… they just seemed so familiar. 
 
    “Are you well?”  The man asked, folding his gauntleted hands over his chest. 
 
    “Well enough.”  I replied.  “Your allowed to speak to me, then?  Perhaps you can tell me when I’m getting out of here.” 
 
    “Very soon.”  The man replied, slowly removing his helm.  “It seems the time has come to carry out your assignment.”  Long black hair fell out of his helm and settled on his shoulders…. that’s when it hit me.  I had seen those eyes before.  They belonged to the assassin Morose. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    “Have you come to get me out of here?”  I asked with eagerness, once again pressing my face into the bars. 
 
    Morose approached, meeting my gaze.  Then, flatly replied, “No”. 
 
    I gave the bars a shake in frustration.  “What the hell do you mean, no?” 
 
    “You have a mission to accomplish, less you forgot.”  Morose lifted one of his gauntlets, revealing an oh so familiar raven symbol inscribed into his hand. 
 
    “I think it’s safe to say I’ve failed.”  I said, pointing to the steel bars.  “Vazryn saw what I did.  I interrupted his precious tournament” 
 
    Morose let out a chuckle.  “Not everything is as it seems little raven.  The great lord himself is currently arranging for you to have an audience with him this very night.” 
 
    The words hit me like a guardian’s crushing blow.  “Wait… what?!” 
 
    Morose nodded.  “He’d like to speak with you about something… perhaps he was impressed by your battle prowess or your act of heroism.  At least, that’s what word amongst the city guard is.” 
 
    First, he had me locked up… now he wants to meet with me?  Damnit, I had a bad feeling about this.  I pondered for a second, then cut my gaze back at Morose.  “Why Don’t you just head up there and do the deed yourself?  It appears you’ve already infiltrated the city guard.” 
 
    The assassin shook his head.  “That was a task in and of itself.  Vazryn is under watch by the Cinderguard, each of them personally selected and loyal to no end.   It would be impossible for me to get close to our prestigious lord.” 
 
    “So, now I’m just expected to walk in and slay the man where he stands?  I’m going to get slaughtered!  This entire plan is-“ 
 
    “Calm yourself, Darkblade!”  Morose snapped, swooping in close to meet my gaze.  “Each of us has a role to play in this.  This is the role given to you by High Raven Wesley.  You mustn’t fail him… not when you’re this close.” 
 
    I forced back a scowl.  “And what do you get from all of this madness?”  After all, Morose was another creation of the game world… he wasn’t looking to find a way home. 
 
    “Each serves the High Raven in his own way.”  He responded, then began digging in a satchel at his waist.  In seconds he withdrew something, a small silver orb inlaid with dull sapphire crystals.  The object fit perfectly in his grasp. 
 
      
 
    Aether Bomb 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Take this.”  He said, passing the item to me between the bars.  “And when the time comes… put it to good use.” 
 
    Morose turned and began to exit the chamber. 
 
    “Wait.”  I stammered, carefully cradling the supposed ‘bomb’.  “I just… I just don’t know if I’m ready for this.  This… this is crazy!” 
 
    Morose nodded, then turned to face me once more.  “Very well.”  He said.   “I won’t continue to argue with you over the matter… I’ll inform the High Raven.  It’s a shame, though… I thought you’d be more eager to avenge the one you love.” 
 
    My heart sank as I dropped to my knees in the cell.  “She’s…. Dead?”  When last I saw her she was still struggling to stay afloat, her health bar teetering on its last remaining points of health.  I… I had hoped with all my heart that she had made it to a cleric in time.  Fresh tears began to swell in my eyes… my soul had been crushed once more. 
 
    Morose nodded.  “Bled out just outside of the arena’s battleground.  A shame really, to lose another raven like that.  Her death could’ve been easily prevented if Vazryn wasn’t so intent on watching his little show unfold.”  Morose reached his hand through the bar.  “Give me the bomb back, then, and-“ 
 
    “No.”  I said defiantly before tucking the item into a hidden pouch in my shirt.  “He’s going to pay for what he did.” 
 
    A look of acknowledgement stretched across Morose’s face.  “Good.”  He said, then turned to leave the area.  
 
    A few seconds after Morose disappeared out of the chamber, the first guard came clamoring back through the door, apparently winded.  “Where’d he go?!  Where’s that other guy at?”  He stammered.  His earth sprite began to circle the chamber, unsettling the stone floor as it moved. 
 
    I shrugged.  “He left a few minutes ago.  Didn’t say anything.” 
 
    The guard eyed me cautiously for a few seconds, then let out an exasperated sigh.  “Damned fools can’t keep their assignments straight... they’re gonna get me fired one of these days!” 
 
    I shrugged, then took a seat on the floor of the cell. 
 
    “Anyways, don’t get comfortable.”  The guard spat in an arrogant tone before signaling another pair of guardsmen into the room.  “You’ve got an appointment… with the lord himself.” 
 
    “Good.”  I muttered under my breath.  That man had taken everything from me… my life as Adam… Hilda… my familiars.  A meeting with him was just what I needed… 
 
    And the opportunity to shove a dagger through his eye. 
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    The door to my cell creaked open as a trio of guards marched in.  Armed with spears, each of them squeezed on the shaft of their weapons, white knuckled and tense as they approached….  Were they afraid of me? 
 
    Ironic, these men were concerned I would try to escape.  If only they knew they’d be taking me exactly where I needed to go. 
 
    A forth guard dressed in cloth armor cautiously approached at my side.  He wasn’t a typical warrior type… no, this guard was a runecaster. 
 
    “Bind him.”  The lead guardsman instructed.  Hesitantly, the runecaster scribed a rune of binding and activated it on my chest, sealing off my mana and abilities for a short duration.  I stood there expressionless the entire time. 
 
    “Alright, Darkblade.”  The lead guard said, grabbing hold of my shoulder.  “Time to meet your maker.”  With a swift yank the troupe of guards pulled me out of the cell and began leading me down the dark corridor ahead. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Several moments passed as the men led me out of Airrigar’s small prison unit and into a large stronghold on the outskirts of the city… the Crimson Keep, Vazryn’s temporary quarters. 
 
    Twice, the men had to stop and re-apply my binding, though each time I remained non-combative, eyes fixated on the tower ahead.  They led me through the entrance of the keep where a pair of cinderguards took over, escorting me over to the structure’s central lift.  A soft Aether glow illuminated around the edge of the platform as the lift began to ascend, propelling us past levels 3 separate floors littered with guards, scribes, and other servants working diligently for their lord. 
 
    Finally, the platform came to a stop near the very top of the Keep, settling into a groove in the floor just in front of a large, ornamental steel door.   
 
    One of the cinderguard nudged me forward as the thick door slowly began to open… This was it.  I forced my nerves back into the pit of my stomach, took a deep breath, and stepped inside. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    The large, circular chamber was lavish, decorated in furniture made of finished darkwood.  Over the windows hung silky drapes of scarlet and gold, on the wall hung painted depictions of Aetheria’s many gods.   
 
    Only 3 other men stood in the massive room… another pair of cinderguards, and him. 
 
    Standing there in his jet-black garb and crimson cloak, Vazryn held a ring-adorned hand to his chin, eyeing me with a pensive look.  Several strands of gold sat nestled in his curly black hair, giving the man an almost artificial shimmer. 
 
    None of that mattered right now. 
 
    Beyond the man’s intrusive gaze floated a small indicator filled with a shocking bit of information. 
 
      
 
    Vazryn 
 
    Lvl 1 Highlord 
 
      
 
    Vazryn, lord of Aetheria, was a mere level 1?!  How was that even possible?  And his class was one I didn’t recognize, one not offered at the start of the game…. Highlord.  Something definitely wasn’t at it seemed….  
 
    “Welcome, Zander Darkblade, to my humble abode.”  Vazryn greeted.  “I hope your incarceration wasn’t too unpleasant.  You must understand that-“ 
 
    “Why the hell did you lock me up?”  I interjected.  Something about that man’s pompous, arrogant tone was already wearing on me.  Damnit, I had to focus… had to keep my cool. 
 
    “Because,” Vazryn responded calmly, “you interrupted a sanctioned tournament in the arena city…”. A knowing grin stretched across his face.  “And of course, because your quite valuable, champion.” 
 
