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      The wind roared past my falling avatar and I took note of the shape of the island below me, recognizing it as Moala Island—and giving a silent thank you that I would not be part of the two main islands’ bloodbath. I twisted myself around in mid-air, checking to see if others were landing near me. One, two… twelve. Unfortunate, but within my expectations.

      The island was shaped like a beat-up letter ‘L’, twisted slightly to the right. Eight settlements of varying sizes were scattered along the island’s coasts. The largest settlement, Naroi, and the only open land that used to be the airport were sited in the north-east corner, up toward the top of the ‘L’.

      I spread out my body, adjusting the upward force acting on me, orienting myself to one of the other players plummeting toward the island. I needed to win.

      No, I had to win. Time to man up.

      This was not reality, it was the Game.

      I could do this.

      “Engagement.”

      My voice was covered up by the wind, but I had no doubt it was picked up by the recording system tracking everyone. The other player—probably a male—flew right past me, probably in a hurry, without taking the time to think things through.

      I quickly angled toward him and managed to grab onto the parachute strapped to his back.

      I could barely hear the strangled scream as I reached around the figure’s body with my left arm, unclipping the main buckle from around his chest.

      I grabbed hold of the strap and pulled his parachute’s cord with my free hand.

      My left hand, the one holding onto the other’s chute, was shredded. But the pain and injury were only temporary thanks to the Game mechanics. The ripped strap and spinning man, who appeared to be middle-aged, were more than enough reward. I reached up, grabbed my strap, and pulled, now redirecting myself toward the southern part of Moala island. Not the tip, which was completely deserted, but the settlement farthest south, Nasoki.

      I looked around again; nobody else was headed in this direction. Watching as my first victim impacted the trees below, I finally checked the bracer on my left arm.

      The small counter in the corner of the holographic display, projecting slightly upward and out, shot up from 10 to 115 points. Now, I scanned back to where my first victim had landed.

      It was near the southern tip, the location I was aiming for.

      One last glance around indicated the other players landing on this island were drifting slightly away from my location, either in a feint, or they were emotionally weak.

      Either way, both were things I could capitalize on as long as I was prepared.

      Resisting the urge to look at my hand as my healing points kicked in, I readied myself for landing and focused on navigating toward a small patch of open ground, allowing my body to collapse under me as I made contact, avoiding injury to my legs.

      Now for a quick scan around, and I smiled inwardly.

      No monsters or players here! I concluded.

      Satisfied, I quickly and smoothly unclipped myself from my parachute, dropping the small pack attached around my waist to the ground and then retrieving my collapsible heavy spear that was segmented into four pieces, coated in black oxide with a tri-blade on its front.

      The blade came out from the base handle, and I attached it to the front by screwing it firmly into place. It gave me a reach of about three feet, considerably better than any sword or mace.

      Clipping my pack on, I got to work moving my chute into one of the buildings not painted red.

      The red buildings were safehouses from monsters during the hours of darkness.

      Hopefully, I would be staying in one every night, but didn’t want to leave my chute in one now in case other players spotted it, discovering my whereabouts.

      While it would most likely make no difference, I couldn’t afford to take chances.

      Fifteen minutes after landing and bringing my bracer eye-level, I tapped on the holographic option to select the map. An overhead image appeared, centered on my location, and I checked for any other red circles infringing on the one-mile radius active view but there were none. Good.

      The display was similar to radar—or even lidar—in how it instantly updated with no delay.

      I checked my healing points—or HP—on my bracer’s display. Dammit! Down to just three!

      On my hand, some dried blood was flaking away, and there were a few trivial red spots.

      I had set the healing speed to maximum at the cost of double the points, and couldn’t afford to be stingy, but it also risked leaving me at a deficit—another calculated risk.

      Without any further delay, I set off into the forest with my spear at the ready.

      Every ten minutes, I would recheck the map to confirm my direction, ensuring no one was closing in on me. Twenty minutes into my trek, I ran into my first monster.

      The thing was a wabbit—a large rabbit with huge teeth.

      It had a focus on burst speed and ramming attacks, a Class-D monster, and fortunately, one of those shown in the tutorial. Billed as the trash mob that was everywhere, they were about the size of a small transport pallet. Their whitish-brown coloration made stealth near impossible, and their attack method was both simple and predictable.

      The speed of these things was also nothing to worry about.

      The monster charged toward me and I braced myself, thrusting my spear forward.

      My feet shifted marginally, but I held my ground easily enough. It would have been silly to lose to something like a wabbit after the number of times I’d practiced bracing against a charge or just thrusting a spear. I tugged my weapon free—and none of the wabbit’s blood stuck to it.

      Being non-stick was a handy Game feature to save everyone from the tedium accompanying the cleaning of equipment; it was the same with all non-crafted weapons.

      A quick glance at my bracer’s display confirmed I had earned one more point, standing now at a total of 116. I really needed to hit 200, improving my stealth, so every point counted!

      After that, I would be able to start my hunt for everyone on Moala Island.

      I continued moving toward my first victim’s location, encountering yet another wabbit on the way, which I easily finished off. It took a few minutes of searching, but it wasn’t hard to find the shattered branches where my victim’s bones and pack resided. The fast decay had already vanished the dead player’s flesh, and his bones would quickly follow, to be gone by the end of the day.

      I drank a bottle of water and ate a food bar from the unfortunate victim’s pack.

      The taste was incredibly bland, but at least it would push back my hunger for a while.

      My bracer showed the extended time until I had to eat and drink again.

      I could always buy bars from the store, but it was nice to save a few points where possible.

      Now, my victim’s weapon came to hand—it was a sword, which—although the mere mention of a sword sounded deadly—was actually the most useless of things for the majority of people involved in combat. The reality was that it took real skill and experience for a player to use, and at most, ten out of around 1,000 people competing would have any genuine sword skills.

      Probably twenty more could develop proficiencies with such a weapon, given time—which we often did not have in the Game! So, I shook my head at the sheer futility. The unfortunate part was, there was no way to sell it since the store only allowed things to be purchased, not sold.

      Thankfully, the tool this victim possessed was more useful. For my part, I’d selected a hand drill, useful for checking into or out of buildings without opening a door, while this man had chosen a hand axe. It was a good guess to say most people would have taken either that or small knife.

      Satisfied I’d avoided finding a duplicate tool, I clipped the axe to the right side of my belt.

      This could be my hold-out weapon until I found something better.

      The map showed there was still no one else in the vicinity, and it was around eleven in the morning according to the clock, meaning there’d be a good deal of time before I would need to bunker down for the night. I began making my way northwest toward Cakova, killing all the wabbits encountered on the way. And of course, there were plenty of them!

      On the map now, the edge of a red circle also appeared in my active display, and the question I needed to answer was what was the offset that player had been using on their danger ring?

      I adjusted mine so the other person would not see it until I stepped into theirs from the south.

      Players could only adjust their danger rings once a day, with the ability to reset at dawn, and any danger ring had to include the player inside it.

      Thus, there was no potential to shift the danger ring off yourself completely.

      I kept moving forward toward the tiny village of Cakova, finding it frustrating to navigate through the dense and prickly forest and brush that nipped at my ankles and scratched me to bits.

      Thankfully, no bugs or other petty annoyances popped up.

      The other player’s danger ring was centered in the village, and if the player had left it on default, this indicated they would be at the northern safehouse.

      So, once I entered their danger ring, I would need to cover half a mile or so to reach the village.

      There was nothing else for it but to act—and just see what my opponent did, but at least I was confident they would not have set up an ambush in the jungle. Since they were unsure from which direction someone would approach, they might hide in the jungle and offset their own danger ring.

      I therefore felt certain the chance of running into them was exceptionally low, too low to consider an actual risk. At the edge of their danger ring, I stopped, checking my Stamina Points—my SP—which stood at 352 out of 500. If the number ever hit zero, I would become severely handicapped, which had to be avoided at all costs. Every six seconds, the number increased by 1.

      I waited the fifteen minutes for my SP to go back up to full as I mentally prepared myself for the coming confrontation, needing to keep my wits about me.

      It was time. “Engagement,” I said clearly, stepping into their danger ring—no reaction or movement. I wondered what they were doing. Then it hit me; probably monster baiting to farm points. I had considered doing something similar, but at the start it was way too slow compared to going after other players. I moved as quickly as possible.

      The minutes were ticking by as the distance closed. There! Their danger circle began to move away from me, and they were running or offsetting it to lay an ambush.

      I shifted my heading toward the east to cut off the retreat toward Keteira and Nasoki, beginning to circle around the town of Cakova. They had to be in their danger circle somewhere, so I made a note of the areas I had already been through. Hmm, they appeared to be following the road to the northeast. There was a large stream to the north of Cakova, and the road as well.

      Water monsters were no joke, and crossing a stream could be risky.

      A wabbit jumped out, and I speared it without hesitation. Another easy point, good.

      Lowering the point of my spear to slide the monster off, I continued pursuit.

      The person’s danger circle had completely left Cakova. So, no ambush. They didn’t have enough time to set up an elaborate snare, and any trap would be centered in Cakova.

      That meant there was an extremely high chance they were legitimately fleeing.

      I moved north to the road to avoid bushwhacking through the forest.

      The best-ranged weapon they could try and use at this point was a light spear or javelin, maybe a whip if they were being exotic to try and drum up more personal profit.

      That was a sock’s way of thinking though—something only a stupid player would do. I had grown up hearing plenty of insulting terms, but there were few as widely accepted as ‘sock’, a nickname for the group of rebels who had nearly created a true AI. Their actions threatened several of the most prominent Houses and corporations, including Omnitrek. Needless to say, it felt appropriate to use to sum up this player’s actions.

      Staying alive was the way to go, and trying to pander to anyone a waste of time.

      Brutal efficiency was the name of the game.

      I kept checking the danger circle as I ran to see if it ever stopped moving, and the moment it did was the moment an ambush was being prepared or about to happen.

      Realistically, I knew this person had not thought through everything the way I had, but charging in without being ready was also a mistake.

      From their view, it looked as though I was slowly gaining on them while moving through the forest. If they were clever, they’d realize I had used the offset to the road.

      Ah, they stopped!

      My SP was almost at 0 as well. They were probably fiddling with their bracer, so I waited in the center of the road, completely visible. The terrain was too hilly and the road just too twisty to see very far, and their danger offset wasn’t moving much. Hmm, a small shift, if anything. I began to walk forward in the center of the road, keeping my senses alert for any ambush.

      Closing in on the center of their danger circle, I knew they were waiting ahead of me, sword in hand, their confidence making me consider they might be someone with combat skill; on the other hand, they had a sword, so my opinion of them was capped pretty low.

      “Hey there, no need to get so excited so early into things.”

      It was a male teen, judging by the voice and appearance.

      I advanced; talking would only be a distraction. “We should team up.”

      That was the quickest way to be betrayed. Also, I needed points, and didn’t feel like going after any monsters without the appropriate tracking abilities as part of my map, and lacking the database to pull up information on what they were. I needed as many points as possible to hunt people down so I could get even more points at the earliest juncture.

      I began rotating the spear in my hands. I had practiced quite a lot on this display, to destroy an enemy’s confidence while also improving my handling of the weapon and ability to manipulate it in difficult maneuvers. I spun the spear around my body and pointed it toward him as we stood fifty feet apart. He had the advantage of a slight incline.

      The road only had a few damp patches or tufts of grass but was otherwise flat and clear.

      “Very well,” he said and readied his sword. I slowly continued forward, making sure of my footing with each step and observing the terrain. Keeping my body angled to the right, my left side was forward, ready to thrust out my spear. My dominant hand, my right one, was at the back.

      It was the fulcrum and driver, while my left hand acted as the guide.

      My opponent kept his ground and I guessed he would go for an endurance contest; carrying his sword in his right hand, he took a dueler’s stance similar to mine. His left side faced me and the distance between us steadily closed. The blade in his hand was thin and long—a blend of sword and rapier. Jabbing would be the primary attack, but it was still capable of slashing.

      The smaller size meant he would be able to move his weapon faster than me, probably hoping to capitalize on a counterattack. As I slowly closed the gap to ten feet, his expression was a mix of fear and determination. I began to revolve my spear back and forth while keeping my eyes locked on his body, knowing the shoulders were the key, not the weapon.

      I had the range but just needed to avoid any lunges and counters.

      His eyes flickered to track my weapon; the distraction was working.

      I closed in to five feet. His weapon was about two feet long, and he stepped forward and tried a wild swing at my blade while yelling—a charge to bait me. I would not fall for such a trap but allowed my spear to be knocked to the side as I retracted it and stepped back.

      I kept the distance between us as I brought my spear back into position.

      A moment’s pause, and then I was driving forward toward his chest.

      He tried twisting to the side, but I kept the point aimed at the center of his body and he withdrew his weapon in a panic. I sprang forward, propelling my spear out with my right hand to vastly increase its range in a split second.

      The tip of my spear pierced his gut as he tried to parry my assault away.

      That was the problem with being out of position and mismanaging distance.

      A counterattack was nice in theory, but the weapon range had a dominating quality notoriously hard to overcome. That was why I looked down on anyone picking a sword as his weapon.

      I took the initiative, dashing forward. He panicked from the pain and shock, dropping his weapon, and grabbing at my own to try and stop me skewering him.

      He should have practiced taking damage and learning to deal with the in-Game pain. With healing points, agony and wounds and suchlike were always temporary, and victory eternal.

      If he’d held onto his weapon, he could have forced me back with a counterattack, then used HP to heal and continue attacking me. This was one of the easiest fights I could have asked for, considering it was against someone prepared with a modicum of skill. My spear tore out near his shoulder blade as my shoulder smashed into him. I let go of my weapon and quickly retreated.

      He collapsed on the ground, blood soaking the earth and his clothes.

      I freed my hand axe, beginning to circle my opponent. “Please, we can work together. I see how strong—aagh!” I slammed the hand axe into his knee, shattering it, and he kept screaming as I slammed it down again on the same knee, creating a deep wound that bled furiously.

      I stepped back to survey my map again, a chore I would have to do something like 10,000 times—maybe more. No other players were around, but a monster could easily be attracted by the noise and blood. Hmm, time to accrue even more points.

      I returned my hand axe to its sheath, retrieving my spear from the still screaming body.

      He tried to stop me pulling the heavy spear free, but blood loss also meant losing strength—a death sentence. Keeping the wounded player in sight, I headed back down the road.

      My back to a tree, I took a moment examining the area and pulled up my map yet again.

      I let my SP regenerate while waiting, unable to afford the risk of it hitting zero, and it was currently too close for comfort. HP defaulted to healing forward from the oldest injury to the newest and I previously allocated the use of my HP toward healing mobility impairments.

      His gut wound was slowly healing, but he just didn’t have enough HP for the shattered knee.

      Healing points regenerated at the rate of one a day, or you could buy five for 500 points in an emergency. A complete scam but saving one’s life and depriving an enemy of half the points they earned from killing you made it acceptable to keep the points in reserve for an emergency. He kept screaming and screaming as the ground around him became blood-saturated. Ten minutes later, a large cat monster with eight face tentacles slinked from the forest, bearing a dark green coloration, allowing it to camouflage itself among the foliage.

      Not an octopus or a cat, but something of a hybrid creature—so the thing was a catapus, probably Class-C this early on, but could be Class-B given its size and how willing it was to approach a screaming person.

      I sprinted forward, staying on my toes as I opted for speed and silence.

      Thankfully, Mr. Screamalot kept the monster’s attention.

      I speared its rear flank and thrust forward.

      The spear pressed downward through its gut, crippling and critically wounding the monster. I held onto the spear so that it could not turn around and maul me.

      Its initial burst of speed was the worst.

      But I had my hand tightly wrapped around my weapon, so moving my entire body with minimal leverage was next to impossible for the catapus despite it being much stronger than me. As it struggled, I pulled my spear free from its body, causing rapid bleeding.

      I attacked again, aiming for the monster’s flank, and thrusting twice more as my SP plummeted. The negative about a heavy spear was its SP consumption.

      Thankfully, the monster quickly bled out from its wounds.

      I returned to Mr. Screamalot, stabbing him in the head and shutting him up.

      I earned 20 points from the catapus; so, a Class-B. I also earned 107 from my second victim, putting me at 246 before I went to the store display on my bracer, spending 100 points for a Tier-2—or T2—shop interface and another 100 on T2 stealth. Anyone with just the T1 range upgrade would be unable to register my position on their map now, a huge short-term advantage.

      I flipped the corpse over, noting they had kept their pack instead of hiding it away.

      I took the bottles of water and nutrient bars—no tools in the pack.

      Searching the corpse, a knife had been strapped under their pants on their right leg, the most idiotic thing ever. I could probably think of others, but a single, inaccessible, hold-out weapon strapped to a leg ranked quite high up on the idiot list.

      So of course, that was now mine, and I strapped the sheath to my right arm.

      The map told me there were no nearby people and only 46 points.

      I glanced at the danger overlay; my location was quickly becoming a hotspot for monster activity, meaning it was time to leave.

      “End engagement,” I said, making my way back along the road toward Cakova.

      It was about four miles to the first unnamed settlement along the coast, so about three to four hours of slow travel. I could probably hit up those two towns and kill at least one more person before nightfall. Then I could make my next purchase, upgrading the active range on my map from one mile to two, crucial to countering others’ Tier-2 stealth.

      If I managed to kill everyone on Moala Island, that would probably allow me to get every single T2 upgrade. It had been tempting to purchase a processing tool for that Class-B monster, but I didn’t want to stand around for an hour and a half. Processing monsters was a late-game strategy.

      I also needed to get a T3 store interface and then T3 stealth, 2,000 points, but it would easily allow me to sweep up several other players on the outlying islands, and possibly test myself on the main island if I got the required points quickly enough. Anyway, I made it back to the village and checked the shore where a rowboat sat on a platform.

      Every coastal village generated a rowboat on the marked platform at dawn every day.

      The boat could be destroyed easily, but it was the only way to cross the ocean.

      It would shorten the trip from four to about three miles, and I’d not have to go through the forest or try and ford streams. The problem was, being on a boat rendered me extremely visible, as the boats were painted neon orange, easily reflecting light. They were also SP hogs, but the speed meant I could cover four miles in a single hour. In settlements, there was a small chance of discovering melee weapons, crafting materials, food bars, and bottled water.

      Very rarely, a point jug or pot painted red, orange, blue, or white could be had for 1, 5, 10, and 50 points respectively. The rarity of these items was considerable, as there were probably only fifty red jugs, ten orange, and one blue on this entire island.

      And there were no white jugs whatsoever, according to the distribution chart.

      Supposedly, some clues led to treasure locations but those were hidden away.

      I didn’t want to start wasting my time this early on such nonsense.

      The best source of points right now would be other players, and I needed to capitalize on my stealth. Best to leave the monster-farming or town-searching activities to other people.

      I reached Cakova, making my way to the building around which my previous opponent’s danger circle had been centered. The houses were made of light gray or red clay, their roofs mostly constructed from metal sheets supported by a wood frame, while a few had clay tiles.

      All had windows except for the red safehouses.

      Within the house in which the player had been, stood the typical bed, cooking gear, wood stove, and cutlery. What caught my attention were the ripped-up floorboards and what appeared to be a lockbox of some kind. That must have been why the other player didn’t pay attention to his map and then had immediately fled. He hadn’t wanted me to know about this lockbox, and it was too heavy to bring with him. So he had chosen to flee and try and pull me away from this location. I’d been wrong about the monster baiting, mentally reprimanding myself for being way off in my prediction. So now, I put the lockbox on the table and examined the lock, resting my ear against the top of the box and gently turning the lock.

      I ignored my breathing, listening for the telltale click.

      It took half an hour to finally unlock the stupid thing. Lockboxes could not easily be broken, and I had only practiced unlocking them a couple of times in the tutorial. Based on the single red jug in the box, this exercise was a waste of time and I would have been better off hunting monsters.

      I touched the jug, and it disappeared in a burst of shimmery blue translucent rectangular prisms. My point counter ticked up by one. I inspected the reminder of the lockbox.

      There was a small square of plastic, two inches by two inches, with the number 139 in the corner. On the other side, it was completely blue—a piece of a map that showed the ocean.

      I should have let other people find the map pieces and just kill them.

      Still, I would not just leave the treasure behind.

      It was good to correct my initial assumptions, and I honestly didn’t think anyone would be that senseless to try and get points this way. I guessed there were all types though, and shook my head as I made my way out of the building and to the rowboat on the shore. Pushing the boat off the platform, I began rowing. During the day, the ocean was safe from monsters if you were in a boat but at night, the ocean became an instant death trap. Class-A and Class-S monsters inhabited the ocean, but only attacked either after the sun went down or if you crossed the map boundary.

      We were in a 320-by-320-mile square encompassing an island called Fiji and several smaller ones. Moala Island was slightly to the south and more to the east of Fiji, southeast of the map center. The center of the map was slightly to the east of the small island of Gau with its extremely high hills, and a town called Lamiti, just another island to eventually clear.