    “Champion?”  I said, more confused than ever.  “What’re you talking about?” 
 
    Vazryn strolled over to one of the large tables made of darkwood, then promptly grabbed a crystalline glass of odd colored wine and sipped.  He then took a prolonged breath and continued.  “Yes, Zander.  You see, the entire reason I organized this tournament was to find champions… fighters with the strength and conviction to defend this world with everything they have.  I saw that in you, Zander Darkblade, when you leapt into the arena and faced down that wretched duelist… such passion, such vigor!  It was quite a sight to behold.” 
 
    “You should’ve stopped that madness.” I grunted, fists balled at my sides. “People died out there…  For nothing!” 
 
    Vazryn’s expression changed to one that seemed to reflect the slightest bit of remorse.  “It is… not the way I intended for things to go.  I planned on watching you all grow and flourish as you discovered this… this wondrous world.  But the restoration of Aetheria has once again gained the attention of a scourge that had plagued this realm once before… the worldbreakers.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?”  I spat.  It was infuriating, talking to the man as if he was some sort of scripted NPC.  “You trapped us in this death game, then encourage us to murder each other for your enjoyment.  You’re sick!”  I unclenched my fist and opened my palm, preparing to forge nevermore from shadow.  The cinderguard, eyeing my change in posture, began to ready their blades.  Vazryn, however, continued to speak. 
 
    “And therein lies the issue.”  He said, taking another gradual sip of his wine.  “You still believe that this is just a game.” 
 
    “I logged in with my soulink, didn’t I?”  I answered.  Damn this man for talking in riddles. 
 
    He nodded.  “Perhaps an explanation is an order…. But first, would you care for a drink?”  He motioned to a second crystalline glass resting on the table.  I hesitated, then shook my head in defiance and folded my arms across my chest.  
 
    “Very well.”  Vazryn said.  “Now where should I begin?”  He placed a hand on his chin and pondered for a second.  “I suppose this all starts a few years ago, during the onset of the Third World War.   You see, on earth I was Corbin Castermire, board member of the Axion Corporation and lead developer of the soulink headset that you placed on your head so many days ago.  The soulink was my greatest creation… a device that would allow the user to transport there subconscious to another place, a device that would expand the limitations of the human mind!  I created it with the intentio to offer an escape from reality, an opportunity to leave the troubles of our world behind, if only for a bit.  Unfortunately, the military saw the device in a different light… and immediately began devising ways to weaponize it.”  A visible look of frustration began to form on the Highlord’s face.  “They sought to use my invention as a tool of destruction… they wanted to put the subconscious minds of their soldiers into machines… to turn them into weapons of mass destruction that could be rebuilt over and over.  An undying army… It was disgusting.”  Distracted, Vazryn began to pace the room, slowly putting space between him and his guard.  “They tried to force me to hand over the technology, but I refused….  Strangely, the military still announced a partnership with Axion Corporation to the public, though no such thing existed.  And a few weeks later…” 
 
    “The facilities were bombed.”  I said, finishing his thought.  It was a huge story on the news… targeted bombings of a tech company turned weapons dealer.  This wasn’t quite the same story Wesley had given us… nevertheless, I let the Highlord continue. 
 
    “You are correct.”  Vazryn said, his expression solemn.  “One of the facilities that was destroyed… it, it housed my family.  They were incinerated….”  He approached the window, peering out into the darkening sky.  “They had taken everything from me.  I had nothing left…  One night, I decided that I would take my own life with the very creation I worked so hard to forge.  I strapped on a prototype version of the soulink, an untested model capable of pushing the human subconscious beyond measure.  I intended for my mind to drift into the vast emptiness of the void until eventually my body would die off…. A peaceful death.  And my subconscious did float on for some time… but the void is not so empty.” 
 
    I took a step towards the man, listening intently as he spoke.  “Eventually my subconscious stumbled upon a barren world, a gray husk clinging to its last inklings of life.  The world had been ravaged, it’s gods killed, and its core energy drained.  That world… was Aetheria.” 
 
    I gave Vazryn an incredulous stare.  “Are you saying that-“ 
 
    “I’m saying that this world that you’ve found yourself trapped on is real!  Just as real as the earth you left behind!  I could feel something on this barren husk calling to me… reaching out.  It was the Aether, the very lifeblood of this realm.  You see, the Aether fed off of the creatures that inhabited this planet, taking a small bit of life force from each creature and giving it back to the planet… in a sense fueling it.  In return, the Aether manifested itself in the form of sprites, granting the inhabitants powers they would not otherwise possess… like a sort of symbiosis.  Unfortunately, the Aether had become dependent on the god creatures that ruled over this world.  When they were slain, the Aether weakened and the world itself began to die.” 
 
    “And so, you intended to be its savior?” 
 
    Vazryn nodded.  “In a sense.  You see, the Aether fed off my tiny bit of lifeforce, and in return it gave me the power to return to my body...  and the knowledge needed to find Aetheria once more.  I returned home and began work on a new model of soulink headsets.  These soulinks, infused with a sliver of Aetheria’s world energy, would act as gateways to the world… a mass transit to the once dying planet” 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief.  “Your telling me that this world… this game world is real… that when I logged on to my soulink, my mind was transported here?” 
 
    Vazryn nodded.  “Not just your mind… but your soul, your lifeforce.  You see, they’re all quite closely connected and-” 
 
    “Unbelievable!”  I said, throwing my hands in the air.  “Your trying to tell me that you’ve sent me to another world… that just doesn’t make any sense!  What about the health bar floating in my vision, or the skills I can do on command, or the goddamned NPC’s roaming around?!” 
 
    Vazryn took one last sip of his wine, finishing off the glass.  “As I’ve said… it is the Aether.  The mass arrival of so much lifeforce has, quite literally, jump started the planet.  These NPCs you speak of are a direct result of that… creatures reborn, given life by the planet’s growing power.  At first, they were unintelligible and single minded, similar to the mind of a scripted game character.  But you’ll notice that these creatures grow in intelligence and sophistication with each passing day.  Your status screens, however, are more of a side effect from the soulink, a small bit of game programming that melded with your subconscious during the immense stress you suffered on the journey over.  And the skills, well those are of a combination of the two… memories of warriors past that became infused in the Aether, then made manifest and converted into data to be processed by the soulink.” 
 
    Damnit this man had an answer for everything… but could I believe any of it?  Another world… it seemed surreal.  Still, all this talking seemed to distract him from the situation at hand.  His guards had begun to relax as he paced around the room… he was growing vulnerable. 
 
    “I still don’t understand why you have need of champions.” 
 
    “Must I repeat myself, boy.”  Vazryn said, annoyed.  “I brought you all here to give you a chance at making a world greater than your own… where strength would go to those who deserved it, not backstabbing bureaucrats… and I’m quite close to realizing that goal, though that may not come to pass.  The original terrors of this world, the worldbreakers, have caught wind of the realm’s rejuvenation.  They are returning, and they want the power that the Aether holds, a power that I saw start to blossom in you.  You are one of the first to begin to tap in to the Aether’s potential, though you have just begun to scrape the surface.  Still, it’s a start… the start of a force powerful enough to repel the worldbreakers.” 
 
    What I did to Arden was scraping the surface?  It made me wonder about the true limits of my potential.  Unfortunately, I wouldn’t be sticking around long enough to find out.  “What if I don’t want to be your champion.  What if I just want to go home, back to my normal body and my normal life.” 
 
    Vazryn shook his head.  “I’m afraid that’s not possible.  The only person to ever return from Aetheria and live would be me, and that was due to a gift from the world itself.  I wasn’t able to develop the technology required to return you to your original form… I’m afraid your body is quite dead.” 
 
    The words hit me like a massive blow to the stomach.  Arden had spoken much of the same in his babbling….  but it just couldn’t be.  I had returned once to my body, if only briefly.  I had seen my father!  It couldn’t be true! 
 
    “I’m quite sorry, Zander Darkblade, but this is your life now… and I’m offering you the chance to be better than you ever could before.”  He offered his hand to me.  “Become one of my champions.” 
 
    I looked down at the ringed finger wavering before me.  This man… this maniac had taken my old life away from me…  he was the reason my father was drowning alone in his own sorrows… the reason Hilda bled out on the arena floor surrounded by strangers.  My hand was the last thing I would be giving this man. 
 
    I opened my palm and extended it towards Vazryn in a feigned show of trust.  Then, at the last second, I struck! 
 
    I forged nevermore from shadow and swung my blade at the Highlord, aiming for his pale, delicate neck.  Thankfully my binding seal had worn off during Vazryn’s long-winded discussion and I had regenerated plenty of mana to spare.  The Highlord’s eyes went wide as the blade came crashing in.  This was it…  I would cut him down and earn my revenge.  The cinderguard would likely descend on me and melt me with their blades, but at least I would give the others a chance to return home.  Damnit, I had bet so much on what Wesley had told me.  He better have had been telling the truth…. 
 
    My blade stopped just inches from Vazryn’s neck as a long, serpentine tail wrapped around my wrist.  From behind the Highlord slithered a long, snakelike creature with a draconian maw and translucent wings that stretched from its neck.  The creature must’ve concealed itself behind Vazryn somehow, though I don’t know how that was possible… it had to have been nearly 7 feet long!  The beast met my gaze as it forced my arm down to my side. 
 
      
 
    Aerodonulaus 
 
    Ancient Sprite (bonded) 
 
      
 
    An ancient sprite?  Vazryn held command over an ancient sprite and I didn’t even have one of my own with me any longer?  Damnit all, this wasn’t good. 
 
    “I see you’ve declined my offer.”  Vazryn said, calmly circling my location as the beast held me firmly in place by the arm.  “Very well… there will be plenty of other suitable candidates willing to champion my cause.  I mistakenly thought that you were special.”  He walked over to the entrance of the room and paused near the thick, ornamental door.  “You know what, perhaps you are special… you can help me test something.  You see, a small percentage of the people transported to this world went mad due to the stress on their subconscious… the madness as its come to be known by.  Normally society would cast these types of people out, but I for one see a proper use for them.”  Slowly the door began to creak open, revealing a tall figure looming in the doorway.   “Being of a lordly class grants me the power of command over a variety of lesser beings.  Let us see if it works on the mad.”  He lifted a fist into the air and activated a skill… 
 
      
 
    Highlord’s Command 
 
      
 
    The man in the doorway stepped into the room, his eyes hollow and black.  He wore thick, red plate mail that was covered in assortment of sharpened spikes.  Protruding from his wrists were a pair of twin blades… weapons that seemed to have been implanted into the skin itself.  I looked into the man’s eyes as a feeling of absolute horror encapsulated me.   
 
    “Kill him.”  Vazryn muttered as an insignia on his hand began to glow. The mad man grunted and hoisted his bladed arms into the air, preparing to come strike me down.  My heart sank as he took a step forward.  I had pulled up an inspection of the brute, but I just couldn’t bare to read the name.  Sweat began to build on my brow as my eyes slowly absorbed each and every letter. 
 
      
 
    Maximus 
 
    Lvl 25 Guardian 
 
    Affliction:  The madness 
 
      
 
    Oh god… oh god, no. 
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    Max took another step in my direction, his hollow eyes staring right through me, as if I were just another obstacle in his path of destruction. 
 
    “M- Max?” I sputtered, trying to get some sort of reaction from my longtime friend. 
 
    Another step forward. 
 
    “Max… it’s Adam.  You in there, buddy?” 
 
    Another step.  He was getting dangerously close now. 
 
    “Damnit, Max!  It’s me!” 
 
    Max lumbered forward and swung one of his grafted blades in my direction, his face expressionless and his movements stiff.   I rolled away just as the blade struck the floor, slicing through the fine red rug beneath me.  He immediately rose in pursuit, swinging his other blade with brutal force.  The weapon swept through the air in front of me, grazing my arm as I leaned away, leaving quite the sizable gash.  Blood began to run down my arm, dripping off the tips of my fingers and onto the floor.   Damnit, this was not good. 
 
    “You recognize this boy?”  Vazryn asked with feigned sympathy. “Why, you were lucky enough to avoid the memory loss, only to find that your friend is quite mad?  That’s actually quite tragic.” 
 
    Damn him!  It was all that I could think as I ducked and dodged Max’s labored strikes.  It was evident that Max wasn’t fully in control.  His movements were too slow, too predictable.  Perhaps Vazryn’s control wasn’t as absolute as the Highlord let on.  Perhaps I could still get through to him… 
 
    “Max!” I yelled, summoning nevermore to parry another oncoming strike.  Max’s blades slammed into my sword, but I held firm, blocking the attack before pressing forward to meet the man eye to eye.  His eyes were so empty, so hollow, and yet…I swore I saw a glimmer of my friend in there. 
 
    Maximus shoved me away and took another chop at me with his right blade.  This attack came faster than the others, followed by a left-handed strike that nearly took off my head.  He grunted as Vazryn’s red insignia began to glow on his chest plate.   Damn it, his grip on him was tightening…. I had to do something! 
 
    Relentless, Max lunged in for another blow but a quick activation of my shadowshift placed me behind the guardian.  I gripped nevermore in both hands and slammed the flat of the blade into Max’s thick skull.  If I couldn’t talk any sense into him, then perhaps I would have to knock it in to him instead! 
 
    Maximus stumbled forward, then quickly righted himself and leapt back in my direction. I ducked under his next series of quick thrusts, then delivered a firm boot to his stomach to create space.  As the man steadied himself I delivered another crippling blow to his head with the flat side of my sword. 
 
    The attack staggered him, so I repeated again, and then a third time! A small portion of his health bar faded, but more importantly, the man stood wide eyed and completely dazed from my series of strikes…. Had I broken through? 
 
    “Max?”  I said, unable to hide the encouragement in my voice.  He stared back at me, unmoving, grafted blades at his sides.  It was working! 
 
    Vazryn and his cinderguard watched in disbelief as I took a step towards the guardian, my comrade, my friend.  So far, they hadn’t made a motion to attack… gods, please just give me just a few more seconds! 
 
    I took another step towards Max, now just a mere foot from his hulking form.  “Maximus.”  I said softly, reaching for his hand.  “You remember, don’t you.  It’s me… Adam.” 
 
    Max began to raise his hand, his eyes met mine…and then he slammed his grafted blade straight through my shoulder. 
 
    I roared in pain as Vazryn and his guards let out an audible gasp.  It appears even they were convinced I had brought the guardian peace, if just for a moment. 
 
    “A valiant effort.”  Vazryn said, shaking his head as Max hoisted me into the air by his blade.  “But enough.  There is no need to prolong such… blatant savagery.”  He raised his inscribed fist into the air and uttered another command.  “Kill him.” 
 
    Maximus lifted his second grafted blade and leveled the weapon at my heart.  This was it… the end.  My heart ached as the tip of his blade began to press into my flesh.  All this, and I had done nothing.  I’d saved no one.  To have come so far…to be this close, only to be felled by my once greatest friend…  
 
    No.  I would not go down this way.  Hilda, Max, my father, hell even Vic… what would they think of me if I let myself die like this.  I may have let each of them down...  I may have failed them all in one way or another, but there was still one person left to prove something to, one person who despite his failures had worked tirelessly for others, who had come this far… one person who needed to overcome this… myself  
 
    I snapped my legs up and booted Max hard in the chest, propelling my body off the tip of his sword.  I smacked hard into the stone floor, sending a fresh jolt of pain through my joints.  Damnit, no time to dwell on that now.  I had to move! 
 
    I leapt to my feet just as Max charged in.  He swung his blades in with brutal force, but a quick dash to the right left him chopping at air.   
 
    I clenched my fist and activated lunging strike, blasting the man in the face with everything I had.  My other hand followed through with nevermore, planting the butt of my sword directly on his nose.  I couldn’t kill the man, but damnit I’d beat him down for as long as I had to. 
 
    Vazryn sighed. “I’ve had enough of this.”  He quipped.  “It’s quite clear that my control of the maddened will require further testing… but we just don’t have time for that tonight.  Guards, would you be so kind as to end this.”  The pair of cinderguards nodded, then brandished curved blades dripping with red-hot liquid and approached. 
 
    I fell into battle stance at the center of the room, Maximus approaching from one side, the indomitable cinderguard approaching from the other.  Sealing glyphs glowed softly on the windows and door, magically sealing them from getting in out… I was trapped. 
 