      I made my way across the water and up the coast, regularly checking on the map for any danger circles that might appear. I still had my offset setup, so I appeared pressed up to the northern edge of my danger circle. It hit me that it didn’t matter since I had stealth, and doubted anyone had the necessary range upgrade to counter. Still, it was good to be aware of things just in case.

      I couldn’t make any hasty assumptions; that was how people died.

      I had already been wrong once, and it was only the first day.
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      I landed on the shore as soon as a danger circle appeared. No offset put the person in the forest east of the unnamed village which I designated as point V1, and there, the land curved around so I could land directly south of them, inside their danger circle.

      The risk was them seeing the boat and not my danger circle since it was offset in my favor now. Approaching from the north, I would have lost that advantage and been hindered instead. Still, it was probably a moot point with stealth, but no need to take any risks.

      I noted another two circles in the jungle to the north, near the second unnamed village or point V2. They might have believed it was a monster if a player to the south of them disappeared or if they upgraded their stealth. They could also be using the phone function if they’d already met up. The two people to the north had a high probability of being in a team already.

      I was confident in any single engagement, but a two-person team was next to impossible to kill at the same time if they were aware of me. One could just defend while the other circled. If committing to a single person, the other would attack, and I would be killed.

      Still, getting at least 300 points was nothing to laugh at. I could upgrade my range, tracker, and size of the holographic display from my bracer to the second tier with all those points.

      The other half from the players most likely baiting and my current 46 points would let me get a fourth upgrade. I would probably go with the 2x map zoom function to better see terrain features. “Engagement,” I said before leaving the shore and making my way carefully through the forest, constantly rechecking positioning. I heard them off to the northeast while the marker indicated them being directly north, a very silly offset unless you were hunting other people.

      It was better to save that offset for when you were being chased or attempting to trap someone, and pointless to use while baiting. It then occurred to me that if they used a slight offset on the first day, they would probably keep it going forward.

      Or they could already have run into a person and set the offset for that encounter.

      Hmm, they might be dangerous, but their offset for the day was already used.

      I carefully progressed toward the sound of a dying animal, glancing at a few dead wabbits and other creatures on the way, but didn’t see a catapus.

      Wounded or dead players generated a much greater monster draw than other dead monsters.

      This place was not ridiculously dangerous yet, just the right amount to bait Class-C monsters.

      I looked through the trees... There! I readied my spear and circled to the side and forward to attack from their rear. A lumbering oxhorn monster came out of the bushes and moved toward the clearing with the dead monsters. A Class-C monster, it was slightly dangerous, but not overly so.

      The player moved in, killing the huge and heavy thing with a mace blow to its head.

      At least it was better than a sword.

      They returned to their position, checking their bracer and I moved in behind, making sure they remained unaware of my presence. My Tier-2 stealth had already paid for itself.

      Now, I stabbed out to the back of their head killing the person instantly, and quickly got to looting, but only found a knife strapped to their arm like I had.

      I attached the knife to my left leg since my left arm had been taken by my bracer. The food and water were grabbed from their pack and I immediately left before a high-level monster showed up.

      Making my way north to the pair of players, I purchased the Tier-2 tracker, halving the size of all danger circles that I could see. I watched the two circles shrink and noted how one drifted a bit, indicating an offset. Both were far enough from each other to bait without doubling the danger. Probably a team if they were that close and using the Tier-1 phone upgrade to stay in contact.

      After my purchase, I was now at 64 points, meaning the person I had just killed had saved up 36 or 37. With the 10 initial points, they had earned at least 26.

      It took time to draw higher-class monsters with lower-class corpses, and that was probably his fourth Class-C monster I’d seen him kill. The issue with baiting was the time it took.

      Spending an entire day, you would earn about 30 to 40 points if you didn’t risk a Class-B.

      The problem with this class, though, was the risk of a pack or something with a little more intelligence, like a predator, that would attack from above or from an ambush.

      The catapus was a lone monster, but I could have run into a pack of wolves, which would have been far riskier. It also took time to accumulate corpses.

      A dead player was like monster catnip, attracting at least a Class-B.

      This forced people to move if they used a trap to ensnare a player, and prevent building up a super trap zone. Eventually, things would simply become too hot to handle.

      Class-A was a face-wrecker only worth 50 points, possessing a minor level of intelligence and able to sense and avoid apparent traps like pitfalls.

      They also might have unique abilities extending beyond physical.

      They didn’t actively hunt players, but were designed to prevent monster point-farming and create slow-moving danger zones to force players from building up a base too easily.

      They were also a prime reason for players to team up. If you could bait one by hitting it with enough ranged attacks, you could rapidly draw in the points from processing the monster.

      The next class up, Class-S monsters, ignored bait and were forces of nature. They were the unkillable bosses patrolling the oceans at night as well as the map’s outer edges.

      Technically, they were killable, but were more of a test monster and eye candy for people who were watching. Still, a Class-A point farm of some kind was the go-to option for larger groups. Create a choke point, more intricate traps, and one could easily lure in monster after monster.

      The significant risk was a flying Class-A monster. While flying monsters were possible to deal with, they were far more dangerous than their land-bound counterparts. Bows were available as a Tier-2 purchase for 1,000 points, and repeater crossbows at Tier-3, also for 1,000 points. This meant a long time saving up points to buy them. A team would have to restart at Class-D every day unless they were insane and performed night hunting.

      A Class-A monster farm was a late-game strategy.

      Still, it was a viable one I’d considered. The problem with such an approach was points distribution since points went to the person who killed the target, and in terms of traps, the person who set up or set off the primary triggering mechanism got rewarded. This would be a slower, but safer strategy, allowing people time to acclimate to the environment and graphic Game deaths.

      Sure, we all practiced in the tutorial, but it was not the same, adrenaline flowing in my bloodstream non-stop. Still, it was do or die, so I made my way carefully through the forest, killing a wabbit and avoiding an enormous slug. I didn’t know if my weapon would repel the slime the same way it did blood, but I didn’t want to find out, unable to afford losing my heavy spear.

      The two people were retreating to V2.

      I checked the danger overlay on my map, seeing the area had shifted toward a Class-B risk.

      They were careful players, but that also meant they probably didn’t have the points to upgrade to the Tier-2 store. Plus, it indicated they were in communication since both danger circles’ movements back toward V2 happened simultaneously.

      Now was a good time. “Engagement,” I announced.

      I made my way toward the unnamed village, observing from the tree line, and spotted a middle-aged woman talking with an older man. Appearances were kept the same as real life with cosmetic touch-ups. No roly-polys or fuglies here!

      Still, it allowed one to get an idea of a person’s age and possible mindset. Age was not a huge correlation, but I figured the younger ones would at least be slightly more aggressive.

      They stuck together and went into a house that wasn’t bright red, probably checking for loot. I avoided the windows and circled around toward the door, where talking could be heard but nothing specific was audible. I confirmed the door opened inward and that it was the only exit.

      That was the danger of going into a building while being watched—you created a choke point.

      Waiting to the side with my spear once again at the ready, I stood to the right of the door.

      This way, if they turned to face me, their right hand would be toward the building, impacting their movement. These kinds of details mattered.

      My breathing felt controlled as I eavesdropped on their conversation.

      “…here.”

      “Alright then, next house. Let’s clear this place before dark,” the woman said as she came out. I drove my spear through her gut and out the other side. She had a sword on her hip; good riddance.

      “Clarence!” the man cried as I wrenched my spear free. She fell screaming, blocking the doorway. The older man cautiously came out with a spear too—a clever opponent.

      “Crawl back inside. You can make it,” he instructed. A wound like that took at least 20 healing points to fully mend, but she could stabilize herself and wait out ten days to fully heal up if given the time. The man was carefully watching me, and I noticed his spear was a lighter version.

      A stamina contest would be ill-considered, and he would be quicker to attack and defend. He would have a more challenging time blocking an attack. I tried a probing stab, but he kept his spear at the ready in front of his body, not reacting to the provocation. This was tricky.

      He began to circle away from the house, and I maneuvered away also, preventing me being pinned against it. He stepped forward and brought his spear in a downward chop. I slipped back, avoiding the strike. We both repositioned, and he attacked again by feinting at my head but dropping his spear for my groin. I was ready for such a move, parrying him to my right.

      I attacked as high as he had, and he brought his spear up, then I dropped low, and he moved to follow. I finally shifted and went back up, committing to my thrust, using my right hand on the back of my spear to get maximum reach.

      My blade struck the center of his chest and dug in a couple of inches as he fell back, costing him at least 2 HP to heal, and also some strength from the blood loss.

      He returned with a downward strike once more, and I swept his spear around in front of me. Advancing again with an overhead blow, I blocked, taking a short step back, and followed up with a quick thrust toward his chest. He attempted to parry, but my spear was heavy, and his lost strength didn’t help. My blade carved into his side.

      That was another 2 HP, and the loss of strength was now enough to tip the fight in my favor.

      I repositioned and struck out again toward his bloodied chest. He took the blow head-on, and my spear went straight through him. Dammit! He countered with a drive of his spear, and I tried avoiding it, but it still connected with my left leg. I let go of my spear now, and retreated.

      “You sock,” I said. He collapsed to the ground with a smile. Completely insane sock was more like it. That was when the woman appeared in the doorway, sword in hand.

      She looked deathly pale. I quickly got out my knife and hand axe as she rushed me, and I blocked the first frantic blow, easily deflecting the blow to the side with my axe.

      She was slow and weak from my last attack, nowhere near healed, only stabilized.

      She swung again and I parried her, this time stepping toward her and thrusting out with the knife. I nicked her arm, and she began bleeding.

      My move backward was slowed by my injured leg, and she renewed her attack, attempting to end the fight quickly. I blocked and made another cut.

      “Why! We could have teamed up!” she complained as if talking about getting together for a trumpet duet. That was dense, and this was nothing frivolous.

      I wanted the points from her corpse, and this was a death Game. I was not about to give her hugs and chocolates. Safety in numbers was a lie, and I wasn’t going to get cornered either.

      I was the master of my fate, the captain of my destiny.

      I slowly retreated to build up distance as she bled out. “Fuck you!” she cursed. The words were like radiation deflected off a ship’s hull. She tried to rush me, but her attack was obvious and I easily blocked and counter-struck, but wasn’t expecting her to trade a punch when I cut her arm. My face stung, and the world tilted slightly.

      I stumbled back, and she swung for me again.

      I got the hand axe up in time to block.

      She was extremely weakened by now, and that was the only reason she didn’t knock my paltry defense to the side. Stabbing out this time, I left my knife skewered through her arm, pushing past her and dropping my hand axe whilst grabbing the light spear the man had been using.

      I spun and held the spear at the ready. “Sock. I hope something eats you,” she cursed. I advanced and stabbed. She didn’t have the strength to dodge, and the light spear went through her chest, finally ending her life. I confirmed both had died based on the increase in my points.

      I earned 241 points from the pair, putting me at 288. I checked my HP on my bracer, which read -5. If it were my actual health, I would obviously be dead. Luckily, it was just a representation of how much I needed to heal. But still, it was worse than expected, and it would be five days before I’d be fully healed and could start saving up healing points again.

      It was afternoon, with just a couple of hours of light left. I looked at the corpses, searched their packs, looting the food and water. I got a third knife and strapped the sheath onto my other leg and another hand axe to my waist. I decided that I was done for the day due to how mentally tired I was and how sore my body felt, so I retired to a red house.

      There were no windows, and I could barricade the door with a conveniently placed piece of wood and metal hooks to hold it against the door and the frame.

      The house itself could be burned down or destroyed with someone in it, but monsters would avoid the place. It was also secure against stealth attacks.

      The best trap I could think of was to coat various surfaces with oil.

      A jug of the stuff cost 100 points, but was flammable and had no smell.

      If someone turned on the stove, the entire building would blow up once the fire spread from the stove to a hidden jug. The safehouses would reset ten days after destruction, but the others would remain damaged. There was also nothing to loot inside the red houses, a fact confirmed before entering the Game. I stripped down, tossing my clothes and gear into the orange repair box. It would mend any item placed inside at the cost of a point for everything in it.

      I confirmed the transaction on the holographic screen appearing on top of the box.

      It glowed, and then the lid opened on its own and I put my now freshly sewn and laundered clothes and equipment back on. Then, I tested the light spear I’d disassembled and put in the orange repair box. It had a lot more give and flexibility than I was used to—a good backup or initial throwing weapon. A nutrition bar was welcome now, but my gut was grumbling silently at the bland flavor. When it was finished, I raised my bracer and opened the menu.

      Increasing the range of my active map display to two miles from a radius of one, I could see threats coming from farther away. It would also counter Tier-2 stealth.

      Stealth reduced the distance from which someone else could see their danger circle, so I would see someone’s danger circle at two miles out at the full radius of my active display. But for someone with Tier-2 stealth, their danger circle would only appear at the one-mile mark. This was different from the tracker, which shrank the radius of other players’ danger circles.

      I then purchased the danger upgrade to show monster clusters, activating the danger overlay showing several red circles, mini-danger rings on anything with a Class-B threat or above. While higher-class monsters didn’t go out of their way to hunt humans unless baited or it was night, they still moved about, and a person could easily run into one if unlucky.

      This upgrade would allow me to avoid walking into a catapus or something equally dangerous. It was not worth using it for hunting due to the risk of stumbling across multiple monsters at the same time or a higher-class monster. That left the display, zoom, phone, player tag, database, and processing tool as permanent upgrades for my bracer at the second tier. There were HP and SP upgrades for my max capacity as well, but those purchases were way out. I shook out my sore leg and rubbed a hand over my bruised face. Maybe an HP upgrade was not a bad option.

      The map said a couple of Class-B or higher monsters were moving through the village, the recent deaths having attracted them to the area. Two deaths didn’t equal twice the bait, rather it worked as an exponential increase.

      Ten people dead at the same place and time would be enough to draw an S-Class monster.

      Not as if it mattered after the swarm of A-Class monsters passed through the area, killing everything beforehand. I looked at the light spear on the table and frowned.

      Carrying two spears would be bothersome, but a bow and arrows were too expensive for now, so I checked the store and went to the Tier-1 equipment page.

      Navigating to the personal outfit section, I began browsing through all the options. The first that popped up were all the ones a player preselected, showing the clothes I was currently wearing. Everything after that had to be bought with points. Fortunately, I was prepared.

      I went to the store’s equipment harness, classified as a three-piece item of clothing, the very reason I had not equipped it at the start of the Game. I purchased the harness, and it materialized above the table, hovering in the air for a moment before dropping.

      The force acting on it was system-generated, imitating regular gravity outside the Game. I suspected the entire Game world was constantly accelerating upward to mimic the force of gravity.

      I upgraded my pack from the basic starter to a more compact and durable one.

      Instead of a camping-type pack, this one was a dark brown and green, with only a single pocket at the top. It was meant for ease of movement through the forest with no extra pockets on its edges. It also combined with the harness so the user could easily put it on or take it off using the large strips of Velcro holding the pack in place against my back.

      This would allow me to remove the pack effortlessly while keeping my harness on.

      My favorite feature comprised the three straps on the back to carry additional spears, and it only cost a single point. I honestly didn’t think I would run into anyone with a spear this early on, and a light one was perfect to boost my combat potential.

      I geared up and practiced removing the pack and the extra spear several times, making sure it could be removed and spear drawn at short notice. I had not practiced it as much as I wanted in the tutorial, so every once in a while, I checked my map for human danger circles.

      Night was approaching, and I’d already killed five people, and the remainder were probably hunkering down to the west or had slipped south along the island’s eastern side when I went north.

      I studied my two hand axes; their sheaths were simple, black, and with a slight shine.

      I scowled, checking my knives’ sheaths now too.

      Everything had a slightly different style, which was irritating. So, I went back into the store and bought new sheaths for them all at one point each. I chose a subdued dark green, similar to my clothing, and while that could be seen as a waste of points, the satisfaction I got from having uniformity in equipment made the small investment worth it.

      I looked at the mirror on the wall—it all looked much better.

      A small reward for a successful first day.

      The mirror was one of the merged items in the safehouse, meaning it couldn’t be taken since it was integrated with the building itself. Turning around and inspecting myself, I was content with how I was outfitted. Brown and green cargo shorts hung below my knees, and were easier to maneuver in. My short-sleeved shirt was the same brown and green, but my shoes were the modest starter sneakers everyone got. As long as someone could move, clothing was more of a fashion statement than anything considered practical. The exception was color for camouflage, but I was skeptical as to whether others would make good use of it.

      Though the temperature fluctuated, it never went beyond sixty-two or eighty-two degrees Fahrenheit. There were no bugs or critters to worry about either. I ran a hand through my short black hair that was almost in a buzz cut. Unequipping everything, I stacked my gear on the table.

      I set my alarm on the bracer’s display for 5:30 a.m. Dawn was coming around at 6 a.m., and I wanted to be ready to leave as early as possible. It was 7 p.m. now, and sunset would come at 8.

      The times could fluctuate slightly in heavy cloud cover, but dawn or sunset could only be pushed by half an hour at most. I checked my map one more time, not seeing any danger circles, meaning it was doubtful anyone would show up today.

      I had time for a monologue before going to sleep.

      Physically, I was at full SP, but mentally exhausted. Even with the time acceleration in place, a human mind still needed a period of rest. While it was quite possible to forego sleep, there were health risks to doing it, and that was the main reason the higher-class monsters came out at night, to force people to rest and level the playing field slightly for those who had better mods.

      I sat at the table and looked at the wall.

      The 3D recording would pick things up no matter where I looked.

      “Monologue start,” I said, uttering the prepped command phrase. “Hello everyone. This is Eric Serpens on Day One of the Game. I’ve landed on Moala Island and already have five kills. A solid start. I’m marking down my first kill as the most impressive. Be sure to check it out and vote it your favorite kill of the Game. I won’t spoil it, but it should definitely rank high,” I said with a grin. “I landed in Nasoki and made my way west to Cakova where I had to chase down my second kill. I then got in one of the death boats and made my way north where I ambushed my third kill and then kills four and five. Four and five were a tough fight. The spear user was intense and a good example of high-level spear skills. Still, your boy Eric won.”

      I chuckled lightly.

      That was going to be my persona if something appeared dangerous.

      Unrelenting confidence was the façade I was adopting.

      “All in all, an okay start. I only killed five people. Tomorrow, I will sweep the island. Your boy Eric, signing off. Monologue end.” And that was that.

      I would do a longer one about my plans, dreams, and so on later. Maybe in a week or so once things settled down. With the time compression at 10:1, I needed to keep segments short and sweet. At least that was what my producer and I had agreed on.

      Compressing a week of Game-time to a single hour of real-time was a challenge.

      The Game system could pick up on command phrases, and saying ‘engagement’ was the phrase to put a marker at that time so my producer could start watching from that point, rather than dig through hundreds of hours of footage—1,680 to be exact. I needed to make things easier for him so he could easily make quality highlight reels, and, in turn, bring in a lot of revenue.

      Most people had a friend act as their producer. While all producers got training and had access to video editing, there was a big difference between a professional and someone doing it for fun.

      I had used up my savings to hire a professional. They were not the best, but had the actual skill needed in putting together a video. They got half my earnings from the videos, but had a guaranteed income even if I died and could focus on editing my videos full-time.

      This was a bigger deal at the start since it would take a while for money to start coming in.

      That was why when the Game offered the option for players to leave markers for producers, we jumped on it; the real challenge was taking a view in the 3D world in which I existed, and putting it in a 2D video in a way making things look good. First-person typically appeared low-grade. Also, there was a need to show my route on maps and add appropriate thematic music.

      Most important of all was to create a narrative that entertained viewers.

      We were a team. If there was one person I trusted, it was my producer.

      Day one out of 3,000 was over. Another 2,999 days to go.
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      “Alert! Alert! Alert!” I quickly sat up as my alarm went off. In fact, I’d woken about an hour earlier, but had chosen to wait in bed thinking about my next moves as dawn approached.

      No need to rush things when it was too risky to go out.

      The alarm turned off after sensing my movement, so I got out of bed and ate a nutrition bar and had some water. Near to maximum satiation, I could go for two days without consuming anything. It was complicated, but each bottle of water and nutrition bar added on half a day.

      Each cost a point, however, which was why I collected them from my competitors.

      I had previously splurged on equipment, but it was a small price to feel comfortable. While it was only a mental thing, even a moment of distraction in being frustrated about the color of a sheath could prove fatal. Maximum competency and efficiency were vital for combat.

      Another reason I stayed in bed after waking was to reflect on earlier fights and consider how I could have done better. After all, a human’s greatest weapon was their mind.

      The aerial battle was pretty much a wash and would not be happening again.

      The first land fight had gone alright, but I certainly could have cut my opponent off better.

      The third was a perfect ambush, so no need to change my tactics there.

      The last fight, though, had proved poor since I didn’t deal a critical level of damage to my ambush target, giving them a chance to heal. I should have gone swiftly for a second thrust after the initial attack to finish them. The spear fight went well enough, however, and good experience.