    I glanced between my oncoming attackers.  There was only one option left.  “Damnit, Morose.”  I muttered as I scrambled to access the secret pouch in my shirt.  “I hope this is that right time you were speaking of.” 
 
    Vazryn’s eyes went wide as I hoisted a small gem-covered globe in my hand. 
 
    “Guards!”  Vazryn cried.  “Seize that thing, now!”  His ancient familiar responded as well, spinning through the air in my direction. 
 
    Too late.  
 
    I slammed the Aether bomb into the floor with as much force as I could muster, then squeezed my eyes shut and waited for the blast…. But nothing.   
 
    Vazryn let out a chuckle as the globe rolled harmlessly across the floor, coming to a stop near the feet of his guards.  He shifted his gaze from the item then back to me. 
 
    “I’m not certain how you got that thing in here, but it was a valiant effort all the-“. He cut off mid-sentence as the bomb began to rattle on the stone floor.  The tiny gems infused in the globe began to grow a bright blue, brightening so quickly that I had to shield my eyes.  One of the cinderguard dropped his weapon and began running for the door.  The other stood by helplessly, muttering a single pair of words. 
 
    “Oh no.” 
 
    The bomb erupted, releasing wave after wave of immensely powerful, all-encompassing Aether.  The translucent blue energy crashed into my defenseless form, slamming me into the wall with enough force to make my vision go fuzzy.  The waves passed through the windows and doors, destroying them as it ripped apart the magical seals that held them closed. 
 
    I could hear wave after wave cascading through the crimson keep, destroying barriers, ripping apart doors, windows, gates, and any other items that happened to be enchanted with a bit of magic.  Servants and guards alike let out cries of fear as the Aether washed over them like an unstoppable force.   
 
    The bomb had not destroyed the keep, not hardly.  But perhaps, more importantly, it had left the stronghold defenseless. 
 
    “You stupid fool!”  Vazryn growled as he struggled back to his feet. His guards were still quite dazed, and Max lay on the floor motionless…  The Aether must’ve done something to him.   “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?!”  The Highlord went on.  “The real enemy is coming for me, and you’ve gone and done everything you can to let him in through my front door!” 
 
    Vazryn reached out his hand and called to Aerodonulaus, grasping the ancient sprite in his fist.  The creature writhed and wiggled, before eventually taking the shape of a massive sinewy blade.  Even worse, pieces of the huge sprite broke off, forming sleek darksilver armor over the Highlord.  Definitely not good. 
 
    “Don’t be fooled by my level, boy.”  Vazryn said as he approached my crumpled body with conviction.  “I have more than enough power to get rid of you.”  He hoisted the blade into the air.  “I suppose I should’ve learned by now… sometimes you just have to do things yourself.” 
 
    I rose to my feet and hoisted nevermore into the air as Vazryn’s ancient familiar blade came crashing down.  The sword crashed into my own, slamming me back down to my knees with such force that I was certain my legs were broken.  By the gods, that ancient sprite was more powerful than I could imagine! 
 
    “S-sir.”  One of the cinderguards muttered as he used the window ledge to pull himself back to his feet.  “In… in the sky.”  His voice almost sounded frightened.  “They’re coming.” 
 
    “Who?”  Vazryn growled, spinning to face the guard. 
 
    “The ravens.” 
 
    My eyes went wide as the words left the guard’s mouth.  I forced myself to my feet and put some space between myself and the distracted highlord.  Then, with budding hope, I peered out one of the shattered windows. 
 
    There, in the sky and approaching fast, was a group figures gliding in towards the crimson keep.  At their head was a woman riding the wind on a pair of sapphire wings. 
 
    The keeps defenses had been destroyed.  The signal had been made… and now the ravens had arrived. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    . 
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    For the first time since entering Aetheria, I was able to look into Lord Vazryn’s eyes and see something other than his demeaning arrogance. 
 
    I saw fear. 
 
    The Highlord abruptly halted his attack and turned to head towards the broken door, motioning for his guards to follow.   
 
    I had to pursue him, had some find some way to take him down and follow through to the mission’s conclusion…. And I would.  But right that second, I just couldn’t tear my eyes away from that busted window.  I didn’t want to believe it at first… didn’t want to set myself up for the devastation that would follow.  I was convinced my eyes were playing tricks on me… but they weren’t.  Hilda was alive. 
 
    The woman soared in through the broken portal on a pair of magnificent avian wings… wings that had an uncanny resemblance to Ivan’s.  Behind her, a small troupe of players made a not so graceful landing behind her, each of them enchanted with aspect of the raven, a guild-exclusive skill that offered the user a pair of Aether-forged wings for gliding.  However, the wings on their back appeared wispy and translucent, while Hilda’s appeared to be quite real. 
 
    “H-how?”  I muttered, leaning in to place a hand on her cheek.  It was soft and warm… damnit, this was her.  She was alive… she was alive! 
 
    “Oh these?”  She said, flexing her wings. “A familiar skill, courtesy of my new bond to Ivan.” 
 
    “No, not that!” I yelled, though her full bond with Ivan was quite impressive.  “How are you alive?” 
 
    “Later.”  She replied, giving me a knowing smile.  “Morose has assembled the other ravens for an assault on the keep.  Vazryn and his men are trapped inside… this is your chance, Zan.”  She pointed to the broken doorway as the Highlord and his pair of crimson armored guards fled towards one of the lower levels.  I nodded, then summoned my blade and turned to pursue. 
 
    “Zander.” She said, bringing me to a sudden halt.  “You might want these.”  Hilda used her feathered wing to flip her long cloak into the air, revealing a leather satchel strapped near her back.  She quickly flipped open the leather flap, releasing two spinning balls of light, one green and one blue. 
 
    The light spun through the air in my direction, coming to a stop as each of the apparitions began to take form on either shoulder.  I did what I could to hold back the emotion that began to pour through me as Razyr and Kord took form. 
 
    “You don’t know how much I missed you guys.”  I said, giving each of the familiars alternating glances.  Now that we were bonded, being apart from either of them felt as though a very piece of me was missing… thankfully that didn’t matter now. 
 
    We were whole again. 
 
    I directed one of the ravenflight members, an auramancer, to look after Max who lay dazed and incoherent on the floor.  Then, with a newfound strength, I hoisted nevermore into the air and led Hilda and the other ravens through the broken doorway. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    I soared through the keep, barreling through groups of disorganized scribes and housekeepers, leaping down sets of stairs.  The lift that had brought me to Vazryn’s chambers was out of commission thanks to the Aether bomb, but I wouldn’t let that stop me.  I’d fight through every chamber in the keep to get to that damned Highlord. 
 
    Following closely behind was Hilda alongside several other ravenflight initiates, players with missions of their own.  Had Morose been organizing this attack the entire time… been meeting with other guild members in secret, preparing for this blind assault?  Damnit, ravenflight was beginning to look like some sort of shadow organization more and more. 
 
    Finally, we reached the ground level of the keep where mayhem had broken loose.  Another group of ravens led by Morose himself had begun an assault on the keep’s main gate.  Several guild members lay dead already, their chests melted and hollow from glowing magma blades.  Surprisingly, a few cinderguard corpses accompanied the ravens, blood pooling on the floor around them. 
 
    My eyes quickly scanned the area, searching for my target… there!  On the far end of the room, I caught sight of the Highlord himself.  He approached the large ornamental fireplace at the front of the chamber, flames still burning bright, licking at his face and drawing large beads of sweat.  He placed an outstretched palm on one of the gold decorations that sat atop the mantle and gave it a quick jerk. 
 
    The brilliant flames extinguished, revealing a hidden passage leading below.  Of course… every king, even the self-proclaimed ones, had their secret passages. 
 
    Vazryn gave me a quick glance, hatred flickering in his eyes, then dove into the hearth.  The two guards escorting the Highlord stayed back, standing guard over the hearth with their dripping blades in their hands. 
 
      
 
    Cinderguard Elite  
 
    Lvl 30 Swordsman 
 
      
 
    Cinderguard Enforcer  
 
    Lvl 30 Swordsman 
 
      
 
    Damnit all, these guys were strong…. Outnumbered, but still strong.  Regardless, muscling through them looked like the only way to reach Lord Vazryn.  I lifted my blade and prepared to lead the charge, but Hilda grabbed a hold of my wrist. 
 
    “If we make a path, you think you can take him?” 
 
    I nodded without hesitation.   With so much at stake, there was just no room for doubt. 
 
    “Good.”  She said, before pressing her lips to my cheek.  She quickly broke it off, then turned and charged. 
 
    I watched in admiration as the guardian took up her shield and mace and led the other ravens in an all-out barrage.  The cinderguard were much too strong to be taunted by one of her shieldmaster’s challenges, but that didn’t matter.  She and the other ravens were a force of nature, something that would swallow you whole if left unchecked. 
 
    A melee of sparks and spells ensued as Hilda and her seven ravens went to war with the guards.  My instincts told me to jump in a help, especially when I heard Hilda grunt in pain.  I couldn’t though… they were doing what they had to do, and it was my turn to do the same. 
 
    Leaving the others to contend with the mighty cinderguard, I ducked into the hearth and headed below. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    I rushed down the dark stone staircase once hidden behind the flames of the hearth.  Surprisingly, the descent was quite steep, taking me much farther beneath the ground than I anticipated.  No time to think about that though… the others had put their life on the line for me.  There was no turning back now. 
 
    The staircase ended at the base of a long corridor with a short celling.  On the walls hung a row of sconces holding lit torches that provided a soft, amber glow to the surrounding stone.  It gave an ominous feeling to the tunnel. 
 
    Nevertheless, I clenched nevermore in my grasp and started out.  “Keep your eyes peeled, boys.”  I said to my familiars as each of them followed along at my side.  Razyr responded with a firm nod of his scaly head, though Kord just let out a resounding “croak.” 
 
    After a moment of swift yet cautious progression, the corridor emptied out into a larger rectangular chamber lined with barred doors on either side.  No, not just doors… cells. 
 
    Vazryn stood at the other end of the room, glaring at me with a look that felt like it might burn a hole through my skull at any second. 
 
    “You know, you really are quite persistent.”  He said, stroking Aerodonulaus now that the creature had returned to its base form.  “It’s a shame you chose not to join me…. You could’ve been mighty.” 
 
    I shook my head and took a step towards the Highlord. “I think it’s about damn time you shut your mouth.”  I said.  I had grown quite tired of the man’s arrogant voice.  “Besides, I’m going home.” 
 
    Vazryn let out a mocking laugh.  “You still think you can leave this place?  Perhaps you have the madness as well.  This is your home now, boy.” 
 
    “Liar!”  I yelled, my voice raw with emotion.  “Ive already been back once!  I’ve seen my father, and I’ll do it again!  You won’t take my life from me, no matter how shitty it was!” 
 
    Now it was Vazryn’s turn to shake his head.  “Yes… quite mad indeed.  No matter, I have plenty of friends waiting for you to join them.”  Vazryn lifted a clenched fist into air, the back of his hand glowing red with a new, unfamiliar insignia.  “Open.”  He muttered.  Suddenly, the cells doors lining either side of the room began to swing on their hinges, releasing at least a dozen captives loose into the chamber.  Each of them had that same maddened look in their eyes that I had seen in Arden and in Max.  Some even had insignia’s scribed into their skin… damnit, was he experimenting on these poor fools? 
 
    “Farewell, Darkblade.”  Vazryn muttered as the maddened began to converge me.  Then, with a quick turn on his heel, the Highlord disappeared down the next corridor, his form leaving my sight as it was swallowed by the darkness ahead. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    I immediately fell into fighting stance as some of the maddened caught sight of me and charged in.  These men and women were unarmed and fully consumed by madness… it felt wrong to just slaughter them like cattle.  Still, I had to defend myself.  I had to survive! 
 
    “Please.” I begged, knocking away one of the mad men with a kick to the chest as another approached from the side and planted a fist on my cheek.  I grunted in retaliation, then swung nevermore, nailing the man in the face with the flat of the blade.  He dropped from the blow, his health bar slightly diminished, but was right back up in seconds, resuming his foolish assault. 
 
    “Stop this!”  I pleaded as they surrounded me.  Errant punches and kicks and scratches came at me from all directions, chipping away at my HP point by point.  Growing desperate. I shadowshifted to the back of the pack and retreated to the wall.  Damnit, they would be on me again in seconds. 
 
    “He… he left me.”  A voice muttered from inside the open cell at my side.  “He… he left me!” 
 
    I peeked into the cell and to my surprise spotted Arden huddled in the corner, his clothes torn and typically well-groomed hair a gnarled mess.  The man was still babbling… damnit, he might be the maddest of them all. 
 
    “He left me, Darkblade.”  He continued, clearly just sane enough to recognize my form.  “He went searching for… for you… my mind wasn’t strong enough to hold it together… I hurt him.  I was despicable… oh god!”  Arden ceased his babbling for just a second as his stare lingered on me.   “I hate you, Darkblade!”  The duelist cried as his rant ended and he promptly started weeping. No time to deal with him now though... the others were nearly on top of me. 
 
    Suddenly, a tall lanky woman in torn garments leapt forward, her maddened eyes transfixed on my neck.  I staved off her assault, but another mad man rushed in and stabbed something into the crease of my armor, piercing flesh and drawing blood.   
 
    With a stiff shoulder strike, I forced the man off me.  It looked like he had stabbed me with a sharp piece of broken stone.  Damnit this was bad. 
 
    I raised nevermore over my head and prepared to strike down the closest of the maddened.  It had to be done.  I dashed to the right to create some space, leveled my blade, took aim and… 
 
    I hesitated.  Those eyes… those eyes wrought with madness held the same look that Max did when he first entered Vazryn’s chamber just moments ago.  
 
    More of the maddened began to crash into me, dragging me to the cold stone floor as they fought to get in hits of their own.  I even felt a pair of teeth sink into my arm… things were going downhill fast. 
 
    “Zander, you have to defend yourself!”  Razyr’s voice echoed in my mind as the drake entered my body as a ball of light. 
 
    “I... I can’t kill them.”  I stammered.  “I have to find a way to save them… a way to save Max.” 
 
    I desperately tried to cover my face as the beating continued. 
 
    “They are already gone.”  Razyr pleaded.  “They’re minds are gone… Please Zander.  You mustn’t fall.  Fight on…  FIGHT!” 
 
    Damnit, he was right.  If I died now, it would all be for naught… the man who took my best friend’s mind would run free, maybe even do it to others.  Everyone would remain trapped in this place, memories would fade…  No.  It was time to make some sacrifices.  It was time for Justice. 
 
    My body erupted with power as Kord entered me as a ball of light.  With increased strength I flung the foes top of me across the room in all directions.  Nevermore swirled to formation in my hand.  Then, with a heavy heart… I ended the madness. 
 
    In moments the chamber lay still, the floor littered with the maddened who had fallen to my blade.  I hated it… hated that I was forced to do something so gruesome… hated that my damned HUD was shoving experience point notifications in my face, taunting me with them! 
 
    “I’ll avenge you… all of you.”  I said, giving the fallen mad men a final sendoff with my blade.  The emotions my familiars were channeling into me told me that they were behind me in that. 
 
    “Alright boys.” I said as I began to walk down the final tunnel of these dimly lit catacombs.  “Let’s finish this.” 
 
    A trail of blood followed me as I made my way down the passage.  My flesh was torn, my body was bruised, and my shoulder had a sizable hole in it.  If I didn’t have a health reticle circling my vision, I would’ve been certain that I was functioning on pure resolve. 
 
    The tunnel opened into another large chamber, this one unrefined and more cavernous.  Its floor was mostly covered in a dark, murky pool of water that flowed into an outlet at the other side of the cave… an underground lake. 
 
    A small boat floated at the edge of the lake, its tow rope tethered to a spear lodged into the dirt.   
 
    And then there was him.  His eyes widened just a bit as his gaze transfixed on my beaten body.  Soon a wicked smile crept onto his face. 
 
    “You don’t look so good, Darkblade.”  He said, his arrogance seeping through in every syllable.  “I must say though, I am impressed to see you her.  You are the true embodiment of persistence.” 
 
    I pointed nevermore at the man and began staggering in his direction.  “This is it.”  I spat.  “No more tricks… no more running.  Just you… and me.” 
 