      I checked my map and my HP. My leg and face were slightly less sore than yesterday but still ached. My HP was at -4, which was irritating, and several dots roamed within the screen. The monsters were generated by the Virtual Intelligence or VI in control of the Game, meaning they would be created or removed from the player’s location. It was made clear that monsters would never be created on top of players and their engagement was highly controlled.

      They were not the real challenge, more a slow way to gather points, push around campers, and keep people on their toes after a fight. As such, they were just meant to be part of the environment.

      A random monster wouldn’t usually kill a player unless they were moving through the forest without a basic upgrade, out at night, or crossing the Game’s boundary.

      The sky lightened and the danger dots were slowly leaving my radius of observation and disappearing. I geared up with my heavy spear in hand.

      Cracking open the safehouse door, I confirmed there was no threat about.

      My map showed a few dots disappearing off the edges and two remaining in the forest.

      Nighttime was deadly. It may have been worse since I was in a safehouse and had killed two people in the village the day before, but I’d counted at least twenty small red circles. That meant twenty A or B-Class monsters roaming the area; there was no way to survive that.

      Making my way to the shore, I discovered a platform with an orange rowboat, hopped in and began rowing around the coast clockwise, slightly north and then veering east.

      The village of Maloku was about two to three miles along the coast from the unnamed village in which I had been. Thankfully, one always rowed a rowboat with one’s back facing the way in which the boat headed, otherwise, the rising sun would blind the eyes.

      I stopped frequently for orientation, and found there was one person in Maloku, their danger circle centered on the safehouse. The safehouses were marked as bright orange squares and the center of the danger circle was the square itself. If I’d had the zoom function, I could have confirmed where they were inside a building, with some careful map adjustment.

      As things stood, however, I would put the edge of their danger circle at the edge of my map and just keep zooming in to find the exact center. For now, it was only a guesstimate.

      For a moment, I considered adjusting my danger circle, but there was no point.

      I just needed to remember I was shifted to the very top. Attacking from the east or west would be a slight hindrance, but attacking from the north meant any opponent would have a lengthy time to see my danger circle. That was if they could break my stealth, anyway.

      I landed my boat. “Engagement,” I said clearly for my producer.

      I then began travelling up the coast toward Maloku.

      The danger circle began to move, just a touch late in the morning, it seemed.

      They had probably been talking for hours on end about how they’d found everything or had spent too much time planning the days ahead. Time was a valuable resource, even more so in this initial  starting phase. They were checking houses if I had to guess—wasting time treasure hunting. I slowed the moment I saw the village and began creeping forward, spear at the ready.

      “Dammit,” a male voice loudly cursed, followed by metal hitting metal.

      A lockbox, and they were trying to break it open.

      I crept up to the house and peeked in through the window. Yep, a simpleton. Still, I didn’t want him to get any points, and also didn’t want to waste my own time. I did note the guy was checking his bracer, probably to see if another player was approaching or not; I had to act.

      Moving to the door that stood slightly ajar, I pushed it open with my spear and then rushed in.

      He was turned to the side and jumped in panic at my surprise entrance.

      It was too late for him to free his sword from its sheath. “Wha-!” My spear thrust through his open mouth, exiting the back of his head in a spray of blood, bone, and brain matter.

      Kids, this is an R-rated program. Please do not watch, I mentally joked as I admired my perfect strike. I pulled my spear free, the body collapsing to the ground. I got to looting, though I didn’t need a knife or sword, but the 127 points were nice. I dropped my spear and picked up the body, carrying it to the edge of the village, dropped it once again—and started back to the house.

      There was a trail of blood which would predictably attract a Class-C monster.

      And a body would be sure to tempt a Class-B.

      I returned to the house and purchased the display upgrade, increasing it from four to six inches square. Most would probably think this a waste of points, but the larger display was also crisper, making it clearer to see things especially on the map display; plus, my head hurt less looking at the larger display. I also purchased the 2x zoom upgrade.

      My attention turned to the lockbox, and I put my ear to it and fiddled with the lock. This one was a little trickier than the last, taking an hour to finally unlock it.

      I got a 1-point jug and map piece 201, which had a tiny bit of an island on it and nothing else.

      I had briefly thought about these pieces before getting out of bed.

      The way I would have set it up would be to split the 320-mile-square active zone into various pieces, anywhere from 201 to a probable total of 1,000.

      It would be interesting to make the map count 1,000 based on the number of players. Put arrows on four pieces, and where the two lines intersected would be where the treasure lay.

      Technically, someone would only need the four key pieces, or even just two, to figure it out. This meant I was right in thinking they were pointless.

      Still, I couldn’t leave them behind and a point was a point.

      I left the house, went to the shore, took the orange boat—and sailed east around the island.

      It was five miles to the largest village or town on the island of Naroi. There was also a large, cleared area for a landing strip to the east of the town. Not that there were any planes this early in the Game—they were a Tier-4 equipment purchase for 25,000 points. I assumed they would primarily be used for scouting and to cover a large area quickly to find other players.

      That was why there was only a single model wheeled plane, no seaplanes, and these were also bright neon orange. I had mentally nicknamed that model the Fireball.

      I supposed one could buy a parachute and then jump from the plane to get somewhere without a landing strip, but such a waste of points was sacrilege.

      It was close to 11 when Naroi slowly came into view on my map. There was no one in town, but I counted three danger circles to the south, probably a team bait-farming monsters for points. One had probably killed another player at least. Earlier, I had estimated twelve people on this island and by now, six had already been killed.

      There were three people in front of me, leaving at least three hiding somewhere else. With my upgraded map, they couldn’t hide their danger circles with stealth. This meant they had either left the island, were somewhere else on the island, or had been killed off.

      Traveling on the first or second day was pointless and a waste of time by any measure. Even monster farmers and treasure hunters would stay on an island to clear it.

      They could be in another town, or like me, a hunter moving about in search of prey. I put at least one other person at this level. I originally thought there could be more, but now I considered it a mistake of human nature and how brave people were willing to be.

      Though this was virtual, it felt real.

      Pain was real, combat was real, and death was a long wait with only yourself to blame. The Game was not just hitting a button, which probably played a larger role than I expected in how people spent their time. It was mentally exhausting to always be worrying; people just stopped thinking properly or never started in the first place to avoid that kind of hardship.

      People had the option, if they wanted, to be dropped on the main island of Fiji, the second biggest of Vanua Levu, or one of the surrounding ones. The split was 450, 350, and 200 respectively, with smaller islands getting a certain percentage of people based on their size.

      I picked the smaller islands since I was sure the main ones would become a bloodbath. Sure, there was a chance to get a lot of points, but there was the randomness of the drop zone, people butting in on fights, and larger teams, all of which had turned me off the idea.

      It appeared that people chose the smaller islands for similar reasons but were not hunters like I was. They wanted to farm for the most part. Once a large group formed on the main islands, they would probably head out as a kill team to farm the farmers. Still, this also meant that the inhabitants on the outlying islands were more inclined toward teamwork than individual confrontation.

      Time was of the essence.

      It was tempting to try and set a trap, but I had thought long and hard about my strategy. Being proactive was more in my shuttle bay, and sitting and waiting while staying alert was not for me. I needed to play to my strengths, not trying to raise my weaknesses to mediocrity.

      I checked the danger overlay. The Class-B monsters were staying put for now, and the coloration of the danger overlay was not that dark. They were probably just starting to touch on Class-C monsters. “Engagement.” I made my way toward the person in the middle. If I attacked one either side, they were more likely to think like hunters than monsters.

      I would try reverse psychology to try and gain an advantage. I stopped 100 feet away, carefully removed the extra spear from my pack, and continued forward.

      The person in the center was a younger-looking woman, and seemed extremely wary, scanning her arcs in between glancing at her map.

      I leaned my heavy spear against a tree, and behind its cover readied the light spear.

      I stepped around the thick trunk, took aim and launched the light spear at her.

      It struck her lower back but the spear tip didn’t go fully through her body. That was the problem with light spears; they didn’t have the weight behind them to deeply penetrate a target.

      “Aagh!” she screamed and spun around. I had already picked up my heavy spear and was rushing forward. The light spear fell to the ground as she moved, a trail of blood following it.

      I only had a moment to consider her weapon—a whip sword—before she attacked.

      Twisting her hands on the hilt, she released the tension in the connecting chain and the blade extended as she cut at me. Reflexively, I brought up my spear, and the chain made contact and began to wrap around my weapon. I knew a whip sword worked primarily through tension, so I kept moving forward and the chain became slack.

      “No! Stop!” she screamed.

      I stabbed through her defending arm and into her chest, then rapidly pulled my heavy spear free, attacking again to finish her off. Blood poured out of her body and she went limp.

      The kill had earned me 143 points.

      I quickly collected my pack and looted the player’s corpse, finding food and water, but nothing else I needed. I had no desire to cut off my own face with a sword whip, so left it.

      I moved toward the person in the east and kept my original heading, not cutting the person off. Both danger circles were moving back toward Naroi, so could be shifting their danger circles to lead me into a trap. I checked my danger overlay; no monsters to worry about.

      There was no one at the monster bait area, and I moved toward the town, following the person previously here. Now, the danger circles came together. Hmm, so they were not socks and realized a person was hunting them and not a monster. They likely didn’t shift their danger circles if they came together like that. I reached the edge of the town and left my pack in a house.

      Now, I took both spears with me, the light one in my non-dominant left hand.

      They both moved to a large open area next to the coast.

      Damn, they were ready for me. I returned for my pack and then made my way into the central one of the three safehouses in the village. I was going to take a gamble here.

      I hated waiting like this, but it was idiotic to attempt to take on two. There was just too much of an advantage in two attacking at the same time, and I also was not at my best either, making a straight fight an even more significant risk. I was certainly not stupid!

      They should have headed toward their friend’s corpse to see how she had been killed, but they probably feared an ambush or a high-class monster, so, they were holding in place, protecting themselves. I stayed in the corner of the safehouse, out of sight of the door, keeping an eye on my map. A strong countermove would be to shift their danger circle while moving toward me at the same rate the danger circle transitioned, to make it appear they were standing still.

      It was not that hard to pull off, but one had to think of it. The circles slowly moved, both headed to where their friend had died. Hmm; all that would be left would be bones by the time they reached her. If I could take one out, I was confident I could handle the other.

      The problem was how would I take out one person, with his teammate so close?

      I observed that they went past a safehouse as they left, probably their main one.

      They went back into the forest, and I made my way to what I believed was their main safehouse. The bedding there was messed up, the place only appearing unoccupied for ten days or so.

      They would come back here, or at least there was a high probability.

      I took a seat at the table, just watching my map. “End engagement. Ambush,” I said.

      The day stretched on and on, as if it might never end.

      It was tempting to head out there, but the risk was far too high.

      This was the best place to take them out, by far. Finally, they began heading back toward the town. “Engagement,” I said, getting up. I carefully put the chair back into position and moved my pack to the corner of the room, standing to the side and away from where the door would open.

      I clasped my light spear firmly, my heavier one leaning against the wall.

      What did the map tell me now? That they were moving toward the safehouse slowly. The circles eventually came to rest exactly where I was, and I listened intently.

      “It really is too bad,” I heard a male voice say.

      “We knew what we signed up for. Like I said, it was probably a Class-B that got her,” said a female.

      “Wouldn’t be too sure,” the male replied.

      “A player would’ve shown up on the map,” the female countered.

      “Not if they have stealth.” They were right outside the safehouse door.

      “What, that requires 200 points at least!”

      “Easy enough if you’re a killer.”

      “That would be hardcore… And to run all the way over here, I think it was probably a monster that got Laura.”

      “Wait! Someone could be in there,” the male suddenly said. The door flew open with a loud bang as it hit the wall.

      “Hello, anyone home?” the female called. “See, no one.”

      Then she entered.

      Thank you for not listening to your teammate’s advice. I attacked, aiming below her rib cage.

      The spear sliced through her gut, and she fell to the ground, immobilized.

      I stepped back, claiming my heavy spear. Leaving the light spear in her would take her out of the fight completely, and I highly doubted she had the fortitude to ignore the agony she was feeling to remove the weapon and also fight me.

      The male rushed in, looking surprised at the second spear in my hand. I lunged toward him as he brought up his sword, but he wasn’t fast enough. My spear was through his chest and out the other side before he had fully raised his weapon. He probably thought I had committed my only weapon, seeing the spear in his companion, and he’d rushed me, trying to use the advantage.

      I left the second spear in him, retreating a few steps, freeing a knife and a hand axe.

      I surveyed the skewered pair as they bled out on the floor.

      “Fuck you, sock. Hope you get eaten by an S-Class,” the man cursed. People were always rude when about to die. And the woman was already dead if her lack of movement was any indication.

      I didn’t respond.

      “What, you just going to stand there and watch me bleed out?”

      “Yes,” I said calmly.

      “Fuck you, sock,” he cursed again and finally died. I checked my total points to confirm. I had earned 295 from both, putting me at a comfortable 444. I searched them for supplies and found a pair of pliers in the man’s pack which I willingly acquired. They had a mace and a sword as weapons, neither of which I wanted or needed. I also found map piece 87.

      I left the corpses in the safehouse and went to another. The day was almost over now, and I didn’t want to be caught out at night. It was about three miles to the next town, about an hour of rowing, which would put me right at the edge. No need to take such a risk.

      I went to the safehouse at which I’d initially stayed, secured the door, and unpacked.

      I used the orange box to clean off my gear and clothing once more. A point well spent, and I took a seat at the table. “Monologue start.”

      “Hello everyone. This is Eric Serpens on Day Two of the Game. Right now, I am in the town of Naroi on Moala Island. I managed to kill another four people today, putting my count at nine. I ambushed the first near the village of Maloku and a second near Naroi.

      “The second person had two teammates, whom I ambushed in the safehouse. A long and boring wait, but the least risky way to deal with them. Tomorrow, I’ll try to hunt the rest of the people on the island. It’ll probably be harder, and I might run into other hunters.

      “Right now, I’m saving my points to purchase Tier-3 stealth. That would probably keep me hidden for the first month or two, which hopefully is enough time to get some other good items. Monologue end.”

      I ate a nutrition bar, had some water to refill my hunger satiation timer, then went to bed.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I got up before my alarm and spent time in deep thought. The morning was always the best time to think. The question was, what should I do after clearing this island? I could head northwest toward Gau Island about forty miles away, or ten hours by rowboat, or I could head southeast to Totoya ten miles away, or two-three hours by boat.

      Gau Island was close to Fiji, and if a kill team moved through the islands, that would probably be one of their first stops. It was roughly twice the size of Moaloa, so I estimated twenty people or so would have started there. Totoya was too far out of the way, and the only other place nearby large enough to have a safehouse was Matuku Island, just ten miles or so to the southwest of Totoya. So, one larger island closer to danger or two smaller islands.

      If anyone wanted to turtle up, Yaroi on Matuku Island would be the ideal place to do it. It was also one of the most distant islands in the active area with a safehouse.

      The small islands didn’t have safehouses, but their point jugs would be worth more.

      The store also offered two portable safehouses, the first single-use, costing 1,000 points, the second a 100-use one, which of course was preferable but a one-time purchase that could only fit one person. Not to mention it cost 10,000 points.

      There was also an end Game event in the final 200 days to force people together.

      The only information shared about the end Game event was that the last safe place would be at the Game’s highest point, Mount Tomanivi on Fiji. I had no idea if they would force people together using the map borders, the monsters, or something else entirely.

      Still, that was a long-term problem.

      For now, I was stuck thinking about where to go next. I lay in the darkness, thinking through my options. At least the safehouses had an automatic light that responded to clapping, the door opening, or detected a lot of motion or movement. The light also took a couple of seconds to brighten and darken. Not instant brightness or darkness, but gradual, a nice touch.

      I mentally thought of the active game area in my mind.

      I could reach Yaroi and then head west toward Kandavu Island, an eighty-mile trip, or twenty hours. I needed more SP or to purchase a motorized boat for the speed.

      A motorboat could go twenty miles per hour, which would make trips easy enough, and the fuel was cheap at 100 points for ten hours of operation. Still, that was 1,000 points on a boat, and would not help my combat abilities. Any kill teams would be patrolling in a similar vessel.

      And the one good thing about purchased vehicles was that they could be stored in a large wine bottle with the cork acting as the key to store or free them.

      I could leave the boat somewhere without the key, or take it with me and risk being killed and looted for it, while also dealing with the added weight.

      Hmm, that made me think about looting a boat from someone else.

      I would be going to Fiji with stealth and geared up, not just dropped in.

      I needed to kill a couple more people on Moala and then aim for Gau Island to get 2,000 points for the Third-tier shop and purchase the stealth, which I needed.

      There would probably be a single large team on Gau Island.

      The monster farmers would meet up and form a network, and unless a hunter dismantled them as I had done on Moala, they would probably form a single group, possibly two.

      With at least ten people, an A-Class monster was on the table. At 50 points a pop, they could boost up a person or two, enough to keep an overwatch and then really go crazy and run two full bait farms a day, or hunt down B and A-Class monsters. That would dump about 500 points per day into the group. If they developed enough trust, they could develop a super player.

      Now I was thinking about this, I could threaten several people, forcing them to create bait farms and using them as pawns. Maybe not just one person, but a group of four could really dominate over a group of eight or twice their number. I shook my head at that.

      The risk of attempting to wrangle people was insane, but all types were in the Game.

      If someone managed it, they would become the clear favorite.

      Heck, people might agree after being beaten in exchange for a spot in the Top 20. They could even agree on spots beforehand—annoying and an actual viable strategy.

      I considered the top prizes: any group larger than twenty would be at risk of fracturing, since only the twentieth place and higher achieved percentages of the total game profits, while everyone earned 0.5% of personal profits from advertising on their own channels.

      More viewers equaled more personal profits.

      Another 0.5% of this went to a player’s producer.

      The top 200 were not removed immediately but instead watched from the White Room, basically a large apartment filled with luxuries. They would get to watch other players with occasional social events, and were also able to provide commentary and edit videos of other players in exchange for a payment from that player’s producer.

      Places 200 to 101 were paid a small, fixed amount on top of their personal earnings, a mere pittance. The higher the ranking, the greater the financial benefit with players earning a percentage of total profits, which increased the closer you got to the number one slot.

      So, to make it to the Top 20 would result in a significant increase in financial revenue, a good amount of money, but not an insane amount. One could live the rest of their life in relative and acceptable comfort, but extending their life or paying for others’ life extension would neither be simple nor cheap.

      Then there were the five top player prizes paying a large, fixed amount each. Best Kill was voted on. All subscribers got one vote they could change at any time until the last player was killed, but no more than once a day. Most Popular went to the person whose channel had the most views, while Most Points was self-explanatory; just earn the most points! Monster Hunter went to the person who got the most points just from killing monsters, and Top Killer to the one demonstrating the most player kills. I was willing to put in some basic effort but was not that worried about these prizes. Staying in the Game as long as possible and placing as highly as I could was where the money would come from, as far as I was concerned. That would remain my focus.

      There was also a good chance a lot of these prizes could be awarded to the same person, as there was no restriction on how many prizes the individual could win. The thing was, though, all the hard number payouts were basically trash payments, just complete garbage in comparison to percentage payouts. Even those would probably be just good, not insane.

      The sheer cost of specific luxuries was a reason why they were called luxuries!

      This meant only the Top 20 places mattered, and no team could be larger than twenty. The developers of Omnitrek were exceptionally careful about isolating players before and during the tutorial and setup process, so all teams had to form in-Game, and teams would gain momentum in the mid-game point. Right now, single hunters like me had an advantage due to the 100-point drop that other players were worth. Still, the more expensive purchases required a stockpile of points, thus creating a king of the chessboard, so to speak—the overwatch player in a farming team where points would be accumulated for the most expensive items.
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      That made kills ten and eleven, and now I was at 691 points. Both players had been at the next unnamed village along the coast, and I ambushed the first, killing the second after throwing a spear into him and rushing to finish him off. I also earned two more map pieces, 721 and 980.

      I tried touching the pieces together and to my bracer, but nothing happened.

      But there was a small red circle closing in on my position.

      I stepped out of the safehouse and made my way to the shore, where the danger circle adjusted direction and was moving straight toward me. Setting my pack in the boat, and my spare spear in the sand, I mentally prepared myself, one eye still on that godforsaken map. The sight of that thing so repetitively was by now burning a hole into my brain, or so it felt.

      “Engagement,” I said.

      I considered laying an ambush, but switched tactics.

      “Come on out,” I called. A younger-looking man appeared from behind some trees, a spear clutched in his hand, plus he had 10 Eric points for not wielding a sword.

      "Nice, upgraded range,” I commented. That was the only way he could have countered my stealth. It was as good an introduction as any I could think of.

      "Nice, upgraded stealth,” he replied. "So..."

      He trailed off now, stuck for how to continue.

      "So,” I replied back, slowly lowering the point of my spear toward the sand, and he did the same. I was hesitant to fight another spear user. Looking at his outfit, it was remarkably similar to mine, but grayer, and his shorts shorter. The main thing that stood out was the short red streak in his hair by his left ear. Someone was being a bit edgy.