    Vazryn nodded, then called his ancient familiar to his grasp.  He sighed with resignation.  “Very well, slayer.  I’ll take what little HP you have left and end you for good.” 
 
    I tuned out all the pain and fell into battle stance.  “You will try.” 
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    I charged at Vazryn without reservation, blood-soaked obsidian blade in my grasp.  My steps should’ve been labored from the injuries I had sustained, but the power of my familiars flowed through me, giving me the strength that I needed. 
 
    Vazryn smirked as he stepped away from the small boat, the darksilver armor of his familiar forming over his body.  The sword the creature had formed into was massive… a curved sinewy blade taller than his own body.  I made a quick assessment of the man.  Longer reach, better armor… He likely planned on overpowering me.  I would have to show him the difference between a pompous Highlord and a seasoned slayer. 
 
    Our swords clashed as I leapt in with lunging strike.  We each held our ground, heels digging into the dirt as we pressed our blades into one another. 
 
    Vazryn relented, taking a quick step back before swinging his sword in a wide, looping arc.  I dropped to a knee, allowing the blade to cut through the air above my head, the sprung forward with a double-strike.  Nevermore slashed across Vazryn’s darksilver armor, creating a shower of sparks and knocking the man off balance.   
 
    “You won’t hurt me like that, boy!” Vazryn yelled as he brought his blade back around.  With no time to dodge, I quickly pivoted my blade and tried to parry.  Vazryn’s sword crashed into mine once more, the weight of the strike sending my off-balance form skidding through the dirt. I tried to climb back to my feet, but a follow up blow smashed into my side, cutting into my armor and sending my body crashing into the stone wall.   
 
    Vazryn grinned, then leveled his sword and began charging in my direction…  He was going to skewer me to the wall! 
 
    Without thinking I activated dark gravity and fell into a crouch.  As Vazryn neared, I leapt into a backflip, planting my feet several feet up on the wall and sticking there!  Vazryn’s blade bounced against the stone where I had once been.  He growled in frustration, then made another awkward thrust in my direction.   
 
    With superior agility, I scrambled across the side of the wall, dodging Vazryn’s repeated thrusts as tried to knock me back to the ground.  With a quick dodge, I managed to roll backwards, landing higher up on the rock wall and out of Vazryn’s lengthy reach. 
 
    Suddenly, the Highlord heaved his blade backwards, gripping the hilt of the weapon tightly in both hands.  Pieces of his sinewy sword began to glow a hot white as Vazryn took aim.  Then, with teeth clenched, he swung the blade in my direction, releasing a wave of burning white energy that scaled the wall with insane speed! 
 
    My body reacted as I fully embraced the instincts of the slayer.  I leapt from the wall with an empowered leap, sailing through the air before landing directly behind Lord Vazryn.  The Highlord spun on his heel and attacked, but I was already gone. I materialized behind him, completing a well-timed shadowshift, then jammed nevermore into a crook in his armor near perfect armor. 
 
    Finally, the Highlord squealed in pain as the tip of my blade pierced his soft flesh… and oh how satisfying it was!  He scrambled forward, swinging his blade wildly behind him in an attempt to keep me at bay.  “You little bastard!”  He screeched, his voice an octave or two higher and full of rage. 
 
    I gazed at the Highlord with unbridled resolve, then began a slow, deliberate approach towards the man.  With his face twisted in a mix of anger and fear, Vazryn lashed out with another sweeping attack of white energy.  I activated a carefully timed illusionary strike, fading from view as the wave passed through me, then re-appeared at the Highlord’s side.   I slashed at the man with conviction, drawing a thin line of blood on his neck. 
 
    Vazryn howled as if he’d just received a mortal wound, though in truth his armor had absorbed most of the blow.  By the gods… for being a Highlord of the realm, Vazryn was certainly pathetic. 
 
    “How dare you!”  He spat.  “I am going to-“ his words ended abruptly as I sent forth a barrage of translucent blades, knocking him to the ground in a brutal Aether assault.  He remained there for several seconds, moaning as he nursed his flesh wounds. 
 
    “Time to end this.”  I muttered, speaking to myself as much as the familiars that swirled inside my body.  I calmly approached Vazryn, coming to a stop over his withering form.  The Highlord began to lift his blade but I kicked it away, leaving him defenseless and trembling.  This was it. 
 
    “Goodbye, Lord Vaz…”. I paused.  “No.  Goodbye, Corbin Castermire.  The title of Highlord just seems too good for someone like you.”  I took measure of the man’s weak points, trying to find the perfect place to jam nevermore and end the man’s miserable life.  Under the helm and just below the chin looked like the only efficient choice.  I knelt down, readied my blade and- 
 
    A searing pain pulsed through my midsection as something sharp pierced my back.  I turned my head, only to see the long, wriggling tail of Aerodonulaus protruding from my flesh.  The ancient one hissed at me, then with a yank, threw me to the side.  Damnit, how was this even possible! 
 
    Vazryn began to cackle under his helm as he slowly rose to his feet.  I tried to rise myself, to meet him head on, but the pain from my wounds was debilitating.  I fell to the ground, lifeblood spilling out over the rocks and dirt. 
 
    “And now, it truly is over.”  The Highlord said as the ancient familiar re-assumed its sword form.  My HP was dwindling, growing closer to 0 by the second as my blood continued to drain.  My mana was empty as well, and Kord and Razyr has nearly used all their Aether to keep me on my feet.  I was spent. 
 
    Vazryn slung his sword over his back and knelt over my body, his eyes flickering with traces of madness themselves.  “I was going to make this quick.”  He spat.”  But now I think I’ll enjoy myself a bit.”  Gauntleted fists began to smash against my face, slicing my cheeks and lip.  I tried to raise nevermore but Vazryn pinned my arm with an armored knee.  He placed his hands around my throat and began to squeeze.  “Now…”. He whispered.  “You die.” 
 
    My HP ticked away as I choked out my final gasps. 
 
    11, 10, 9… 
 
    Sorry guys… I thought to myself.  You’ll have to carry on without me… 
 
    7, 6, 5… 
 
    Be… be safe, everyone.  Especially you, Hilda.  I lo- 
 
    Something red went streaking through the air, causing Vazryn to pause for the briefest of seconds.  With the tiniest ounce of strength, I shoved the Highlord with my free hand, creating a small bit of space and inhaled a welcomed breath. 
 
    The streak of red circled the cavern, then turned and came barreling in my direction.  We both looked up, our eyes transfixing on the thing…  It was a tiny scaled red dragon, it’s scarlet eyes illuminated with an Aether glow.  I’d seen this creature before… was that Arden’s familiar?! 
 
    The creature dove at Vazryn, bellowing out a small bit of flame that forced the Highlord to recoil.  The sprite then brandished it’s claws and began scratching at his helm, eliciting cries of anger from the man.  
 
    Slowly, I forced myself to my feet.  It was all that I could do to not pass out from pain and exhaustion.  Vazryn, who stood just a few feet away, grabbed his blade and swatted the draconic familiar away.   His gaze shifted back to me as he lifted the sword to strike… 
 
    I half-rolled, half-collapsed to the side as the sword came down.  The draconic familiar returned to the air, this time taking aim at me.  Vazryn’s eyes went wide as did mine.  The creature formed into a ball of light and…   and crashed into my body. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Fresh Aether pulsed through my veins as the creature’s energy super-charged my body.   My skin felt like it was on fire, glowing with a faint azure glow as the power of 3 familiars churned in me like a tempest.  Seconds ago, I felt like I was on the brink death… and perhaps I still was.  But with the combined power of the familiars raging inside of me, I felt unstoppable. 
 
    “No!”  Vazryn cried, before making a desperate lunge at me with his blade.  I easily dodged, ducking under the attack before knocking him away with a stiff kick to the side.  My HP no longer lingered near empty… No, constitution and strength were this familiar’s gifts. 
 
    “You have freed me from my captive.”  The creature said in my head.  “And in that action, displayed characteristics worthy of my bond.  My power is yours to use.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  I said, turning to face the Highlord.   I’ll certainly put it to good use. 
 
    I lunged at Vazryn with my obsidian blade, striking quickly to the left, then to the right.  The Highlord did his best to block, but his massive blade was incredibly hard to maneuver so quickly. 
 
    I ducked under the man’s arm and spun around to his back, then slammed my sword into the back of his helm.   He began to stumble forward but I ran alongside him, catching the front of his helm with a horizontal slash.  
 
    The Highlord slid to his knees as his head snapped back from the blow.  His arms fell to his sides, exposing his armored chest.  Now was the time. 
 
    I heaved nevermore over my head, drawing the Aether from all my familiars into a final blow, a blow that would end this man’s reign…. Azure blade! 
 
    The strike landed sound on Vazryn’s chest plate, tearing through armor and flesh with a powerful blast of blade energy. It rippled off my blade, piercing through his body before exploding in the dirt behind him.  Finally, the dirt settled and for a second everything remained still…. 
 
    Vazryn’s darksilver armor began to liquify as it rejoined with his blade, eventually taking the form of the wounded ancient, Aerodonulaus. 
 
    “You f-fool…” he muttered as blood poured from the corners of his mouth.  “You’ve d-doomed everyone.” 
 
    “No, I’ve saved them.”  I said as my familiars began to leave my body, returning to their base forms.  “I’m sorry it had to be this way, Corbin.  I don’t know what this game did to you, but for most of us… it’s time to go home.  I’ll tell your old friend Wesley that you died with some semblance of honor though…  I think he felt some sympathy for you, despite your atrocities.” 
 
    “Wesley?”  Vazryn squeaked out, his face twisted in confusion.  “Wesley is…’  He began to cough.  “Wesley is d-de…”. His voice trailed off as he sucked in his final breath.  Finally, Highlord Vazryn was no more. 
 
    I stood there in silence for several seconds as I watched the light leave lord Vazryn’s eyes.  I had slain the man, the infamous creator of Aether Gate Online… but what happened now? 
 
    A nervous tension began to build in the pit of my stomach.  Wesley had said that this would release us form the game.  Well, Corbin was dead.  Why was I still here?! 
 
    “Zan!”  A voice echoed across the cave as Hilda entered, her body full of fresh wounds.   “You did it!” 
 
    I nodded, then took a seat on one of the cavern’s large stones.  All of this fighting had taken quite a toll. 
 
    “Who’s that?”  She asked, pointing to the red dragon nestled near my feet. 
 
      
 
    Salence 
 
    Dragon Sprite (bonded) 
 
      
 
    “Apparently he’s with me.”  I took a quick look around the cavern.  “Though I was certain that slaying Vazryn was our ticket out of here.” 
 
    She shrugged, then leaned down to pet the tiny dragon.  He growled with appreciation.  “Don’t get nervous yet, Zan.  Maybe there’s something else that needs to be done.  Wesley wasn’t very specific on details after all.” 
 
    That’s exactly what had me nervous. 
 
    A few moments later, Morose entered the cavern with a handful of ravens at his back.  He strolled right up to the Highlord and gave the corpse a swift kick.  “Good riddance, Highlord.  Some much for being a… how did you say it… of a Prestige class.”  He spit on the body then turned to address me.  “Good work.”  He said, giving me a strange single-handed salute.  “You’re going to be honored for this, raven.” 
 
    Honored… I thought I was going home.  “What’s next, Morose?”  I asked, digging for a little clarity on the situation. 
 
    “We pack this body up and take it back to Karrihdan with us.  We need to deliver it to the High Raven.”  He turned his head as a trio of ravens began to yell and make noise.  We watched as the three men wrestled Aerodonulaus, the ancient familiar, into a small steel cage.  The beast lashed out, nearly killing one of the men before they finally forced it into captivity.  Its movements were sluggish, likely from the fight.  At full power, those men would’ve been long dead. 
 
    “We got it, sir!”  One of the men shouted, pointing to the cage that now glowed with sealing insignias. 
 
    “Good work.”  Morose replied, surveying the area with subtle satisfaction.  “Now, pack it up ravens.  We’re heading home.” 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    It soon became clear that Morose’s idea of home was quite different than my own.  So, to Karrihdan we went, traveling as an assembled guild for the first time since the game began.  Brenton and Taryn chose to remain at the side of Hilda and I, and even Helena stuck around, though she made it quite clear she was not happy about my comradery with Rhylor.  Still, what could she say?  Rhylor’s guild had been the one that healed Hilda after her near-death experience with Arden, after all.  Apparently, it had come as a special request from Vic, as thanks for helping him during our early days in AGO.  Damn it all, that man was sure finding ways to surprise me. 
 
    Despite the powerful bonds I’d formed with these people, it was so hard to leave Max behind.  Even with Vazryn dead, my old friend was still wholly consumed by the madness… an engineered killing machine trapped in this world for the foreseeable future.  Thankfully, I talked Morose out of outright killing the man.  Instead, he was taken by a group of ravens to be held in captivity in one of the guild’s northern outposts.  He would be safe there… at least until I could find a way to restore some semblance of the man’s sanity.  Damnit Max, I’d find a way to get you back old friend.  You were my protector back in our old lives.  Now, it was my turn save you… 
 
    It took a few weeks to return to Karrihdan, a trip that truly tried the patience of my windsteed.  Often, I found my myself riding out ahead of the guild to appease Zephyr’s wild nature, only to circle back and rejoin the group later in the day.  But eventually, after 16 days of riding… we arrived ‘home’. 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    Ravenloft.  It was an expansive stronghold to the south of Karrihdan, hidden in the ruins of the city that had stood in the earlier days, long before the attack of the mighty red dragon.   
 
    The inside of the stronghold’s walls were crafted from steel and sported majestic sconces bearing torches that flowed with violet flame.  Dozens of actual ravens inhabited the place, though the unnatural glow of their eyes told me that many were actually sprites. 
 
    Morose led a small group of us, namely Hilda, myself, and a pair of veterans carrying a long wooden box, into a large chamber deep within the fortress.  At the head of the chamber sat a series of fine onyx chairs encircling a round table of glass.  In one of the chairs was the guild’s Highraven…. The mastermind behind the entire operation….  Wesley. 
 
    The man held a demeanor much different than the last time I had seen him.  He seemed more composed, more confident in his movements.  The common clothes he once wore were now replaced by tight-fitting garments of black accompanied by a pair of feathered pauldrons and a long, violet cloak.  His gaze shifted from a piece of parchment on the table to Morose as he entered the room. 
 
     “And so, you’ve returned, my ravens.”  He said, a knowing grin on his face.  “I presume that the mission went as planned?”   
 
    Morose nodded to the two veterans, who carefully placed the box at Wesley’s feet.  The Highraven peeled open the lid to reveal Vazryn’s decaying corpse. 
 
    “Good work… good work indeed!”  He said, eyeing the dead man with an almost sympathetic gaze.  “What was the state of Airrigar when you left?” 
 
    “We assaulted the keep at night.”  Morose answered in an even tone.  “All forms of leadership were effectively dealt with.  The remainder of the public was in a bit of… disarray.” 
 
    “Were you spotted?”  
 
    “No, my lord.  Any who witnessed the assault were slain.  When we left the city, a number of other caravans were departing as well.  There was too much mayhem in the arena city to garner suspicion.” 
 
    Wesley grinned.  “Excellent work, Captain.  You’ll be commended for your efforts.”  Morose nodded in acceptance. 
 
    “And us?”  I interjected.  “Do we get to go home now?” 
 
    Wesley paused to consider my words, studying me with his piercing gaze. “Ah, yes.  You are the one who dealt Vazryn his final blow.”  He said, ignoring my original question.  “I suspected that you would turn out to be one of my most capable agents… very good, Darkblade.  Very good, indeed.”   
 
    “Agents?”  I replied, a bit confused.  “Are you saying others were given the task of killing Vazryn?” 
 
    Wesley grinned.  “Of course, Darkblade.  You didn’t think that I would allow the success of such a vitally important task to rest on the shoulders of a single slayer, did you?  You just happened to be the most capable.” 
 
    Damnit, I was beginning to feel like I was wrong about this man.  Before he had seemed so weak, so helpless… just a man trying to find his way home.  Had he manipulated me this whole time?   
 
    “The reason I did it was to get us home….  I thought you were dying to see your daughter.  Was any of that true?” 
 
    “True enough.”  He replied.  “My daughter is alive, though she’s not trapped in the old world…. She’s right in Aetheria with me.” 
 
    Hilda stepped forward, a tinge of anger in her eyes.  “You lied to us!  Does… does that mean we’re not going home?  What about our bodies?” 
 