      “You killed everyone else on this island?" he asked.

      "Pretty much,” I replied. There was no use concealing something so pointless. "How many did you get?" I asked.

      "Just one. I got range after not running into anyone else, and figured somebody picked up stealth,” he replied. "Did you drop on top of a group?" he asked.

      "Took someone out mid-air." His eyes went wide at that.

      "Ah, well, that would do it. Then using stealth and circling around the whole place. I was probably trailing behind you and ended up with nothing."

      He was figuring things out quickly enough.

      It was only the most obvious strategy. If he hadn’t figured it out, then he was clearly trying to downplay his intelligence. Based on the number of people I had seen landing toward the island and the number I had killed, I knew he hadn’t taken out many.

      "I was wondering if you’d be interested in teaming up against the hordes forming on the larger islands," he suggested. I gave him a look; he’d struck on the very thing I was most worried about. First the spear, then the analysis of our movements, and finally, a good determination about the future. I really believed I could work with someone like this.

      I thought about engaging in a spar to test his combat skills, but that would be risky if he were more experienced. Better to see how things went and if we got along, as it were.

      "Yes, why not? A stable team could have up to twenty people and hunting others solo limits my options." If people moved about in pairs or groups of three, it would be challenging to take them out single-handedly, whereas with two, the difficulty and danger dropped way down, but the drama went up. Thankfully, besides the red streak in his hair, he seemed low drama so far.

      "Any group larger than two is impossible to take on unless you have some serious trapping or ambush skills. We both need points, and together, I think we can get them,” he said.

      "At least you're not a sock. But that also raises the issue of working together and how we split things." I wanted to hear his proposal first about how our team would function.

      "Aim for the top two. We can talk about things when there are only twenty remaining. Before that, it’s pointless to betray each other."

      He had clearly put some thought into the team side of things.

      "Glad you didn’t offer the top spot, as I wouldn't have believed you,” I said with a weak grin.

      "I wouldn’t believe you either." We both let out a light chuckle at that. "My name’s Sir Killz, with a z."

      "Eric Serpens. Yours is a fantasy name, interesting,” I replied. “I like it.”

      "My in-Game name. Anything else just seemed too over the top, Sir Killz with a z."

      "Ha, fair enough. Point split?" he asked.

      "We’ll take turns with ambushes. You can have the first since you need Tier-2 stealth."

      "Nice of you. I thought you would ask for a two-to-one split," he answered.

      "We’re a team, and I can't have you lagging behind. We need to upgrade ourselves and loot a boat from a larger team." He frowned at that.

      I let the silence hang for a short time, as he thought about what I’d said.

      "You insane gamer. You want to rush Fiji, and that’s really why you want to team up. You’re going to go right into the bloodbath to try and soar far above everyone else."

      He gave me a look.

      "The monster farms will pick up speed, so at the month mark, I’ll be even with them. At the two-month mark, they’ll have a lead. We can't let that happen. That means killing a bunch of people,” I said.

      "Unless you can rampage through a lot of players and rack up the points. You want the core." He meant the kings or the overwatch as I had taken to thinking about them.

      He was also entirely correct, and I gave him a slight nod. It was good to be on the same wavelength as Sir Killz and it certainly gave me hope that our partnership would work out.

      "We can't just sit around. We need to use the inferior players as practice for later on,” I explained. Fighting was not as simple as stabbing something; you needed the courage and the mindset to attack when needed, and not hesitate.

      "Damn, I thought I was hardcore." He let out a long breath. "All right, I'm in." He hefted his spear, driving the point into the sand before walking over. "An honor to team up with you, Eric Serpens." He held out his hand, and I shook it heartily.

      "The honor is mine, Sir Killz. Grab your pack and let’s get out of this place,” I said.

      I went over to the boat and put my spear and pack into it, pushing it off the platform into the water. "End engagement,” I said.

      "I’m so stupid." I heard Sir Killz behind me as I got the boat into the water. "You were boating around the island while I was running my ass off through the forest. Everyone is hunting, and no one would watch the ocean unless they’re in a large team. No wonder I couldn’t catch up with you,” he mused.

      I glanced back at him and saw him looking at the other boat I’d landed in down the beach.

      "Ah, yes. I mean with stealth, unless you’re looking at the ocean, it's faster and easier. About four times the speed."

      He tossed his spear into the boat along with his pack. I took the rower's seat, and he took the other. These things only had room for two.

      "So, Gau Island?" Sir Killz asked. "The time will be tight, won’t it?"

      "With two people alternating the rowing, we can cut down the ten-hour trip to five."

      "SP consumption. Right, so, one hour on and then an hour off?" he asked.

      "Half an hour each. Don't want to bottom out on SP." I gave him a look.

      "Ah, not trying to cause trouble. I never really considered the boats that much, I figured I would get a motorized one after enough kills,” he said with a smile as I began rowing.

      "So, what are you playing the Game for?" I asked.

      "Money, but the main thing is time. Advanced cellular degradation. I’ve got two years at most. Figured I could extend ten months to around 100. I mean, this isn’t so bad.” He gestured around. “The fresh air, clear skies, friendly company. This is the life, just need a beer."

      "A beer is 50 points, a waste."

      Cellular degradation was no joke.

      It was often called liquidation, death by a thousand cuts, or the reaper's gaze.

      "Hardcore. I like it." He gave me a thumbs up. "So why are you here?"

      "Money and killing people." I was not going to say it was to help pay for my mother's medical bills as she also had cellular degradation. That was a depressing topic, and I wanted to focus on what I could do right now rather than worry about things I couldn’t control.

      I gave ten seconds of silence before speaking again.

      Still, an unsatisfactory answer would mean drama, and I wanted to avoid drama.

      We needed to be a team, a real team.

      “You have codewords with your producer?” I asked.

      “Ah, no.”

      “Will they listen to you?” I asked.

      “I would think so. We get along well enough.”

      “Alright. Recording off,” I said. “Don’t record this.”

      It would probably get picked up, but make it seem as if I shared a personal secret with him.

      "Alright, Tammy. You heard the man. Don't record,” he said, going along with me.

      "Money for my mother's medical bills. Setting things up as the hard-ass type of player,” I said.

      "Really? People actually do things like that?" he asked, giving me another look.

      "A strategy to rack up views. A goofball persona is just not me. Being a hard-ass is much better and far simpler to pull off. My channel isn’t going to be about friendship and killing monsters. Rather, it’s going to be a bloodbath."

      At least that was the initial plan, but I had no doubt it would change.

      "That makes sense. Other people are probably doing that as well." He frowned.

      "That’s why I’m aiming to be the best at it. You might earn enough money to halt your cellular degradation." He would need a stack of money for targeted gene therapy, microsurgery, nano-bot rejuvenation, and all the other bells and whistles. Still, it was possible if he placed high enough. The really high-end tech that would completely eliminate cellular degradation was insanely expensive—a mining-moon level of expensive.

      "Yeah." He grimaced. "But that requires a lot, and I’m not holding out much hope to be honest. It would crush me and mess with my mind if I focused on something like that."

      Smart of him. Too much fear or worry would only drag down his combat ability.

      "People fight better with hope. That’s the name of my spear. Hope,” I joked.

      "What’s the other one called, Dreams?" he asked.

      "Yep,” I said, playing along. Naming weapons was pointless, but it was an easy topic to talk about without drama. Nothing was more depressing than cellular degradation as the death sentence hung over a person's head once they had it.

      "I think I’ll call my spear Luck. We'll need all we can get,” Sir Killz said.

      "Too true." I rowed a little more and we switched. "Recording on,” I finally said.

      We rowed around Moala Island, the one not rowing keeping an eye on their map to ensure we were headed in the right direction. Players were not able to zoom in on portions of the map by default. The focus, however, could be moved to where the islands were located and their general heading while in a vehicle of some kind, a really good way to check heading and location.

      It was afternoon before Gau Island finally came in sight.

      "Head for Vandravandra. I'll keep watch."

      "Got it,” Sir Killz said. While we both had the same range, my map was bigger, and I could zoom in, so it was better if I kept an eye out as we approached the coast.

      "One danger circle, centered farther inland." We kept moving toward the shore. "Second danger circle, and now the edge of a third, but none centered on the coast. Shift yourself to the top of yours," I said.

      "Got it,” he replied. Mine was still shifted from the first day, so I didn’t need to do anything. I was the technical expert on how everything worked and we had talked about our roles on the boat, and Sir Killz was aware that I knew how the map functioned to the highest possible degree.

      He was shocked at the ability to move and shift one's danger circle at the same time as ambushing a person after I had explained it.

      "The best way I see this going is we land to the south of Vandravandra. You go right up to the edge of the danger circle, while I’ll go inland toward the second person. Ten minutes after I leave, make your move north. At the fifteen-minute mark, I’ll take out my target and move on to the third. Rendezvous at the north safehouse in the village. We’ll use three knocks, then two, and then five knocks as the safehouse door code. Three, two, five, remember?” I said.

      "You’re getting two kills," Sir Killz pointed out.

      "You need stealth and preferably the Tier-2 tracker. Next ambush, you can take the majority,” I replied. He would also be low on SP after rowing.

      “No problem,” he said with a smile. "Good plan. Ten minutes’ wait, then move on to the target. Three, two, five for the safehouse knocks. Simple enough. What if things go nuclear?" he asked.

      "Then, every man for himself,” I replied.

      "Hardcore. That should be your in-Game name."

      "Call me whatever you want, just kill the people and get the points. I can't have you dragging me down,” I said, playing to the nickname.

      "Whatever you say, Hardcore."

      We landed at the beach and moved after confirming the time.

      We had considered purchasing the phone upgrade but held off for now.

      I didn’t want to depend on it. Also, I couldn’t afford that type of distraction in the middle of an ambush. If we couldn’t even handle a split group of three, then there was no future together.

      "Engagement,” I said, moving through the forest as quickly as possible toward my target, checking my map and the time. The ten-minute mark hit, and I was lagging because of the rough terrain. I picked up the pace while keeping an eye on my SP.

      I saw Sir Killz' circle's edge closer to his opponent's, and that was when I heard a noise, and readied my spears. Ten seconds until fifteen minutes, time to go.

      I rushed out from behind a tree and launched my light spear.

      Another reason why spears were better than swords was they could be thrown from a distance.

      The woman shrieked as the spear pierced her side and spun around with a sword in hand. Unfortunately for her, she had already been baiting for a while and a Class-C monster came out of the forest right as I was rushing her. She readied her sword to face me when the snake with six legs leaped at her back. She fell to the ground, struggling to escape.

      I thrust my spear through both enemies, pinning the monster to the woman, and the woman to the ground, earning 5 points from the Class-C monster kill, and 158 from killing the player.

      This put me at 854 points. I checked her pack, all garbage… Wait. A map piece, 677!

      I quickly gathered up my gear and set off toward the third person.

      A quick glance at my map showed that Sir Killz’ danger circle had shrunk and was moving toward Vandravandra. He had finally got stealth.

      I closed in on the third person's location.

      "C’mon Catz, pick up." The player sounded frightened. "Shit," he cursed loudly, realizing his teammate was most likely dead. I rushed out of the tree line, hurling a spear. Unfortunately, and to my annoyance, I had attacked from the front this time, allowing him to see the attack and dodge the spear, but with luck, he lost his grip on his war hammer, a pointlessly heavy weapon.

      A mace would have been a better choice.

      He tried to scramble up, but as he reached for his fallen weapon, I drove the spear right through his head, and he died instantly. I took the time to loot his pack which only had a few energy bars and water. I then took the knife on the corpse's arm for Sir Killz.

      I had just hit 1,005 points, and that put a smile on my face.

      I made my way toward Vandravandra and reached the safehouse. What was the knock code? Three…two, then five was the last number. I couldn't believe I’d almost forgotten; that would have been embarrassing. I rapped the appropriate number of knocks.

      "Name?" I heard Sir Killz ask.

      "Eric Serpens."

      He opened up the door. "It should be Hardcore."

      I entered, and he barricaded it up behind me.

      "Any problems?" he asked.

      "A Class-C attacked my first target after I hit her with a spear. A snake with six legs, even creepier than the catapus."

      "Catapus?" he asked.

      "Cat with face tentacles."

      "Yeah, the double spider was just as bad. Sixteen legs, moved like a ball. Like two spiders glued back to back."

      "Okay, no monster hunting for sure." I shook my head at that nightmare fuel.

      It took a moment to settle in, but I looked at the one bed and then at Sir Killz.

      "We can share if you want. Just not into guys,” he said, and I nodded. I was not interested in him either. That would’ve been way too much drama for me.

      I was here to win, not start a relationship.

      "Here, this is for you." I pulled out the spare knife in my pack, handing it to him.

      "Thanks. So, what are you at now?" he asked.

      "1,000."

      "Wow." He shook his head. "Tier-3 store?" he asked.

      "I really want a bow."

      "A bow is lootable," he replied.

      "I know. That's why I'm frustrated. With two people, a bow makes sense, gives us a ranged option, and we could take on a group of three or four. What’s your opinion?" I asked.

      Since we were a team, I’d not just make such a big purchase without first consulting Sir Killz, a useful way to check my reasoning and build a team dynamic at the same time.

      "Stealth and range. We need to be able to counter Tier-3 stealth, which means Tier-3 range. A bow sounds nice, but I don't want a scary-ass person like yourself sneaking up on me. No offense."

      "None taken. We could also use you as bait,” I said and looked at Sir Killz to see how he would react to that idea.

      "Hmm, it could work, but the trap would have to be good, and would give you a lot of points." He gave me a look.

      "True, but teamwork makes the dream work."

      "There is no 'I' in team," he countered. Touché.

      "I find your lack of faith disturbing." 

      "I find your confidence overwhelming. Seriously, I’ll not be taken for a ride and dropped off like a dirty sex bot. I can be bait, but I want something. And I think you’re holding out on me."

      He put a map piece on the table.

      "Ah, those,” I replied.

      "Yes, those. How many do you have?" he asked.

      I went into my pack and pulled out the six I possessed.

      "You can carry them." He gave me another look. "I think they’re pointless,” I replied.

      He began studying mine and their numbers.

      "Shit. I had piece 9. Didn’t realize they went up that high,” he said. "What do you think, 1,000?"

      "Probably. No idea how to combine them."

      "A store item most likely. A higher tier, either third or fourth, if you haven’t seen it." He exhaled sharply with a frown. "Fine, we can work out a bait plan."

      "Alright, then I’m getting Tier 3." I spent 1,000 points, and it felt painful to see all those hard-earned points disappear. "Let me see if there’s anything new from the tutorial,” I mumbled as I scanned the options available for future purchase.

      "An obituary, probably to see who’s dead and possibly how, or who killed them. Weather forecast for five days. A viewer and income tracker. So slightly pointless, mostly pointless, and completely pointless," I added.

      "I would think you’d like that last option,” Sir Killz said.

      "We plan to make it to the end, so tracking stuff like that is just vanity, not actually helpful to our current situation,” I replied.

      "Hardcore."

      "Indeed. The repeater is in here,” I said. That was the god-tier weapon. In a world of melee, the ranged weapon with rapid-shot abilities was king.

      "Now that’s a weapon. But low-penetration power and range." Sir Killz had at least tested it out in the tutorial to realize its downsides.

      "Still multi-shot and quick. Motorized boat, spy drone… yeah, nothing new from the tutorial,” I said.

      "That means anything to do with the map pieces is Tier 4. Damn. They are pointless," Sir Killz cursed.

      "We might as well take them with us. Might be able to trade them."

      "We can keep the pieces we find ourselves then." He picked up his lone piece, and I took back the six. "So, how do you want to do things?" he asked.

      "I’m going to clean everything I own, have dinner, do my monologue, then go to bed. I’m setting my alarm for 5:30 a.m. You?"

      "You spend points cleaning things?" He seemed surprised, probably thinking I was too hardcore for that. Even if it were just one point a day, it would add up to thousands over the duration of the Game. It was still a minor expense in my mind.

      "It is a point. But it gives me peace of mind."

      "That adds up to 3,000 over the course of the game." It was good to work with someone who could look at all the angles and come to the same conclusion.

      "What can I say? It’s my luxury, bars and bottled water all the way though," I said.

      "Urgh. I was hoping to split a hot meal and drink."

      "I’m hardcore."

      I was already stripping and putting my clothing into the bright orange repair box. After the items were cleaned, I put my clothes back on, and ate my cold dinner.

      Sir Killz eventually ate a bar as well.

      "I’m going to do my monologue now. It will be short, but please don't interrupt."

      "Alright; now this should be interesting." I arranged my chair and myself.

      "Monologue start. Hello everyone. This is Eric Serpens on Day Three of the Game. My kill count is now thirteen. There’s been quite a bit of progress. I killed two people on Moala Island through ambush, and that’s when I met up with Sir Killz, with a z.

      "We’ve teamed up and made our way to Gau Island to the northeast. Once we landed, Sir Killz took out one player, and I ambushed two. The first one I ambushed was also attacked at the same time by a Class-C monster which was highly amusing.

      "For now, both Sir Killz and I plan to sweep around Gau to kill all the players here in preparation for an assault on Fiji. I’ve unlocked the Tier-3 store today, and estimate I’m currently in the top ten. At least that’s the hope. If someone already has Tier-3 stealth, then I have to congratulate them on killing everything. Monologue end."

      "That's it?" Sir Killz asked.

      "Yes, just to make things easier for my producer when he puts it all together."

      "Oh, I just figured that they’d sort it all out."

      "You can set up command phrases to leave a timestamp, so they have an easier time splicing in entertaining footage. Regardless, that’s just a minor thing compared to surviving. If you’re killed in the first week, you don't even get a channel. Just go under system options, then producer options, then phrase options,” I said.

      "Thanks, I’ll set something up. How many people do you think are left?"

      "Hard to say. Probably 500-700. At the end of the first week, people are going to have solid teams and the easy ambushes will be a thing of the past,” I said.

      "I was thinking the same thing. A team of four is going to be rough." I nodded in agreement. "I need to buy a book or movie if we’re going to be doing ambushes."

      "That’s a trap to suck away your points,” I warned.

      "I know." A book was 100 points, a movie 1,000 points.

      "I'm going to sleep. Turn off the light when you’re done."

      I took off to bed.
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      We got up as soon as my alarm sounded. I’d stayed awake late into the night, making sure Sir Killz had fallen asleep before me. I checked my HP, and it showed -2 now.

      My leg felt slightly sore, and my nose itched a bit.

      We climbed into the boat and set off, rowing up the east side of Gau toward the main settlement of Lamiti. There were no villages between Vandravandra and Lamiti but I kept an eye on my map to check for enemies. “Range or stealth next?” I asked.

      “Range. We want to see and avoid trouble before running right into it. Third-tier stealth only helps you out. We should both get the phone upgrade.”

      “I only have four points.” Sir Killz shot me a questioning glance. “I spent a lot unlocking the Third-tier store,” I explained.

      “We’re going to make a lot more soon. Just makes it hard to coordinate.”

      “I prefer not using the phone. It’s distracting and irritating to use with a weapon in hand.”

      “It should be your next purchase as well as mine. The Second Tier has a workable range of twenty miles.”

      “Do we really need the Second Tier? Tier-1 goes five miles and is only ten points.”

      “Maybe. But once we hit Fiji, the range will be needed to bait teams out. Might want to hit Ovalau first. It would be a good warm-up and hopefully, easier pickings,” Sir Killz said.

      “That’s the island right to the east of Fiji?” I asked. I was currently rowing and couldn’t look at my map to confirm the island’s name and location, so I was itching to check.

      “Yes. It also has a village in the center and a road looping around the entire thing. About thirty miles northwest,” Sir Killz said.

      “That opens up the option of using a bicycle. Only 100 points each.”

      “That’s also a lootable item, and boats work, but the bikes will be useful on Fiji, and we might not be able to loot any,” Sir Killz said.

      “Something to consider. If I can get Tier-3 range, we can avoid most ambushes. Still, a remote ambush is possible. Right, time to switch.”

      We exchanged places, making sure not to tip over in the process and fall into the ocean. It was always better not to think about what might be lurking beneath us in the depths of the ocean.

      “So, Ovalau Island after this?” he asked.

      “Let’s wait and see. We have to clear this island first. I want to see how many points we can get and how well things go.” I was hesitant to make plans too far out. Things could change very rapidly, and I didn’t want to over-commit.

      “Fair enough,” Sir Killz said as he began rowing us up the coast.

      I reviewed my map, seeing no danger circles in range. We both enjoyed the fresh air and pleasant weather, heading north along Gau Island’s beautiful coast.

      “Got three teams of two,” I said, grimacing as I squinted at my map. We had come into range of Lamiti, and I found I was looking at six danger circles, which meant a lot of people.

      “They have to be using all the safehouses in the town. One team in each. Shall we split up?”

      “Can you really ambush a person and take out the other immediately after that?” I asked Sir Killz. He was silent for a long moment.

      “I should be able to handle a straight-up fight. Might get rough, but…”

      He didn’t want to appear weak but overestimating himself was risky as well.

      Better not to chance things when there was a slightly safer path forward.

      “Hmm, then let’s move together. We’ll take on the south group first and keep going group to group.”

      “I thought you’d have us split up,” he said. “Try and take two teams on yourself.”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      “I considered it, but want to keep the risk as low as possible. My answer is the same as yours for a two versus one. I can probably win, but there’s considerable uncertainty. We shouldn’t take so much of a gamble.”

      “Agreed. Alright, Hardcore, let’s do this.” We landed the boat on the shore.

      “Engagement,” I said, and we both moved into the forest. Sir Killz said something under his breath as well. He had set up his command phrases, and his experience would make for a slightly different view. While he would be following behind me, he’d also be pushing me forward. That was why I had given him the advice. It was a win-win situation.

      I kept checking my map as we moved through the shrubland and patches of trees.

      “No reaction. Looks like there’s no overwatch,” I said. We kept moving forward and eventually, heard noises up ahead. I freed my second spear but kept my pack on. With two of us, there was not as much risk, plus we wanted to move quickly after taking out the first group.

      Sir Killz looked around a tree and then back at me.

      He held up two fingers, then briefly covered his face with his hand. Two enemies were not paying attention if I was reading the hand signals correctly.

      We had practiced this in the boat.

      I pointed to the left and he nodded.

      He then held up a full hand and made a fist—five count. I took my position and readied the light spear. Three. Two. One. I spun around the tree and saw the target to my left, quickly aiming, hurling my trusty spear at them. Sir Killz reacted as soon as I attacked.

      My spear hit the man’s lower back but only went halfway into his body.

      He let out a scream, falling to the ground. The other man—who was beating a wabbit with a mace—spun to look at his companion. Sir Killz hit him right in the chest with an extended thrust, quickly pulled his spear free, and stabbed again.

      I rushed forward to the downed man, removed my light spear from his back and put him out of his misery. “Target down,” I said and moved to help my teammate.

      Circling behind the other opponent, Sir Killz and I forced him into retreating.

      I kept blocking his escape, forcing him to divert his attention from Sir Killz, who stabbed him in the chest a second time. I stabbed at him also, before letting Sir Killz finish the job.

      I checked the map, no movement. “Loot quickly,” I said.

      “I’m not stupid,” Sir Killz replied. We got to work. I’d increased to 122 points. Bars, water, garbage, garbage—oh! A map piece. Number 824.

      “Got map piece 824. Anything your end?” I asked.

      “Just a knife, useful tool?”

      “Hand axe.”

      “I can use that.” He took it, and I rechecked my map yet again.

      Damn, both teams had converged and were moving toward our position.

      “Four incoming, about two minutes out,” I warned.

      “Retreat to town?”

      “Agreed,” I said. We both began to move. The danger circles shifted in our direction. “They have us marked. Probably an overwatch that just caught onto our circles.”

      “A lot of shrubs near the village; they’ll be able to see us,” Sir Killz added. Most of the islands consisted of forests or small villages, so we would not have any trees for cover and crawling would cut down on our speed and ability to react, making it a poor choice.

      “Move into town and then shift our danger circles. Get up on a roof, then leap down,” I suggested.

      “No cover on the roofs, so we’ll have to lie flat. We should head back to the coast after though.”

      “They’d chase us, and an ocean battle’s risky.”

      I was not about to invite such a disaster unless it was the absolute last resort.

      The rowboats were death traps.

      “They’d have to go two to a boat,” Sir Killz pointed out.

      “If we fall in, we’re monster bait. No.”

      That was a hard line for me, the risk way too high.

      “Ok, then I’ll keep running, and you shift your danger circle to follow. We can ambush them.”

      “If I get one, it’s still one versus three.”

      “Then run back to my position and I’ll ambush them again. Then we both fight a two-on-two,” Sir Killz said. It was a risky plan, but achievable. I scanned the terrain.

      “I’ll hide by that house. You move to the safehouse right by the stream at the north of the village.” I gestured toward it.

      “Got it. I’ll be up on the roof. You run by and I’ll leap down.” I pulled up my map and changed my offset. I would be slightly toward the center now instead of at the top.

      I took my position behind the house, readying my light spear.

      Reviewing my map, I saw that the enemy team should be going past me in about a minute. That was when I heard the sound of people approaching.

      “Keep your eyes peeled. We’re going to gut and skin these socks,” I heard someone say.

      “Are they still running?”

      “Looks like they’re running into town. Stay together,” their leader said.

      They ran past, and I stepped out behind them, throwing my light spear at the first body at which I had a clear shot. It hit the thigh of one, but my aim was substandard.

      I had been aiming for his upper back.

      “Aagh!” he cried. I grasped my heavy spear and charged them.

      “Look out!”

      “Form up! Form up!” They all panicked as I rushed forward.

      I exploded right through their formation since no one wanted to confront me head-on.

      I seized my light spear as I ran by, tearing it out of my target’s leg.

      “What! He’s running, get him before he escapes!” They started chasing after me, leaving their wounded comrade behind. I reached the safehouse but ran past, taking up position just beyond. They slowed down on approach, two swords, one mace.

      “Time to teach you a lesson,” one said, and they spread out as they began to advance.

      I threw my light spear at the person in the center but he dodged off to the side, and it landed by the safehouse. I readied my heavy spear next, their faces flaunting smirks which I decided needed to be carved in permanently. Sir Killz came into view and launched himself off the roof.

      He grabbed the light spear and sprang an attack behind them, launching the spear at the same man in the center, but this time, success, hitting his target’s lower back.

      The man screamed and fell to his knees, making the other two males spin around.

      That was why you always had to check your map, and check it again, and again.

      I only thought of it later, but their overwatch person was probably the one bringing up the rear of their formation, the one I’d initially wounded. That meant if they had lost me, they would have been blind to my position and been unable to track Sir Killz.

      They were only slight idiots since there were two sword users, and I mentally made that correction when I thought back on the fight.

      When they focused on Sir Killz, I knew it was over, and I sprang forward, killing one with a thrust through the neck. Sir Killz hurried over and finished off the man he had impaled. We both slaughtered the third before he could run away, Sir Killz issuing the killing blow.

      I left him to loot and hurried back to finish off their fourth.

      I ran into him not far from where I had wounded him.

      “You killed them all?” he asked, his voice weak and tremulous.

      “Yes.” I only bothered replying since he was a spear user.

      I would have just killed him outright otherwise.

      “Damn. I thought they were good.”

      “Not good enough. Only you have a spear.”

      “What? I… Are you open for another teammate?” he asked. It was slightly tempting. The problem was he was not smart enough and had lost.

      “You fell for my trap and you are wounded. Also, you’re a farmer, not a hunter.”

      I advanced toward him. He brought up his spear.

      “Then let’s end this.” He stepped forward and did a high feint before thrusting low, but I stepped back. He kept advancing, and I kept retreating. “Stand and fight!” he shouted.

      But I could see his wounded leg giving him problems.

      “All done looting.” Sir Killz came up to my side.

      “Ah. I should have realized,” the man said.

      “That’s why you’re not good enough for my team. I got left.”

      We both advanced, and I easily finished off the man and looted his belongings.

      No new tools, but an additional spear was nice.

      I had earned 395 points, putting me at 521. We also got map pieces 191 and 578.

      We returned to the coast and began rowing north once more.

      There was an awkward silence. “I didn’t think you would stay there, Hardcore.”

      “I was wondering why you didn’t ambush them right away?” I asked, the accusation smoldering beneath the spoken words’ surface.

      When the three individuals had caught up to me in the town, and Sir Killz had not immediately moved to ambush them, I was in an enormous amount of danger.

      “Just wanted them to focus everything on you, and it worked.”

      It was a lame excuse, and we both knew it. There was a long period of awkward silence.

      “You put me at risk,” I finally said, giving Sir Killz a look. He glanced away after a moment. “If this is going to work, there needs to be trust.” I gestured at both of us. “Let me guess, you wanted to see how I handled things.”

      “A bit. It…well…it all happened pretty quickly.”

      I could tell he was interested in my combat skills if we ever had to face off.

      That was one of two reasons to handle things the way he did.

      The other reason was to let me get injured and then jump in and finish us all off.

      “If I were wounded, it seems an ideal situation to exploit.”

      He remained silent. Sir Killz was rowing, and I had my spear at my side. I was sure he realized the position in which he found himself currently. “Uncomfortable, isn’t it?” I asked.

      “Yes. I’m sorry. Shouldn’t have waited,” he said. There were no good options here. I could kill him and be down an untrustworthy teammate. The fact he was intelligent enough and wanted to probe me out was the problem in working with shrewd people.

      They could outsmart me. All it took was one mistake.

      If I didn’t kill him, then we had a chance to keep working together.

      In the end, he did join in and help, and I took a deep breath and carefully considered both options in front of me. A single misstep was death, but I didn’t have the same surety dealing with people as with the Game mechanics. This was why I hated dealing with teams.

      In the end, he had jumped in and helped me out.

      At most, it was a brief wait, and while too long for my taste, it was not unforgivable.

      I could put it down to nerves or something else. When the time came, he had done what he was supposed to do. “Alright. If you really want to spar and test skills, then we can at some point.” I took my hand off my spear, and we both stared, trying to work out the other’s thoughts.

      “Top twenty. No more messing about. All these people we’re killing are useless. We haven’t faced any other hunters or experienced groups.” I rubbed my face. This interpersonal drama was stressful, and I might be better off working alone, even if it made things twice as difficult. Still, my decision was made, and I couldn’t afford to second guess myself.

      “Next time, I’ll be the bait to draw out the enemy team,” Sir Killz offered.

      I gave him a quick nod and turned my attention to my map—three red circles at the unnamed town a mile north of Lamiti.

      “Team of three grouped up, fighting in shrubland to the west of the unnamed village, designated V3,” I said. There was a lot I wanted to say and curse at my teammate, but it wouldn’t help matters.

      Even a few useless plans to sacrifice him came to mind.

      But that would only be a waste of precious points.

      “They probably have some kind of an overwatch,” Sir Killz said.

      “They’re moving back toward the town. Considering it’s before midday, so they’ve clearly seen us. Engagement,” I said.

      “Fight in town?” he questioned.

      “You set up at a choke point to contain them, and I’ll ambush from a roof.”

      “Alright.”

      He was not speaking up and sounded ever so subdued, probably due to our earlier argument. Either he was not worried enough about the personal risk or too meek.

      Neither was a good thing.

      “You sure?” I asked.

      “As long as I don’t get flanked, I should be fine.” I was disgruntled at how Sir Killz’ spirit had weakened. It made him less dangerous as a teammate but also less valuable at the same time. “Wait, fourth circle closing in from the north. Probably using a boat at that speed. A hunter.”

      “Well this is a mess. Retreat?”

      “No, we need points. We both wait on the roof of the tallest building and see how things play out,” I suggested.

      “That works.” We landed on the shore and hastily made our way toward a large house next to the church. It was taller, but too tall, and its roof steeply angled. Sir Killz helped boost me up along the side of the house. I then jumped, pulling myself the rest of the way.

      I reached back down and helped pull him up beside me. We both lay down on the metal and focused on our maps. Thankfully, the metal was warm, but not hot enough to distract us. There was no sweat either, just a feeling of slowly being dry-cooked.

      The team of three entered the village and slowed considerably. The lone hunter moved toward our position and I tried to listen for any movement below, but heard nothing.

      “Up now,” I hissed and quickly stood, Sir Killz copying my actions.

      “I know you’re below us,” I called out and stepped to the side at the same time.

      A spear shot up through the roof’s clay tiles where I had been standing.

      I moved over to where there should have been a wall bracing up the building. Sir Killz followed me as more spear thrusts broke through the roof, attempting to cripple us.

      “All misses, keep trying,” I called out loudly, and saw the team of three closing in.

      “Plan C,” a female shouted, and a jug of oil quickly materialized in both her companions’ hands. They circled the house, pouring the liquid onto the walls.

      She guarded the only door. We had to get off this roof, now.

      “I got their leader, watch the exit,” I said.

      I didn’t wait for a response and leaped off the roof, aiming for an enemy below.

      The force of my spear was enough to fully skewer my target.

      Sir Killz jumped off right as the building started to go up in flames.

      “You aren’t escaping!” I heard someone shout.

      I turned back toward the building after freeing my spear.

      “I got the left. You take the right. We both keep an eye on the door,” I called out to Sir Killz.

      “Got it.” The building was burning merrily now, and the oil available for purchase at 100 points was no joke, the smallest amounts burning exquisitely. A movement in the house caught my eye.

      “Die!” A spear came darting toward me through a window. I was able to sidestep the attack in time, thanks to the shout. Sir Killz was now engaged in his own battle with one of the people who had set the house on fire, and the hunter sprang out of the door, appearing heavily singed.

      It was a dark-skinned woman. The person fighting Sir Killz screamed out, but I could not make out exactly what since I was intently focused on the opponent in front.

      I faced up to her, swung out with my spear and managed to leave a large gash along her left leg. I moved in for the kill. She opened her hand that held a small uncinched bag, raised it to her mouth, and blew out. A cloud of white and red powder sailed into the air.

      I shut my eyes and swung savagely while backpedaling.

      My eyes watered furiously, making me squint and blurring my vision. My skin felt as though it was a burning prison. I could barely make out the woman now dueling one of the fire starters. She was by far the most formidable. I stepped in and tried to stab at her back, but she saw a reaction in the man she was fighting and dodged to the side in an impressive display of combat ability.

      I left another gash, but only a minor wound, nothing crippling unfortunately.

      “They killed your leader!” she shouted and made an escape.

      I was left to face her former opponent alone.

      The man saw his chance and charged at me with his sword. I kept backing up, using the length of my spear to keep the opponent at a manageable distance. My eyes were still troubling me though, and my face felt as though it was peeling. That powder was potent.

      He feinted low, but I had the advantage of distance just so long as I kept the spear tip aimed toward his body. I had time to react to his high slash. A single misstep, and he was out of position.

      I lunged and thrust out my spear one-handed, piercing his face and tearing open his mouth which now extended to his left ear. He faltered, and I used the opportunity to strike again, connecting right in his chest, finishing my enemy off. I freed my spear and strained through blurred vision. Sir Killz had also had success with his fight, and there was no sign of the female hunter.

      I checked my map. Her danger circle was almost out of range and moving away.

      I washed my face and rinsed both eyes with a bottle of water, to relieve the pain and hopefully improve my vision quickly. “You okay there?” Sir Killz asked.

      “Powder attack.” I threw away the bottle and grabbed another. “White and red powder, feels as if my face is burning.”

      I doused the water all over my head, feeling slight relief.

      I didn’t pay much attention to Sir Killz as he began looting the bodies.

      It took four bottles to feel some improvement, and checked my HP, back down to -3.

      We made our way to a safehouse to regroup.

      “So, that hunter got away with her spear, but I did find four map pieces—291, 24 and 629—on the team we killed. And even more exciting, more food bars and water.”

      I shook my head as he passed me several bottles of water. “But no tools or weapons.”

      “You injured?” I asked after seeing his bloody shirt.

      “Nicked me, but I managed to kill him. Healing points fixed me right up. You?”

      “Down a bit,” I said, and chuckled in spite of my situation. “That woman was good. Exceptionally so.” I pulled up my display and began looking through various options. “That powder is something else.”

      “Guessing we’re done for the day?”

      “Pretty much. I did wound her severely, so doubt she’ll return. Naulotu Creek isn’t that far north, so she could make it there before nightfall,” I said.

      “We should pursue by ocean,” Sir Killz said, and I looked up. “We can’t give her a chance. She can keep running and try to make another village to leave a team or two between us or even set a trap.” Then it would just be a waste of time and exhausting to chase after her.

      “Points don’t come easily.” He was probably frustrated I had got two kills to his one.

      “Alright. But that powder... it’s a game-changer. We need to be careful.”

      I closed my display and let out the breath I had been holding.

      That had been the closest I had come to death.

      “Let’s go.”

      We left and headed to the boat. The fire from the burning house was slowly dying down, but left a column of smoke billowing into the sky. It took a short amount of time to reach the next village, and there was a danger circle centered on a safehouse. There should only be one person there, unless  another had Tier-3 stealth. The further into the Game, the more chance there was for someone to purchase upgrades, so you couldn’t assume anything.

      We approached the safehouse, and I carefully tested the door.

      It was locked. “You can go away right now,” a female voice said.

      “You’re trapped. We can easily burn the house and force you out,” I replied. I was hesitant though; after all, 100 points for a jug of oil. There was a long moment of silence.

      “I would prefer you didn’t do that,” she responded.

      “Well you were so aggressive, it got me hot and bothered,” I teased. I had come up with that line on the boat ride over, in the chance of confronting her again.

      “I created an opening for you to take out that team. Show some consideration.”

      “I am. So, you’re going to make me spend points for a jug of oil?” I asked.

      “I’m going to spend all my points on clothes. Frilly clothes too. So even if you kill me, you won’t gain anything but the base 100,” she threatened.

      “Why are we talking with her?” Sir Killz asked.

      “I don’t want to waste the points, unless you’re volunteering.” I gave him a look.

      “She’s dangerous. I say we burn her out.”

      “Fair enough. Can’t have a spear at our backs.”

      “Wait!” I heard the door open, and she was standing there looking quite disheveled. Bloodstains patterned her clothing, and her face was pale. “Let’s team up,” she said to me, face-to-face. She had brown hair styled in a bun that was burnt away in places, and wrinkles around her eyes. It was hard to tell her age, but if I had to guess, I’d say she was most likely older than she appeared.

      “She tried to kill us,” Sir Killz snapped.

      “You need people. There are no more lone players or teams of two unless they’re murder hobos like us. The large teams are already forming up. Three can take on a lot more than two.” She made a strong opening argument. The only real reason to make a team was to counter others.

      I hated this, hated having to trust and put my fate in other people’s hands.

      I also was not blind; though I was not so sure about Sir Killz’ personality, having a third person might balance things out or send things into complete chaos. Also, she was a woman, and that could lead to a lot more personal drama. I was a no-drama type of person and detested the mere thought of it. Still, she was a goddess of combat, even if she looked haggard right now.

      I knew she would wound at least one of us if we tried to kill her in the doorway.

      “She has some skill,” I finally said.

      “Just some?” she said.

      A smile twitched at her lips as she sensed the conversation tilting in her favor.

      “Don’t get ahead of yourself. You clearly are the weaker party. The fact that you stopped here, and we managed to corner you, does not incite confidence in your ability. The main issue is trust.”

      “Top 20,” she immediately said. She clearly had been thinking things over.

      “You aren’t an imbecile, so we stick together to make it that far.” My judgement of her increased some more. I glanced at the spear in her hand—another point in her favor.

      “Wait a moment. I want to talk things over with my companion here,” I said. I walked a few paces away but kept an eye on her, Sir Killz followed.

      “I’m leaning yes, but what do you think?” I asked him. As teammates, I needed to include him.

      “Risky. Very risky. Have to watch for poison and stuff like that.” He gave her a look.

      “Still, surely the argument we used to come to agreement between ourselves is just the same for her?” He shrugged. He was probably agreeing with the idea since I was leaning in favor, and our relationship was strained right now.

      If I teamed up with the woman, he would be out of luck in an instant.

      “Alright. I’m for her also.” We both went back to her.

      “So, what did you two decide?” she asked.

      “Yes, we can team up.” She beamed at that.

      “Well come on in.” She moved to the side, and we entered the safehouse. There was only one bed, and a table with four chairs. She went over and collapsed into one.

      “You did a number on me,” she sighed.

      “Well you were trying to kill us.”

      “I know, but I’m very low in HP.”

      “How bad?” I asked.

      “Minus thirteen.” I winced at that. “You?”

      “You did some damage with that powder attack, but I had to waste four water bottles to wash my face. What was it?”

      “Chalk, cayenne powder, and some spicy monster essence,” she explained.

      “What class?” Sir Killz asked as he took a seat.

      “D, but I used a lot of the stuff.”

      “A lot being?” Sir Killz asked.

      “Ten essence a pouch.” I was surprised she was sharing. It was probably her way of being accepted and integrating into the team. I had to watch if my two companions became too friendly and collaborated to undermine, betray, and ultimately kill me.

      “Must’ve taken forever to process. What did you use? A Tier-3 processing tool?” Sir Killz guessed.

      “Yep. You can call me Xena by the way. With an x.”

      “Sir Killz—with a z.”

      “Eric Serpens.”

      “A pleasure meeting you two. So, how about we trade stories? Since I talked about the powder, which one of you wants to tell me what you’ve been up to?” Xena asked.

      I glanced at Sir Killz and shrugged, gesturing for him to go ahead.

      He began explaining about our starting island and the various teams we’d encountered.

      I added in some details throughout, expanding on our conquests.

      Xena’s story was similar, but she’d started on the west coast of Gau and was still looping around. She preferred using monster essence for an extra punch to her attacks.