    Wesley sighed.  “If that is what you wish, then I’ll send you back to those wretched things you call lives.  However,”  He paused.  “I am no god.  Getting you back will take time…  I need to study the Highlord’s corpse.  Woven into this man’s DNA is the coding necessary to send you back to your bodies.  Once I’ve broken the code, you and anyone else that wishes will be able to leave Aetheria and return to earth.  Until then, I suggest that you enjoy some of the finer things this world has to offer.  You’d be surprised to see how many wonderful things Aetheria has hidden under its veil.” 
 
    I grimaced, then reluctantly gave the Highraven a nod.  What other choice did I have? 
 
    Begrudgingly, I took a step forward.  “I have one more question, Wesley.” 
 
    He responded with a grin.  “Of course, slayer of kings.” 
 
    “Vazryn said that this place, this world was not a game at all.  He said that we were brought to another world entirely…”. My voice trailed off. 
 
    Wesley rolled his eyes, then carefully closed the lid on Vazryn’s box.  “I’m sure he said a lot of strange things.  Just know, Zander Darkblade, that you cannot trust the words of a mad man.” 
 
    I nodded once more, then turned to exit the chamber.  Wesley shouted my name again, bringing me pause as I neared the doorway. 
 
    “Darkblade.”  He said, meeting my eyes with those violet orbs of his. “Good work.”  He waved his hand in my direction.  Suddenly, a series of shimmering letters began to form above my head as tiny golden sparks of light showered my body… experience points. 
 
    I took a step back and admired the words… words that carried a certain finality to them, a sense of accomplishment.  I folded my arms over my chest as the sparks of light filled my body and muttered the words aloud. 
 
    “Quest completed.” 
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    Much later that evening, Wesley sat in one of his fine onyx chairs, carefully sipping on a glass of celebratory wine.  After all, things had gone exactly as he had planned them.  Vazryn certainly couldn’t say the same! 
 
    The door to his chamber creaked open as Morose entered once more, holding in his grasp the handle to a large steel cage.  “As requested, my lord.”  Morose said, carefully setting the cage on the round glass table. 
 
    Wesley’s eyes went wide as he placed a hand on either side of the cage. Silence lingered in the air as unseen force of dark energy seemed to swallow the room whole, sucking the air right out of the chamber.  Suddenly, Wesley’s pale skin began to darken, changing to a deep red hue as his once black hair grew into a wild white mane.  Tiny horns began to grow near his temples and his teeth took the shape of razor-sharp points.   
 
    “It’s so nice to see you again.”   Wesley said, speaking into the cage that held the ancient familiar, Aerodonulaus.  “We’ve been apart for far too long…. But don’t worry.  When the time comes I’ll free you from this cage and together we’ll cause more havoc than the realms have ever seen.”  Wesley grinned.”  Yes… soon the Aether will be ours again.  Then, we will decimate this place… my little worldbreaker.” 
 
      
 
    ><>< 
 
      
 
    David sat alone in an empty room, fumbling an old photograph in his hands.  It was a picture of his family, or at least what used to be his family.  His wife had died serving her country in the last world war, and his son Adam was brain dead, his mind lost to a virtual reality game. 
 
    A few weeks ago, Dave would’ve been considered a drunk, but ever since his son went under in that blasted game, the man hadn’t touched a drop of beer.  Damnit, he only wished Adam was back to see how well he’d done… to prove to his son that he wasn’t some deadbeat. 
 
    Dave rose from his chair and ran his hands along his son’s arm.  He’d give anything for Adam to just open his eyes… for everything to just be ok! 
 
    Without the alcohol to drown out his emotions, David’s eyes began to swell with tears.  He turned away from his boy, unable to bear the sight of his son’s body strapped up to that damned machine.  He gazed upon the chair where Adam’s friend Max once sat.   
 
    As soon as the public was made aware of the coma-like effects caused by the VR game, Max’s parents had come to retrieve their son.  If only they knew that unplugging the boy would kill him…. 
 
    Dave started to cry harder as he collapsed onto the floor.  He was alone… just so damn alone! 
 
    As Dave stumbled to his knees, a glimmer of something on the floor caught his eye.  There, sitting on the carpet next to Adam’s bed was the empty soulink headset that Max had worn.  Most of the unused units had been confiscated, but Max had passed before all that went down. 
 
    David growled as he picked the thing up… that cursed thing that had stolen his boy from him!   He heaved it into the air, ready to smash it into the ground… then paused.  When the neurologist had come to inspect Adam, he had spoken of something… of a small possibility that Adam’s mind remained lucid in the game. 
 
    With hands shaking, David lifted the headset up and placed it over his head.  He leaned down and gave his son a kiss on the forehead, then pulled the visor down, blocking his vision. 
 
    David’s heart raced as his fingers found the switch.  This… this could end him.  But did that matter?  Did he even have anything left to lose? 
 
    The answer was a resounding no. 
 
    David clenched his teeth and powered on the headset, the tiniest glimmer of hope in his heart.  Suddenly, his vision filled with light as his mind and soul began to leave his body and make their way toward the Aether Gate.  David grinned as stone chamber began to materialize around him. 
 
    “Adam.”  He whispered.  “I’m coming.” 
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    The world of aether gate online 
 
      
 
    Aether- Aether is the ultimate source of power in the realm of Aetheria.  The substance feeds off tiny pieces of lifeforce from the realm’s inhabitants, using that energy to fuel the planet itself.  In return, those who wield the Aether are granted mighty powers and unique abilities they could not otherwise possess.  Aether is also the basis for all magick in Aetheria.  When Aether is absorbed into a person’s body, the substance is converted into a usable energy known as mana.  That mana can then be invoked to create powerful spells and abilities. 
 
      
 
    Aether was nearly extinguished from Aetheria when the gods of the realm were slain.  Luckily, a lone traveler…  Corbin Castermire, was able to find away to funnel life forms back into the realm.  As the new life forms entered Aetheria, the realm was granted a new lease on life and quickly returned to its former glory. 
 
      
 
    Sprites- Sprites are living physical manifestations of Aether.  They often take the form of creatures or things that they observe in their surroundings, though their characteristics vary depending on what kind of sprite they are. 
 
      
 
    Some sprites form bonds with the intelligent creatures of Aetheria, thus becoming familiars.  These familiars grant their partners powerful abilities, along with a boost in their associated attributes.  For example, Valor sprites grant boosts to strength and dexterity, while Umbra sprites (which spawn from the mysterious dark Aether) grant boosts to wisdom and constitution.  Nature sprites are unique in that they allow the user to perform minor feats of shapeshifting, otherwise known as an aspect.  Some travelers have even managed to bond several sprites at once, giving them near superhuman abilities.  This rare sect of travelers came to be known as the azure wardens. 
 
      
 
    Classes- Classes are the unique jobs that travelers of Aetheria take.  They are divided into three main domains; combat, magickal, and primal.  The combat domain focuses on classes that specialize in physical, hand to hand combat.  The guardian, warrior, dragoon, and slayer are all examples on combat classes.  The magickal domain encompasses classes that focus on spellcasting, such as warlocks, mages, mystics and shadowmancers.  Lastly, the primal domain is centered on classes that evoke the powers of nature, such as the shaman, beastmaster and druid.  Upon reaching a certain level, each and any of the classes can take a specialization, thus becoming a prestige class. 
 
    There is also a 4th domain of classes in Aetheria, the non-combative sect of classes known as professions.  These classes are obtained through training and apprenticeship, and include things such as blacksmithing and tailoring. 
 
      
 
    Skills-  Spells and abilities invoked by travelers of Aetheria.  Skills are limited depending on the user’s power level and class. 
 
      
 
    Attributes-  Characteristics that represent a traveler’s physical prowess.  These include strength, dexterity, intelligence, wisdom, constitution and charisma. 
 
      
 
    Mounts-  Ridable creatures in Aetheria 
 
      
 
    Guilds-  Formations of people that come together under a single banner to perform tasks and reach goals.  There are four primary guilds in Aetheria; Drakengard, The Iron Wolves, The Tidecallers, and Ravenflight.  Although these guilds currently dominate, anyone with the right resources can form a guild of their own. 
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    Zander Darkblade will return… 
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