      She had cleared out most of the people on Gau, and this group was one of the last. She had even managed to kill a small group in a boat, with a well-timed and long rock throw puncturing the side and sinking it. Though monsters had eaten the players, they’d counted as her kills.

      “I’m surprised we haven’t run across anyone with monster essence,” Sir Killz considered, as he blew the red-colored bit of his hair out of his face.

      “Processing is too time-consuming above Class-D. You need a lot of Class-D essence, which means chasing around and tracking down monsters. It’s easier than trying to find the right Class-C. You also need something compatible to store it in, otherwise, it just decays insanely fast. I would guess that a couple of the people you killed had infused weapons, but the infusion was so weak it was pointless,” Xena said.

      “I don’t recall any. You?” Sir Killz looked at me.

      “No, but if ten Class-D monsters only boosted the powder that much, then any decent effect would take a long time to compound,” I said.

      “There’s also an upper limit of ten of the same type of essence, and mixing essences is… complicated to near impossible, not sure which. So, the upper limit is real,” Xena added.

      There was no note on the upper limit in the tutorial, and she had probably been wondering about it, but the fact she went for essences so early on was all the confirmation I needed.

      “I guess that’d be the only way to make it up the monster food chain. Still, none of that’s too critical. The main question is, what’s our next move? We’d assumed there’d be more on this island, but it appears you already cleared out most of the people from what you’ve told us. That means we either need to become farmers or move on to another island,” I said.

      “Ovalau Island to the northwest was the one we were considering next.”

      Sir Killz leaned back in his chair, rocking on its two back legs.

      Xena got a thoughtful look on her face and pulled up her map.

      “If you want to go to Fiji, it won’t work out well.”

      She instantly saw through my plan.

      “It’s been less than a week,” I countered. “The large teams will still be grouping up, so there’s a chance to do a huge sweep.”

      “The issue is that any surviving teams will be ready for hunters.”

      She had adopted my terminology for people like us. “The entire island will be a huge pressure cooker. Anyone who survives will have a lot of points and be mentally prepared. Like that last team, only they would have won a few battles already. Double or triple the size of their group…” She trailed off as my mind worked things out.

      “Combat experience. I missed that on their end,” I grumbled. I had assumed everyone would be as useless as the people we’d initially fought, as we continued to improve.

      But it was obvious when I thought about it. The people still alive would be of a much higher skill level, better equipped and with superior tactics. That had been a dangerous assumption to make and made me appreciate having teammates to pick up on these potential issues.

      “Yes. We might kill a couple, but it’ll be risky. Ovalau Island will probably have overflow from the main islands also. That group of two in the boat I told you about, they were coming from the direction of the mainland. Probably fleeing from the carnage.”

      “Then the only option is to backtrack or start farming. We could try to reach the Eastern Islands with safehouses, but there aren’t any past Moala. And large teams will still sweep us,” Sir Killz said. We fell into silence.

      “Falling back means we fall behind on points. Which is the same as death. If someone manages to get Tier-4 stealth, they’ll rampage. Better to be proactive,” I stated.

       “We can take out small groups, but a team of ten, fifteen, or even twenty, that’s impossible.” Xena shook her head.

       “What’s your long-term goal?” I asked.

       “To sweep the outer islands with safehouses, but it looks as though you already started cleaning them up.” She scowled.

      At least we all appeared to feel the same way and had the same thoughts going forward.
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      “We have two choices,” I said, waiting for the orange cleaning box to finish. “We can either push on into the jaws of certain death, or we can retreat, letting certain death come to us.”

       “Don’t make a girl feel too excited, calling things ‘certain death’,” Xena said.

       “Forgive Hardcore here. As his nickname implies, he’s Hardcore,” Sir Killz said with a laugh. Xena grinned slightly.

       “The problem is the points and reaching Tier-4,” I continued. “Tier-4 stealth is going to be completely overpowered.”

       “Let’s take a step back. The prominent issue is points, and most teams will probably push a single player up to Tier-4,” Xena said.

       “Yes, their king or leader or overwatch. We already considered them,” Sir Killz responded, waving his hand as if we were missing the point.

      “The issue is the level of protection they’ll have. An assassination attempt is likely impossible since they’ll at least be on par with us with their team point feeding them.”

       “We need more people. Farmer types to boost us and harvest monster essence,” Xena suggested.

       “They’ll have too much personality. I mean, we’re thinking through things, but all the people we’ve killed…” I trailed off. People didn’t realize how much of a danger a large team was until they experienced it. There were not enough people on the smaller islands either.

      Players would think they could grind their way to the top when that was not going to happen. They were just becoming fat transports to be pirated for points.

       I put on my clothes and sorted through my clean gear.

      “Seems somewhat luxurious for someone called Hardcore,” Xena commented.

       “It helps calm my mind to wear items not covered in mud and blood.”

      I gave her stained outfit a look.

       “I suppose.” She got up and began to strip. I politely took a seat not facing her.

      Sir Killz was not so reserved. The drama was already starting.

       “We need to split the difference while pushing forward. We’ll go to Ovalau and clean up there as best as we can. Then we retreat to pick off the farmers on the outer islands. We can swing south to Matuku and then west to Kandavu. We should be able to get a motorboat and loot on Kandavu.”

       “With its size, there were probably thirty to fifty people landing there. I’d guess we’ll run into a single team of ten to fifteen,” Sir Killz said.

       “A good trial run against a larger team. Also, less chance of outside interference,” Xena chimed in. I heard her putting her clothes back on. “You were right, this is nice.”

       “After Ovalau, we can hit Koro Island to the northeast and then cut south. Leave less for the kill teams,” Sir Killz added.

       I scanned over my map. “Alright, we can leave first thing tomorrow morning, spend a day and a half cleaning up Ovalau, then to Koro, another day and a half. That would put us at day nine. We can hopefully get at least five more kills each, that would let me get Tier-3 range.

      “Then we have a day to get to Moala, and the half a day to get to the island south of that, which is Totoya if I am remembering correctly. Once we arrive and clear Matuku, we can then either head to Kandavu or Ono Island, next to it. I estimate that we can clear either within six days, taking us to day twenty. If the farmers are feeding their leader ten A-Class kills for ten days, that would put them at approximately 5,000 points.”

       “So, enough to counter Tier-3, but not enough to overwhelm us at Tier-4,” Xena concluded.

       “We can make a long-term stay at Galoa Island. It’s small and south of Kandavu, near the choke point of Vunisea,” Sir Killz said.

       “Then we can hunt A and B-Class monsters. Get some essence weapons.”

      I hadn’t heard Xena sound so excited before.

       “Any idea on their potential?” I asked.

       “Ten Class-B essences should be able to create a projected elemental attack of some kind. But that means they all have to be from the same type of monster, and they cannot be mixed. The higher classes tend to be a lot more random from what I can tell. Trying to kill a Class-B group is incredibly dangerous.”

       “It’s to stop exploits.” Sir Killz said what we were all thinking. “We could go for an A-Class.”

       “No,” I cut in. “The strength difference isn’t simple. Class-A monsters are designed to act semi-intelligently. This usually means dodging and who knows what else. If they have special abilities, then we’d be in trouble,” I added.

       “Something to consider is that the overlay on the map only shows danger spots due to high-level monsters. Not if they are Class-A, B, or C. Also, it doesn’t show if they are moving in packs,” Xena said.

       “A mega trap. We create a massive bait zone right before nighttime. Then use a trap to kill off the monsters,” I proposed.

       “The investment to reward ratio isn’t that great. The only thing powerful enough is oil and that stuff is hellishly expensive,” Xena said.

       “The problem is that people are still buying at Tier-2. No one is saving up for Tier-4, which means everyone is still fairly poor,” Sir Killz said. That was a problem. Being in the lead meant that others were not saving up a comparative amount of points, in turn limiting how many points we got from killing them.

       “Ovalau would be a good choice. We can figure out our next step once we arrive. Also, the phone upgrade?” Xena asked.

       “Hardcore doesn’t want it,” Sir Killz said pointedly.

       “It’s not that I don’t want it. It’s just that it’s a dangerous distraction and I hate investing in points I could spend on something else,” I replied.

       “It’s extremely important just in case we need to split up or coordinate an attack, or ambush. We definitely need to be able to communicate at these times,” Xena said.

       “Fine. Tier-1or 2?” I asked. “Tier-1, is only ten points, but Tier-2 has group chat available.”

       We all purchased the upgrade and began experimenting with it, deciding we would all use the vibration alert when someone was calling. The phones would list whoever a person had physically seen, which could be used to find hidden players or get someone’s name.

       We had a long discussion about the tactics we should use as a group and also individually. It was decided that Xena would keep her powder and that tomorrow, we would sweep north on Gau Island by foot, hunting the Class-D monster she needed to enhance the potion. With three of us, we could hunt and process monsters far more quickly.

       As for sleeping arrangements, we each used a different safehouse in the town just before night fell, and arranged to be up and ready at dawn.

      While staying together at night would be far safer from other groups, sleeping apart when there was the opportunity let each team member sleep in their own bed with peace of mind.

       At least there were no late-night phone calls to try and stir up any drama, but I couldn’t help but worry if Xena and Sir Killz were conspiring together. I guessed that they were both having similar thought, as there was a lot to lose and more to gain.

      Top twenty. That was what we all needed to focus on.

       I had killed eighteen people so far and was sitting pretty with 827 points, having already spent a little over 1,720. There was no historical tracker for points spent, so I could only estimate.

      I had two intelligent teammates, and we were all more or less on the same page with how things would play out. This was a long game, 3,000 days, and this was the start of day five. I tried to think about how things would settle out after two months. There would probably be sixty to 100 people left, with two to five large groups, and twice that in small groups. Also, numerous lone individuals hiding out on distant islands or having killed enough to upgrade their stealth.

       The issue with Tier-4 was that it was end of the line in terms of upgrades. Once someone got Tier-4 range, stealth would no longer make a person completely invisible on the map.

      It would then be a race to get enough essence to upgrade one’s weapons.

       The most effective weapons were either the repeating crossbow or a bow with an explosive arrow. It was a fist-sized explosion, but enough to destroy any type of body armor.

      The real challenge was upgrading things with essence. If ten of the same type Class-A monsters were killed, that would generate a super weapon or a great equalizer.

       It really came down to combat capability. I pulled up my map during the pre-dawn period before I had to get up and face the day. Where would be a good place to set up long term?

      The class of a monster was not limited by the size of the island, which was good.

      The main limitation on size was that higher-level monsters would ‘appear’ and ‘disappear’ from a set range, leading to a higher chance of flying monsters coming into play.

       The other issue on a small island was that a danger circle would not shift.

      If the offset were unknown, it would become a slow match as a larger team would sweep through and mark off points that the danger circle was covering. Still, that didn’t stop someone lurking in a tree or on a roof. Hiding would be tricky, but feasible, and sometimes necessary.

       I went from the map to the store, then flipped down to outfits and looked at the ghillie suit. It cost 1,000 points. All the decent items were way too expensive, and it was an outfit that went beyond blending in with the terrain. When it was worn, it provided an exceptional level of camouflage and was near on impossible to distinguish the user from a clump of grass.

      I reminded myself that I had the option to go completely off on my own undetected if the team fell apart—time for some mental math.

      I could kill five Class-D and then five Class-C monsters in half a day. Most of that day would be spent gathering up enough Class-D corpses to start drawing in higher-class monsters.

       That was 30 points, resulting in a max income of 60 points a day if I played things safely. Assuming I could then kill five additional Class-B monsters, I could earn 260 points per day.

      Class-A monsters were only worth 50 points apiece and not worth the risk.

      With my map and the enhanced danger overlay, I would see the higher-class monsters approaching, but not if there was more than one in a group.

       With three people working together, those 260 points per day dropped to about 85 points per person per day. Even with the faster hunting speed pursuing Class-D monsters, we might be able to get three bait rounds a day, or 390 points.

      That was slightly better but still only 130 points per person.

       Then the issue became the amount of space needed. I checked my heatmap and saw the ocean was dark red, no surprise since it was still early and dark outside. I refocused the map to look at places I had previously been, and the location of the bodies of the players I had killed.

      There was a residual nature to danger levels that decayed like radiation.

       The high-level danger would quickly drop off, but there should still be an increased danger level in that area. The danger overlay showed how likely a player was to meet a certain class of monster, but didn’t indicate monster density. An S-Class danger zone would always decay to an A-Class danger zone given a day or so. An A-Class danger zone would take a couple days to decay to a Class-B. Class-B would take a week or more to go to Class-C, and then a few months for D.

      High-level monsters could also move around and shift these danger zones, but those were slow overall shifts, like a tide, wave, or ripple. Killing a person or monster caused a spike in an area that flowed out to the surroundings like water and then slowly dropped off. This was why killing a lot of people at once attracted high-level monsters, but they would quickly disperse.

      Repeated killing of people or monsters in the same spot would soon make the area too dangerous, so needed to be avoided. This danger increased exponentially depending on the Class of monsters killed. This was the difference between a C and B-Class monster farm.

      A Class-C could operate in an area for months. The island I had started on could probably handle three to five such farms with enough room to shift about. Now, if those Class-C farms were changed to Class-B farms, then the island could only support one farm at most.

      By farm, it meant a single bait all the way up and through that Class.

      Gau Island might have the capacity to support two or two and a half.

      It was not an exact science, and no hard numbers were given, just observations I had been making. This meant only the two largest islands could handle ongoing Class-A monster farming while matching the decay rate for the overall danger of an area. Checking my map confirmed there was nowhere else with the landmass to support such an ongoing farm.

       We could rotate between islands using a motorboat, having the capacity to ferry four people in one trip. No SP would be consumed by travel, and it would be a lot faster. There were a lot of little islands to the east of Moala, the island where I started.

      The issue was there were no safehouses on those islands, and there’d be a 70-mile or seven-hour journey in a motorboat. That meant we would have to pick a single island to use as a base, and travel to hunt on the nearby islands, leaving us exposed to attack with each trip. I studied the map, realizing there was a promising unnamed island about fifty miles northeast of Moala.

       My main concern was the lack of a safehouse. I didn’t fancy trying to survive at night.

      Still, at the present time, the island was only a D-Class danger area. So, as long as nothing was killed on the island, the worst thing we would encounter would probably be a Class-B. Even if a monster were to be killed, the corpse could be disposed of in the ocean.

       There also was a single settlement on the island, allowing us to take over a house and fortify it rather than starting from scratch. It lay close enough to the Eastern Islands to use as a staging point but far enough away from anything else that traveling there would be tiresome and a right rigmarole. Unless a team acquired a ship for 25,000 points, or the Fireball for 25,000 points, there was no reason to go to the unnamed island. If we could increase and maintain the danger rating on the nearby islands, it would create a barrier and deter the other teams launching an assault. Hmm, perhaps choose an island deeper in the chain. Vatoa Island was at the bottom right corner of the active area, forty to fifty miles away from the nearest island to the north.

       That was in the future.

      For now, we had to sweep north, kill a few monsters, and then travel to Ovalau Island.

      “Alert, alert, alert!” My morning alarm sounded, and prepared for the day ahead.

      A quick check of my map showed small shifts in both teammates’ danger circles, and that the few monsters in the area were clearing out. I made my way to the main road outside of town. “Morning,” Xena called out to me.

       “Good morning,” I called back. “Sleep well?”

       “Still crispy, but I’ll live,” she replied.

       “Ah, I hope you two weren’t waiting long?” Sir Killz was hurrying over.

       “Nope, we both just arrived,” Xena said. “So, we’re heading north. Eric can take the road, and I’ll take the left side. Sir Killz, you can take the right. We want to find a Montaur. They have red fur and a large horn.”

       “A monkey with a horn.”

      I nodded and recalled a similar monster from the tutorial.

      “Just avoid the horn. We should also purchase a processing tool. You kill one, you process it. We can meet up at the northernmost village where the main road curves to the west. Here’s a bag of powder for both of you. Once you have the essence stone, just rub it up against the bag.”

       I took the bag and nodded. I accessed the store, purchasing a small pouch for my belt for a single point and the Tier-1 Processor upgrade for ten points.

      My brace shifted slightly, enabling me to detach a rod from it. For it to function, I had to be holding the rod, and the rod end had to be touching the monster. Once the time elapsed, the monster turned into an essence stone. It would last for a maximum of ten minutes unless stored or used.

       With a T1 processing tool, it took thirty minutes to harvest a Class-D monster, Class-C an hour, Class-B two hours, and Class-A four hours. Each upgrade would cut the time in half.

      That meant a Tier-4 Processor would only take three minutes and forty-five seconds to process a Class-D monster. We set off, staying close enough so Xena and Sir Killz could quickly come back to the road and use the bridges rather than fording a stream.

      Otherwise, we stayed spread out to search as much area as possible.

       My bracer vibrated ten minutes into our walk, and I tapped it with my right hand, accepting the call. “Got one, processing,” Sir Killz said and then hung up. We had also established that we should notify each other if we stopped for more than a minute or were in trouble.

       Traveling along the road was more manageable and I was able to travel quickly, but not too quickly as to leave myself exposed to attack.

      I also needed to remain in a close enough proximity to support my teammates if required. I had less to hunt, but always needed to stay alert, covering the road ahead and also that behind us.

       It was getting late by the time we reached the town.

      I had killed fifteen Class-D monsters.

      Of these, only eight were ones we were searching for, Montaurs. I also stumbled on a Class-C. With that kill, I earned a total of twenty points throughout the entire day.

       We eventually handed the powder over to Xena.

      She had managed to find twelve Montaurs to make the powder a much more potent irritant. Sir Killz had managed an even ten. It was a slow day, but the mental break from the intense fighting was needed; we knew we would be back in the thick of it tomorrow.

       That evening, I explained my idea about setting up a base on an outer island and using the other islands as shields.

      “It can work. But we’ll need a ship,” Xena said. I winced at that. The price of a ship was 25,000 points, and you also needed to unlock the Tier-4 store for 10,000 points. Not cheap.

       “Why a ship and not a motorboat?” Sir Killz asked.

       “We can use the ship as a mobile base. It also comes with a ballista, the best weapon to fight against other ships and motorboats,” she added.

       “That kind of purchase is too far in the future. We don’t have the points needed.”

      I shook my head.

       “It’s a question of fuel. The fuel for both the ship and motorboat cost 100 points, but the ship’s fuel lasts 100 hours. That means if we sail more than 2,666 hours, the ship will be cheaper.”

      I blinked at that and mentally ran the numbers.

      A 24,000-point difference for an initial purchase and then a 9-point difference per hour.

       “We’ll be driving about five or so hours a day. That means at about 533 days, the ship is more worthwhile,” Xena explained.

       “That’s a late game tactic. We need to invest first. Which surely means a motorboat,” Sir Killz said.

       “The late game will be challenging since we need to get Tier-4 range as quickly as possible to counter stealth.” I thought aloud.

       “Well the big question is what Hardcore’s Tier-3 purchase will be?” Sir Killz brought up.

       “Range,” I said immediately.

       “Agreed.” Xena nodded.

       “Then the second purchase?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Stealth,” I replied.

       “Tracker,” Xena jumped in. We both looked at Sir Killz.

       “Um, why did you say tracker?” he asked Xena.

       “To counter the offset other players may use. Narrowing down the area they can hide in is huge.”

       “We aren’t after the other hunters, but the farmers. Stealth will allow me to sweep up a large group or two and earn the points back,” I countered.

       “You’re taking the other groups too lightly. The first thing they’re going to do is try and counter stealth. If you get T3 stealth instead of range, you might have a chance, but the risk is too high. If they counter stealth, you would be walking into certain death. I’d recommend against even taking it at the higher tiers except for that it decreases how soon a danger circle is detected,” she argued against my counterargument.

       “Stealth was a huge bonus to start with, but I have to agree with her,” Sir Killz said.

      I looked between the two. Sir Killz didn’t seem to be agreeing with her just for the sake of making her like him more, but it was a factor.

      If it were just us two, he would probably have voted for stealth. The first bit of drama.

       Still, the arguments were sound.

      “Hold up. Engagement,” I said. I had glanced at my map, which had now become an automatic and regular action. “Hard to tell, but at least two overlapping danger circles, moving from the west.” That was why zoom and a larger display were incredibly useful.

       “Shift all our overlaps to another safehouse. The one to our east.”

      Xena had pulled her map up as well. There were only two safehouses in this town.

       “I actually think it’s at least three people,” I said after examining the danger circles more closely. “No offset, likely traveling by boat at that speed.”

       “That means it could be four, since boats can only carry two,” Xena added.

       “West is the mainland. This is either a team fleeing, or a kill team.” Sir Killz’ tone made it clear which one he thought it was.

       “We wait here, night is hitting in the next ten to fifteen minutes. They’ll barely make a safehouse.” I stopped, scratching my head and pacing a bit. “I’m surprised they didn’t stop at another town.”

       “A kill team then. We can’t stay, as they’ll burn us out,” Sir Killz said. Damn, he was right.

       “They’ll check the houses first. They surely won’t risk burning down both safehouses. Let’s get up on this roof. They’ll think we’re here based on how our circles are centered on the other. When they show up, we can ambush them,” I said.

       “One person should stay inside to barricade and lure them in with some small talk. I can do that,” Xena volunteered.

       “Alright. Let’s go,” I said, and we moved. Sir Killz and I got on top of the safehouse. We took position on the roof while Xena barricaded herself inside to draw in and distract the opposing team. It was silent as we both waited and watched the sky turn from a light pink to a blood red.

       “Looks like we’ve got some cowards in a trap,” I heard someone call out.

       “Keep op spec. Watch the angles,” another said. Probably some team code to keep a lookout.

       “Just leave us alone!” Xena called out, sounding frightened from inside the safehouse.

       “Oh, we have, lonely lady. Now, why don’t you make our lives easier and come on out?”

      They started circling the house, but only two were talking.

      I crouched and looked around. Shit, someone was climbing up onto a roof opposite.

       “Move now. One on roof,” I hissed at Sir Killz.

      I stood up and readied my light spear. This was going to be a longer throw than I was used to. The person got their head over the edge and began pulling up their body onto the roof. I lobbed the light spear. My aim was slightly off, but the light spear went through his shoulder.

       “Aagh!” the guy cried out and let go, falling behind the house.

       I readied my heavy spear and rushed to the edge of the building. I spotted three people but too far away to jump down and attack. They had a collective weapon array of a large axe, a spear, and a sword and shield. “On top of the safehouse!” one shouted and pointed to the roof.

      I ran to the other side and jumped off, running toward the position of the person I had hit previously. I found the patch of blood, and my light spear was discarded to its side.

      I picked it up and followed the blood trail to a house.

       I hammered on the door and then moved around to the side, noticing the person climbing out of the window in a bid to escape. I dropped the light spear and attacked with the heavy one, using both hands and forcing it through the person’s head, instantly killing him.

       Two of his teammates rounded the corner, one holding a spear, the other wielding an axe. I managed to free my weapon, with them both advancing in my direction. Forced to retreat, I kept stabbing out to maintain some distance and prevent them flanking me.

       I kept withdrawing, with no time to think other than to keep thrusting out my spear and backstepping, occasionally glancing behind. I noticed a figure moving behind my two opponents, then a cloud of powder circling them. “Aagh!” they screamed and fell to their knees.

       Now was my chance, and I attacked and eliminated the closest of the enemy. The other was quickly finished off by Xena. “Where’s Sir Killz?” I asked.

       “Fighting at the safehouse. I rushed here,” she said.

       “Grab their packs. We have to hurry.” Darkness was closing. We stole their essential items and rushed back to the safehouse. We needed an update, so I selected the map. Shit! Monster circles were rapidly closing in, and the danger heatmap wasn’t looking at all positive.

       Sir Killz was still trading blows with his opponent. The opponent’s shield was proving impossible to penetrate and achieve a telling strike, leaving the duel in a temporary stalemate.

      This was why numbers mattered.

      “Hey!” I shouted. The man turned as I advanced toward him, dropping everything besides my weapon. He seemed disorganized and tried to dart to the side and escape.

       Sir Killz saw his chance and impaled him through his side.

      He ripped his spear free and stabbed again, and again.

      I turned and collected the stuff I had dropped, and Xena had already opened the safehouse door.

       “GO! GO! GO!” I shouted.

      I didn’t waste a second to turn and see the monsters I knew were racing toward us.

      Sir Killz quickly grabbed the corpse and weapon and dragged them into the safehouse, I closely followed. Xena slammed the door shut and dropped the wood beam to lock it. We all stood panting as we heard scraping and clawing at the outside.

      “Shit,” Xena whispered.

       “That was too fucking close,” Sir Killz cursed.

      I just sat on the floor with my back against the wall.

      We all jumped as something hit the safehouse door. Luckily, the door held, but I saw the wood beam strain from the impact. Monsters continued stalking around outside the safehouse, and also distracted by new sounds above. I stared at the ceiling; there were now monsters on the roof.

       “I think I just lost ten years off of my life from that,” I said quietly.

       “Yeah.” Sir Killz looked more than a touch nauseous.

       “Must be a Class-A,” Xena whispered.

       “I can’t believe we’re still alive,” Sir Killz mumbled. We all looked at each other and grinned. The three of us burst into uncontrolled, hysterical laughter. It was so ridiculous.

      The kill team had come, and we’d barely managed to survive and make it back inside the safehouse before the monsters arrived. We finally calmed down to light chuckles.

      “I guess we’re all getting cozy tonight,” Xena said.

       “We need to sort the loot. Xena, you find any map pieces?” I asked.

       “A couple, why? You know what they do?”

       “We have thirteen so far. Figured there’s something in Tier-4 to make use of them. Highest number we have is 980, lowest is nine,” I explained.

       “I got five pieces.” She held them up.

       “So, eighteen out of a possible 1,000,” I sighed. We began sorting through the items. I kept the extra spear and Sir Killz took the axe as a backup weapon. Xena traded him for the shield. No one wanted the sword. We got another six map pieces, putting our total at twenty-four.

       “So.” We all looked at the corpse lying on the floor.

      “We have to do something about this.” I had just said what we were all thinking.

       “Well we can’t open that door but we need to get rid of it,” Xena summed up.

      The issue with corpses was that they would not decay if a person was nearby. A corpse in a safehouse with three people was not going anywhere.

       “We could eat it?” We all looked at Sir Killz. “I mean, there’s no limit on what can be eaten. The only two things are poison and how much something affects a person’s satiety level,” he said. As disturbing as his suggestion was, I fell back on my priorities for decision-making in the Game.

      Whatever was needed to win. It was, after all, not cannibalism if everything was virtual.

      I opened the store, purchasing a tarp for one point.

      I tossed the tarp on the floor, rolled the corpse onto it, and pulled out my hand axe.

      “Really?” Xena asked me.

      “Hardcore,” Sir Killz muttered. I gave both a look, and thankfully they shut up. It was Sir Killz who suggested we eat it after all. I hacked off a hand and took it over to the orange chest.

      I tossed it in and spent a point to activate it.

       I waited, and the orange cleaning chest opened. There was nothing inside. “Clever,” Sir Killz said. I half-smiled, knowing regardless of my priorities, virtual cannibalism was a no-go.

      “What about trying to process the corpse?” He looked at Xena.

       “Nothing. Already tried,” she answered, and he nodded.

       “Everyone get to hacking,” I said. We got to work, removing the limbs and the head and obliterating them completely. The problem was the torso but we carried it to the orange chest, and after enough eviscerating and smashing, we managed to fit the rest of the corpse inside.

       “Next time, I’m leaving the corpse outside,” Sir Killz said.

       “Good idea,” I replied. I had been so preoccupied that I had totally forgotten to end the command. “End engagement,” I whispered. It seemed so silly to worry about something like that. I would try to remember, but my poor producer could sort things out if I forgot.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter 7]
        

      

      We purchased a die for a point and rolled it to see who got the bed. Xena lucked out. It was a rough night, too much stress and having trouble falling asleep put me out of sorts, and I woke with a stiff back, but thankfully not too early.

       “So, I realized something,” I said as we ate bars and had bottled water for breakfast. My teammates looked at me. “Only two people to a boat.”

       “Shit,” Xena cursed.

       “The good news is that I currently have 1,337 points. Got a huge donation from our guests last night,” I said.

       “You got two kills?” Sir Killz looked a touch put out.

       “Next time, I’ll let them know to focus on you. I also didn’t steal the last person either,” I said and gave him a look right back.

       “Yeah, yeah. It’s fine, just frustrated, that’s all.”

       “I was thinking of contributing to the entire team by buying a motorboat. We can’t afford to be messing around on the water. We’ll save some stamina, and we can all ride in it.”

       “I agree,” Xena said with a grin.

       “Yeah, rowing is a huge pain. Also, if we find another group on the water, there’s a reason rowboats equal death,” Sir Killz spoke between bites of his bar.

       I checked the map and grimaced.

      Most of the monsters were dispersing, except for one who was at the next building. It was close enough that it would engage if we tried to leave. “We have a monster right over there.” I gestured in its direction. “Not moving, probably just sitting there waiting.”

       “Shit. We’ll just have to deal with it,” Xena cursed.

       “Let’s do this,” Sir Killz said. I let out a deep breath.

      I am the master of my fate, the captain of my destiny.

      We all prepared, and Xena opened the door while Sir Killz and I stood ready with our spears.

      She yanked the door open, and we both rushed out, heading to the monster’s location.

      The map showed still no movement. It had gone docile.

      The day was safe unless you were unlucky enough to come across a monster or it started killing. I had been worried the monster was a Class-A and smart enough to attack while we were in its vicinity, but since it hadn’t attacked, we cautiously made our way out of town.

       I constantly monitored our position, and we finally reached the coast without incident, and had time to relax. Now, I accessed the store again, purchasing a motorboat for 1,000 points.

       Glowing blue prisms materialized, forming a bottle, then disappeared.

      The bottle was left floating in mid-air.

      I handed my spear to Xena and carefully grasped the bottle’s neck.

      The glow surrounding the bottle vanished, and I saw a tiny motorboat inside. The bottle’s outside label contained instructions:

      

      Xyloft Corp. Motorboat Type X-C

       Max Speed, 12 mph, Recommended 10 mph for best fuel efficiency

       Capacity, 4 People

       Purchased by Eric Serpens

       To release, face the opening of the bottle toward the water with no obstructions and remove plug.

       To return, place plug in bottle and then turn opening to face motorboat.

       Warning! Do not release onto solid ground.

       Warning! Boat self-repairs at 1 HP per day if stored in bottle. Has max HP of 5.

       Warning! Boat is not rated for combat.

       Warning! All non-boat items will be displaced if boat is returned to bottle.

       Warning! If bottle is broken, motorboat cannot be stored.

       Warning! A key is not required to operate the motorboat so it can be stolen.

       Warning! The bottle and plug can be stolen, rendering it impossible to store the motorboat.

       Warning! Boat will capsize if more than 4 people are onboard the motorboat while it is moving.

      

      I aimed the bottle toward the ocean and removed the plug. The boat inside disappeared into blue prisms, and another materialized as the prisms came together to form the boat.

       “Wow, those are really good effects.” Sir Killz sounded impressed.

       “Let’s get going,” Xena said.

      I almost put the plug back in the bottle before I stopped myself. Instead, I carefully put both items into the top of my pack, and we all boarded the boat. I took the driver’s seat, hitting the large green start button. The motor started up and I reviewed the three gauges in front of me.

       The first, on the far left, showed its fuel, currently reading 99.9/100. The next gauge was the motorboat’s HP, at 5/5. The last gauge was the speed, sitting at 0.1/12. There was also a small red button next to it with the label ‘Overdrive’, probably a speed boost in exchange for a lot of fuel.

       There was a switch for headlights, a horn to the side, and a stylized compass on the dashboard. There was also some rope stored in a small compartment. The driver’s seat was on the right-hand side of the boat. I reached over to the throttle at the edge, pushed the button, and forced the handle downward. I had the chance to test drive a boat in the tutorial; it was not that complicated once you knew what each gauge and control was for. The only new thing was the Overdrive button.

       I slowly ramped up the speed until we were at ten miles per hour—being the optimum speed for fuel efficiency, and the motorboat cut right through the slight waves without any issues. “Now this is the way to travel,” Sir Killz said delightedly.

       “Definitely. It’s also such a nice day,” Xena said, and we enjoyed the wonderful weather as we cruised toward our next island. This was at least a billion times better than rowing. Maybe a trillion times. We all kept our eyes peeled for other boats. I watched the front arcs, while Xena and Sir Killz watched the rear left and rear right, respectively.

      At least the motorboat was a sleek blue and white with metallic overtones, unlike the ‘kill-me orange’ the rowboats were painted.

       The real giveaway was the noise. That thing was loud. Not deafening, but there would be no stealth approaches in the future. “We should name it,” Xena suddenly said.

       “Name what?” Sir Killz asked.

       “The boat.” I rolled my eyes.

       “A boat needs a name,” Xena pressed.

       “How about the Cutter, since it cuts through the water,” Sir Killz said.

       “I was thinking Unsinkable,” I offered.

       “Maybe Unsinkable Two,” Sir Killz joked. It took me a moment to get it, and we all chuckled.

       “Best of All Times or Boat for short,” Xena suggested.

       “I like it.” Sir Killz agreed, far too quickly in my opinion. Another sign of a possible drama. I needed to keep an eye on this developing situation.

       “I agree. Best of All Times it is,” I said.

       The map confirmed we were on a direct course for Ovalau Island and the town of Nathombo in a small inlet. From there, we would drive the boat counterclockwise around the island, looking for other players or boats. It took about two and a quarter hours before the island came into view and another fifteen minutes to reach the coast.

       “Three groups of three,” I muttered. I could only see two groups of two and one of three, but there were probably people with stealth in the smaller groups. We adjusted our offset so we were near the top end of it.

       “We’ll target the group on the left and ambush them if they come to us,” Xena said. It would be a slog of a fight, but we needed the points.

       “Why the group on the left?” I asked.

       “Most overextended and the area with the highest danger rating,” Xena said. That meant there were active people killing in the area. While the danger was bleeding off to the surroundings, it made more sense for them to have a single base they worked from, rather than moving around. The rating was high, but not at the level of ultra-dangerous.

       “Sounds good to me,” Sir Killz said. There was a sufficient dock next to the town, and we pulled up next to it and dismounted the boat. I stored it away and carefully put the bottle in my pack. I had purchased a light blanket just for this purpose and made sure the bottle was wrapped up nice and snug. It had become an integral part of the team, so needed safeguarding.

       With the bottle now secured in my pack, we set off at a brisk pace. “Shit, they are grouping and moving toward us. We need to retreat to the town,” I said after one of my regular map checks. We didn’t have the element of surprise anymore. As we fell back, the group pursued—a kill team disguised as farmers, or just overly aggressive real farmers. My gut warned me Xena had been entirely correct that the remaining groups would have more combat experience.

       They clearly had an overwatch player monitoring their map while they baited monsters. “How do we handle this?” Sir Killz asked. I was not sure myself. Even if we ambushed a target, we would still be outnumbered two to one.

       “We need a trap and a choke point. The bridge in town?” Xena suggested.

       “We’ll be cut down in an open fight. A jar of oil?” I asked.

       “Yes. Also, get the boat ready at the dock. If we need to retreat, we can head to it,” she added. I hesitated. It was a good idea, but would leave a lot of points just waiting out there for someone to steal. I would at least have the bottle and plug though.

       “Okay, you two get the trap ready,” I said. At least they didn’t object. I had already spent a lot of points on the stupid motorboat, and stealth would have been much better and allowed me to kill that group one by one. I sighed at the decision. Too late now.

       I set up the boat and tied it off with the rope so it didn’t drift away, returned to the bridge, and pulled open my map. The opposing team totaled nine, roughly two minutes away, moving together as a group as we took up ambush positions at the bridge.

      I could still see our motorboat along the shoreline at the dock.

       The wind was against us, meaning Xena’s powder would be useless in our initial strike. I came up beside my teammates; we were just off to the east side of the bridge. The opposing team approached the town along the stream but didn’t seem interested in trying to cross it.

       I looked at their weapons and cursed. One had a bow.

      I glanced at Xena, but she was still standing strong. There were definitely nine.

       An older man with dark skin stepped forward. “You come to team up or fight?” he asked.

       “Just to talk first,” Xena said. The man was carefully scanning us and I was checking him out. We had no chance at all in a straight-up fight.

       “A bit brave. But you don’t look like much,” he replied.

       “We have a motorboat.” Xena gestured at the boat I had left out. I kept silent and forced myself to relax. I would let this play out for now.

       “A nice reward once we’ve finished you off.” The man watched Xena’s response. She smiled the kind of smile I would give if we had another two or three players hidden with stealth.

      We didn’t, but she could bluff. It was a good move as she ignored his taunt and waited for his next move. It made it seem we were in a far less desperate situation than we actually were.

      “We can talk,” he finally said, lowering his weapons.

      The bluff worked. They were willing to talk to us as an equal team despite having vastly different numbers. If I were in their situation, I would never think a small group like ours would try and take them on. With primitive weapons, the power given by team size was huge. While they might think Xena was lying, they also knew they could change their minds at any time and kill us all then. Talking to us first was a way to get more information before deciding what to do.

       “Alright.” Xena turned toward us, her back to the enemy. “You can put your weapons down.” I nodded and lowered my spear. The large group slowly advanced onto the bridge.

       “I think something’s up,” one said.

       “Hal, check your map.” The leader stopped and looked at another of his teammates.

       “Nothing. Already checked it. Just the three of them. No one else,” Hal replied.

       “You have a fourth person in stealth?” The leader turned back toward Xena.

       “Nope, just us three.” Right, as if we would tell you if we did. “Come, we’ll show you the motorboat.” She turned and walked away.

      Sir Killz and I quickly followed her. She suddenly took a big lunge.

       “Trap!” one of the men shouted. Most had ducked, but that was the wrong response.

      The bridge exploded.

       “Let’s go!” Xena screamed. We turned and charged. I didn’t have time to count the players, just rushing to the nearest enemy who was struggling to recover after getting blown off the bridge. I killed the woman and raced to my next target who was crawling out of the stream.

      He attempted to block me with his sword but was too slow. I took him out with a stab to the chest, instantly checking for another target, but thankfully the rest were dead.

       “I got two!” I called out.

       “Three,” Sir Killz said, sounding very happy. Xena took a moment before she called out.

       “Two from the explosion and I stabbed another,” she shouted.

       “Eyes open, there’s one more.” I spun around and looked warily. Oh, that clever sock was swimming in the shallow water toward the boat. I ran back up the road and reached the dock.

      He looked up at me from the water as he swam behind the motorboat.

       I climbed onto the motorboat and rushed to the edge, but he had disappeared. I turned around and saw him trying to climb up the other side of the vessel but I managed to stab out killing him with a thrust to the head. I freed my weapon and he dropped into the ocean. I returned to the group to quickly loot the corpses. The danger rating was spiking now, and we grabbed anything salvageable, making our way to the motorboat and taking off.

       “Got a flying monster on us!” Sir Killz shouted.

       “Do I need to evade?” I yelled back.

       “No, keep going.” I was driving along the coast per our initial plan.

       “I got this.” I glanced back and saw that Xena had the bow. It had somehow survived.

      I saw her pay for an arrow and quickly fire it.

       “Great shot!” Sir Killz exclaimed, sounding impressed. I wanted to look, but needed to concentrate on driving straight and making sure we didn’t run into anything since we were so close to the coast.

       “Not dead yet. Keep it steady,” Xena called out.

       “Got it. I’m trying!” I replied. She fired again.

       “Nice one!” Sir Killz said.

       “Only a Class-B, but at least double the points,” she answered. According to the map, thankfully there were no other monsters after us. I quickly glanced at my points counter. I had earned only 370 points from those three kills, putting me at 706. Annoying.

       I continued to steer the boat as my teammates looted the packs. I learned the reason Xena only got the one kill was that she had aimed for their overwatch player, on the far side of the stream. He had managed to go in the other direction in the explosion, due to being at the back.

       We got another fifteen map pieces which put us at thirty-nine. We split them equally which we had agreed. I had three light spears now and a small shield, and I put the shield on my arm with my bracer. Thankfully, it could strap on comfortably enough. I carefully moved my bracer to my right arm, replacing the knife which I then strapped to my left arm.

       I really needed the shield on my left arm so that it wouldn’t interfere when using my right hand to access the holographic display. “How did you set the bridge up?” I finally asked.

       “I used brown thread to blend in with the ground, leading to four jars. Then placed a piece of oil-soaked cloth into the half-opened lids, trailing the thread into some oil burning on the corner. And BOOM!” Xena clarified.

       I glanced around; there didn’t appear to be anything following us.

      So, I cut the motor and sat down. “Problem?” Sir Killz asked me.

       “Just… I’m just stressed from that last fight,” I said, and released a long drawn out breath.

       “It was intense. But between all of us, we’ve taken out around five percent of the competition,” Xena said confidently.

       “The fights are getting tougher and riskier. I’m not blindly following everyone off a cliff. If they were any smarter, we would have lost that fight. They could easily have left half their group on the other side or sent them to circle around,” I said.

      I knew I sounded irritated, and I tried to rein it in and focus on the point I wanted to get across.

       “They wanted to give us a show of force. With the maps, it’s pointless to try and sneak and do a flanking attack like that without stealth,” Xena replied.

       “Yeah, they walked right into that trap,” Sir Killz added cheerfully.

       “I lured them in but kept my distance. I utilized the banks from the stream to ensure most of the explosion blast and projectiles were directed upward, toward our targets,” Xena said.

       “We won, that’s all that matters,” Sir Killz added. I had to restrain myself from striking him, aggravated by how risky the trap had been, and especially by how I didn’t know what was going on. I despised that. I needed to be kept up to speed, we all did.

       “Fine. Shall we keep circling the island?” I asked.

       “Yes, there’s probably no other groups if a kill team was there, but we should check,” Xena said. I started the engine and began driving again. The joy from driving was slowly diminishing.

      I thought back to what Xena had said. Five percent of those in the game had been killed by us, a ridiculously large number.

       It was tempting to kill both of my teammates and go my own way, but I refrained—not out of any kindness or familiarity, but rather the desire to win, or at least place highly. If trust were a muscle, mine was sore from all the work it had been doing lately.

       “So, what are you playing for?” Sir Killz asked Xena.

       “Excitement, adventure. Also, the extra time doesn’t hurt,” she replied. “You?”

       “The same. Also, cellular degradation. Might place highly and get enough money for treatment,” Sir Killz said.

       “What about you, Eric?” Xena asked. She sounded inviting, and I knew at the bottom of it, none of us wanted to deal with in-team fighting drama.

       “A family member and my personal enjoyment,” I replied. I didn’t have the energy anymore to keep up appearances as I usually would. The constant stress was really getting to me.

       “Same as us two then.” I didn’t like how she was grouping herself and Sir Killz together. I could see I was losing control of things, but had no idea what to do about it. “What is that red streak in your hair about, Sir Killz? It seems a little dated, don’t you think?”

       “Hey, it’s just something I always wanted to do. ‘Retro,’ as you say.” I saw out of the corner of my eye that he held up a peace sign with his hand. “Doesn’t really matter what we do with appearances in here anyway,” he continued.

       “Ah, someone is secretly bald,” she said solemnly.

       “No comment,” he replied.

       “All we need are some proper drinks. A mimosa is something I have always wanted to try. I hear it’s good for a tropical place like this,” Xena said regretfully.

       “Anyone else want to take a turn at driving for a bit?” I asked.

       “Sure.” Sir Killz jumped at the chance. We switched places, and I saw that Xena had stretched out on the seats. Her brown hair had become undone from its bun and was whipping backward in the wind. I took a seat across from her.

       “I get it,” she finally said, opening one eye slightly to look at me.

       “What do you get?” I asked.

       “The stress. That last battle was a close thing. But if we’re going to win, then every fight we win brings us a step closer,” she replied.

       “I see it the other way. Every risk like that is another chance of death,” I said.

       “Fair point. But think of the experience you’ve gained. We touched on it earlier, but each battle like that pushes our limits that bit further. That’s why training and planning can only take you so far,” she said.

       “Risk versus reward. The risk is just too high. With everything spent, we probably only came away slightly ahead in points. Little reward for a great risk,” I countered.

       “It’s not about the points. Let’s say we’d run, and then a couple of months later, that group lands on the island we were on. We wouldn’t have the bridge choke and they probably wouldn’t have even fallen into a trap like that anyway. If we play it safe and run, at best we’ll take top forty,” Xena said seriously.

       I considered what she said and tried to imagine future confrontations.

      She had a point, but I was skeptical about how much experience we really gained from a fight like we’d just had. Still, nine fewer people meant nine steps closer to victory.

       “I get what you’re saying. I still think the risk was incredibly high,” I finally said.

       “It’s only going to get worse from here on out. That last group was just the start of the larger teams coming out of the main islands.” There was no uncertainty in her voice.

       “Alright. We need to focus, so what’s our next move?” I asked, wanting to change topic.

       “Set up a long-term spot on one of the outer islands,” Xena said.

       “Giving up on Fiji?” I asked.

       “With just the three of us, attacking a group larger than six is way too risky.” She gave me a side smile at that. “I’m not stupid you know, but I do agree that last fight was too lucky.”

       “Then why argue with me?” I asked, slightly exasperated.

       “To show the benefits of such a fight. We cannot always retreat. There are probably fewer than 200 people in the Game and in a few months, the number will be half that. As the numbers decrease, the skill level increases. Fights will probably thin out for the most part and teams will posture and make alliances.”

       “I would’ve thought a single team would’ve tried to sweep everyone else,” Sir Killz said, jumping into the conversation.

       “Anyone smart enough to keep a large group of people together will want to conserve and build their strength. The battles won’t be about gaining points, but about dealing with threats. We aren’t even done with the first week and most of the people are probably dead,” Xena said.

       “Everyone will retreat and fortify, unsure about other groups. Perhaps a T4 stealth attack…” I trailed off for a second before continuing. “But it’ll be stalemate. Still, that doesn’t address the issue of farming monsters and spreading out the danger area,” I said.

       Xena looked thoughtful at that, since it was not something she had considered, apparently. “What’ve you noticed?” she asked.

       I summarized what I had worked out about how the residual monster danger lingered.

      How the largest two islands were only capable of supporting a single A-Class monster farm, while the rest would be stuck with Class-B farms.

       “That’s why I was thinking we could max out the danger level on the smaller islands, since the overflow is contained by the ocean, so the other islands won’t be impacted,” I explained.

       “There are no safehouses in the east,” Sir Killz said.

       “That’s the problem trying to make this kind of plan work out,” I agreed.

       “We need to try and survive outdoors for one night on an island where nothing’s been killed,” Xena said.

       “The problem is the only islands that match that description are ones without safehouses. Also, once night falls, we’re trapped,” Sir Killz pointed out. There was a long moment where we all just listened to the hum of the motorboat’s engine. I checked the map yet again, still showing nothing. Looked as though Ovalau Island had been purged.

       “How long do you think we would have to wait before doing a Class-A farm on an island once it’s maxed out?” Xena asked.

       “Five to ten days. Could probably run an A-Class farm three times before hitting the max and getting an S-Class,” I speculated.

       “So, ten days on the outside. A single run-through would generate 380 points. We would want to run a minimum of two a day.” Xena stared at her hands as she talked it through. “So, we would need twenty islands to rotate through.” She was looking at her map as she considered our options.

       “That also means we have to be able to kill Class-A monsters. That might get rough,” Sir Killz said. That was another problem. Maybe farmers didn’t have it as easy as I initially thought.

       “We need a test to see if we can survive outdoors at night. We all know it’d be a gamechanger. If we can use a building as a defensive point, it shouldn’t be a problem against Class-B monsters. They won’t be able to destroy it outright,” I said, with more confidence than I actually felt.

       “We should use two islands,” Sir Killz suggested. “If we can stay outside of a safehouse during the night, we need to take two islands in the east and then do a full loop around the one, then move to the other. I’ve been watching the fuel gauge on this thing, and it’s painful.”

       “It’d be a little tight, but we can take that lone island northeast of Moala. It has a settlement, but no safehouse.” I pulled up my map and zoomed in on the location.

       “Alright. Just got to finish the loop here,” Sir Killz said as we continued to circle Ovalau Island.

       “What do we need outside of a safehouse?” Xena asked.

       “The buildings have beds, and we can order bars and water,” I said.

       “A light?” Sir Killz jumped in. “Only the safehouses have working lights. We need to buy a lantern.” I looked in the store.

      It was classified as a tool and cost 100 points. It would work for 100 hours.

       “Curtains,” I said, and they both looked at me. “The houses have windows but nothing to prevent anything from looking inside. We need curtains.” I rechecked the store and saw they fell under clothing at a point apiece.

      Putting them up might be something of a challenge, but nothing we couldn’t work through. I had seen nails, screws, and other small miscellaneous items scattered in various buildings already.

       “We should also check the buildings for locked cases to get more map pieces,” Sir Killz said. He glanced back and saw both Xena and I giving him a look. “Think about it. There’ll probably be 100 or 200 pieces out there. They have to be useful for something.”

       “No point leaving them behind,” I said, though I shook my head at the thought of focusing on the map pieces. I was still skeptical due to how many there were. As long as we were not taking any needless risks, picking them up at houses along the way was easy enough.

       “Men plan and God laughs,” Xena murmured. I gave her a look. I would not have taken her for a believer. “Don’t get worked up, just a saying.”

       “Just a little surprised. Not something you hear every day.”

       “This is a good time to relax. Sir Killz, let me know when you’re tired of driving and I’ll take over,” Xena said.

       “No problem,” he replied.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter 8]
        

      

      I looked around the single-roomed house we had acquired. The windows were covered by curtains and we had carried in two beds from the nearby houses. The door was braced shut with a piece of wood, and a lantern was sitting on the table.

       “So, for the watch, three shifts?” Xena suggested.

       “I’d prefer last,” I said.

       “I’ll take the second shift,” Sir Killz offered.

       “Alright then. You two have a nice sleep. Try not to snore.” That was a touch facetious from Xena, considering the only people who snored nowadays were either land-dwelling urchins too poor to receive the routine at-birth surgery or purists who typically shunned most or all technological or surgical interventions. I let it go and lay down.

      Unable to strip off all my equipment as I usually would, since a monster could break in at any moment, I geared up for an uncomfortable night.

      Tomorrow, I would likely wake up with a sore neck.

       I finally drifted off to sleep by closing my eyes and thinking of blackness, a trick I had learned long ago. Thinking of nothing but blackness was an excellent way to make my overactive mind drift off. But I was woken up to someone shaking me.

      It took me a moment to realize what was going on. “Nothing so far. There’s been movement; one monster sniffed around the house, but no attempts. Nothing from Xena either,” Sir Killz said.

       “Got it. See you at dawn,” I replied and got up to take my shift. I sat at the table in the middle of the single-room building and immediately checked the map. A couple of danger circles from Class-B’s or higher were wandering around, but nothing appeared to be homed in on our group.

       I checked the time. It was 3:30 in the morning, way too early.

      I kept monitoring my map, checking for danger, thinking about where we could explore later today. It then hit me that today was Day 7. It seemed like a lifetime ago that the tutorial had ended, and now I was fighting for my life, and hopefully money. Sometimes, it was hard to remember this was virtual. Still, there were 2,993 more days to go.

       I looked at the store options. The obituary was an interesting choice for 1,000 points.

      I would at least get an exact count of how many people were left.

      There had been a lot of speculation, and it was all guesswork with only our instincts to go on.

       Still, range had to be the next purchase. Following that, I would rush the Tier-4 store.

      The initial battles were over, and now it was the long haul.

      I still was not sure what to think of Xena. She seemed off-kilter, but that was a good thing. I doubted you could make top twenty unless you were slightly off-kilter, in fact.

       Eventually, dawn came, and I woke everyone up.

      We got the boat out of the bottle and set off. Our first stop was a small island to the southeast with no buildings. The plan was simple. We would spread out and kill Class-D monsters, gathering them in one spot for ourselves. Each person would have their own location to draw them in, while processing them for essence was left up to the individual.

       We would let others know when we’d killed five and started pulling Class-C’s. The first person to kill five Class-C’s would then message the others, and everyone would join that person to guard them while they got the remaining kills—a little competition, just to increase our efficiency.

       I effortlessly wiped out several Class-D’s, and we all started on Class-C collectively.

      Sir Killz and I were a tad slower than Xena, so we joined her. There were no packs, and she could handle lone Class-B’s with both Sir Killz and I acting as distractions.

      “That was number five,” I said, reviewing my map. “Incoming from the west.”

      We all got ready to face a Class-A.

      “You see it?” Sir Killz asked. I kept looking from my map to the clearing we were in.

      “It’s right over there, behind those trees.” I gestured with my spear. “It’s circling clockwise.” I kept myself oriented. Suddenly, the monster burst out, hurtling toward us—a tree man with a hunched back and glowing red eyes. It appeared to be twice my height, but I couldn’t get an accurate gauge as my mind went from analytical to instinctive.

      Sir Killz charged in slamming the large axe down with two hands.

      The monster tanked the blow with its massively thick arm. The axe sank halfway through the limb, and Sir Killz quickly let go and recoiled, narrowly avoiding a counterattack.

      Xena and I dashed in, driving our spears into its chest.

      The blades pierced the monster, driving deep.

      We released and retreated, readying our secondary weapons. “Aagh!” the monster bellowed. Sir Killz rushed in between us to continue the assault. I swiftly pulled up my map and confirmed we were in the clear, not wanting to face two of these hideous things at the same time.

       I rushed over to my pack—it took me a second to remember I had left it resting on a tree—and grabbed two of my light spears. Returning to the fight, I observed the monster was slow and easy enough to dodge if you were not standing too close. The main issue was its durability.

       I maneuvered behind it, driving one spear upward through its side. Roaring and spinning around, it focused all its attention on me. My attack gave Sir Killz a chance to use a hand axe on the back of its knee, distracting it again, and now it wildly vaulted around, thrashing out.

      I drove my second spear up into its body right next to the one with which I had just attacked.

      The monster stumbled, and I freed my hand axes to finish it off. Sir Killz joined me and the monster slowly succumbed and died. “Damn that was a tough one,” I muttered. “Nothing else is closing in. No points. Who got the kill?” I asked.

      “I got it,” Sir Killz said. We all got to work freeing our weapons.

      “Process it?” I asked.

      “No idea what it would be compatible with. We need the database,” Xena said.

      “That’s 10,000 points,” I winced.

      “Yeah. We could process and use a storage container.” An essence container could store up to ten essences but cost 100 points.

       “Not now. You need to get a Tier-3 processing tool at least.” That would cut the time to an hour. She had a Tier-2 processing tool, meaning two hours for a Class-A.

       “A shame.” Xena gave the monster a longing look.

       “Fight another one?” Sir Killz asked. I checked my SP and saw it was okay.

       “Might as well kill four and then run,” Xena said.

       “Yeah, make the most of this farming session,” I agreed. We quickly got our weapons ready and kept surveying our maps. About ten minutes later, another monster appeared to be headed in our direction. The island we were on was circular and only had a quarter-mile radius.

      The VI in charge of everything had to generate a monster or pull one from somewhere.

      Since the danger level on this island was not exceedingly high, this meant aerial monsters would only show up if we farmed here a second time.

      That was why the first monster was generated from a tree and then moved toward the kill area.

      The next, though, was spawned from the ocean, a fish with arms and legs, wielding a coral trident. The monster shot streams of water out of its mouth, but it couldn’t last in a three versus one. This time, I got the finishing blow, and the kill.

       The next Class-A we encountered was a crab of all things, and we were initially forced to retreat after I lost a light spear. The creature’s shell was too tough to break, and we couldn’t target its eyes since its mighty pincers would manage to intercept any weapons and destroy them.

       It was not even midday when we finally got into the motorboat to make our way southeast, moving toward Lomati Island and the unnamed island next to it. We stopped at the unnamed one, and again split up to attempt to kill Class-D and C monsters. This time, I was the one to reach a Class-B first, and after that, the most impressive monster I had seen so far was before me, a floating eyeball that shot out a laser, eroding whatever it touched.

      Turned out that was a Class-A.

      Sir Killz got the kill, but it didn’t count as a flying monster kill.

      That same day, we were forced to flee from a large green slime that we couldn’t damage, that disintegrated everything it encountered except plants. It was getting late and heading toward evening, so we made our way to Lomati Island where there was a settlement but no safehouse. We reused all the items previously purchased and prepared for the night ahead.

       “There’s no orange box,” I said with a sigh.

       “This is going to get rough. But nothing we can’t handle,” Sir Killz said encouragingly. Of course, he very rarely used the orange box when we did have access to it.

       “Just think, any large team doing this on one of the main islands has to run the danger of running into monsters during the day,” Xena said. I paused and thought.

       “Why not go after the sleeping monsters?” I suggested. There was a long pause.

       “Unknown danger levels, of course. They’ll pursue aggressively, some might not even sleep. How do we know they will?” Xena counted off the reasons she could think of for it being a stupid idea, and retied her bun. “Right now, we’re just luring. Which means if we run, they’ll return to where we’ve been baiting them,” Xena rationalized.

       “We need a way to kill armored monsters more easily. And that slime… I have no idea.”

      I leaned my head against my hand and stared at the curtains, trying to think of some strategy that would work against it.

       “That’s why we need to upgrade our weapons with essence,” Xena said.

       “The processing takes too long for the higher class of monsters. Also, we need that database,” Sir Killz said.

       “What happens if you mismatch an essence?” I asked.

       “The item breaks apart. I tried it with a Class-B essence on a knife. The damned thing just broke apart. Anything Class-B or higher is a risk if the essence isn’t compatible,” Xena said.

       “This is how things are going to be for at least one more week.”

      I let out a slight groan. “Let’s sweep the area and return to a safehouse on Tovu Island.”

      That was an island southeast of Moala, and where I had started.

       “It’s seems a waste to travel all that way to the west,” Xena said shaking her head. “That’s all I can say…”

       “But our equipment won’t hold up. I’m already down a light spear,” I replied.

       “The main issue is the travel cost. We’d spend about 100 points just to go there and come back. Also wasting a day.” She stared at me with a gaze that could cut any man down.

      I winced, but she was right.

       “Aah.” I looked away from the curtains and put my head on the table. There didn’t seem to be any good solutions. Finally, I stared back at my friend, the map, trying to figure things out. I fixated my eyes on it as if it would tell me all the answers. Embarrassingly, none came.

       “It’s cheaper to buy new clothes and weapons from the store,” Sir Killz said.

       “Shh.” I quickly hushed everyone and signaled for Xena to turn off the lamp. There was a monster moving toward our location. When it came to a stop right outside, I gestured with my hand at the corresponding wall. A moment later, the window shattered, and a tentacle pushed past the curtain. We all jumped to the opposite wall and readied our weapons.

       It was hard to make out in the darkness, but the tentacle began probing around the building, stretching and contracting in the open space. I caught a glimpse of wicked undulating hooks surrounding each sucker on the tentacle. They twitched toward me as I stared at their pulsating movement; they were rhythmically opening and closing inside each sucker, as though it was breathing, or tasting the air. I was sure of two things at this moment: first, I was moments away from being eaten alive. Second, whoever had created this demon had an overactive imagination.

      I held my breath and forced a long noiseless exhale.

      It was not necessary but helped to keep me ready to react instead of being tensed up. The tentacle came close to Xena, but she swiftly and silently moved out of its grasp. It then withdrew, even leaving the curtain intact, a bonus since the monster couldn’t look in. But it was also horrifyingly scary since it could be anywhere outside. I walked over and made sure the curtain was securely in place, and Sir Killz fixed the table and chairs that had been knocked over.

       My teammates’ expressions were hard to make out in the darkness.

      I was glad they probably couldn’t see mine either.

      I still felt as if my heart was going to explode out of my chest.

       “Nice catch,” Sir Killz whispered to me.

      It had been so sudden and almost caught us unprepared. I thought I would laugh for a second, but it caught in my throat. I settled for a short nod and tried to lower my heartrate.

       “I think we should try to sleep,” Xena whispered. I wanted to disagree, but she was right yet again. I had the second shift this time, but ended up staying awake through almost all the first shift in terror. I just lay there, my eyes closed but fully awake. When I imagined the blackness that normally lulled me to sleep, all I could picture were tentacles. That was definitely an S-Class. If the tentacle size was anything to go by, the main body was at least the size of a large building.

       The fact that it moved silently was even more terrifying.

      Reflecting on what had happened, even when things were knocked over, the sound was muted. The heatmap on this island was not that high, but we were close to the ocean.

      The monster might have been on a nighttime leisurely stroll onshore.

       It had a salty smell, and the window through which the tentacle came was facing toward the ocean. I didn’t want to see what was beneath the ocean waters, ever. It was probably a teeming mass of death. More realistically, it was likely empty unless a monster was generated by the VI. The Game’s computational power was insane, but corners were still cut wherever possible.

       Monsters were one of the prominent resource hogs, which was why they were made to appear and disappear out of sight.

      It also helped the system ensure players were not randomly killed by a beast.

       “You’re up.” I was shaken awake and looked at Sir Killz. “Nothing so far.”

      I had drifted off to sleep, overthinking things again, as usual.

      My head hurt, and I felt tired, but I needed to keep watch.

       “Got it.” I got up and started my shift.

       I thought about the points we had gained and the points we were hemorrhaging. If all our points went to a single person, it would be fine. But we were spreading them out. I understood why we had set things up the way we had for farming, but it left a bad taste in my mouth. Still, everyone on the team had strong personalities, strong enough that none would support weakening the team for the benefit of just one player.

       We needed to kill four Class-A monsters in one hit, rather than the one or two we could currently kill before running into something beyond our capabilities. An extra 400 points a day was no joke. Now we were hauling in 480 to 580 points a day across three people.

      Getting that up to 1,000 points was necessary. In 100 days, that difference would make 16,000 points versus 33,000. At those higher tiers, we would also be able to accrue points faster and process essences, further increasing our points intake.

       I decided to purchase the Tier-1 and Tier-2 database for Class-D and C monsters.

      Enough of this messing about. I began scanning the list, looking for the lower-tiered monsters we had encountered and how the essences could be used.

       The dwarf-like monster with an abnormally large mouth was something I had seen that could enhance a spear with a minor stun effect.

      I kept flipping through the massive monster library, spotting the one we had used for Xena’s powder. There was nothing in Class-D, so I switched over to Class-C.

       No! Why would anyone want to use a massive battle hammer?

      A sharp rock seemed my best bet. That monster’s essence allowed a spear to become enhanced with a minor increase to its piercing ability and durability, precisely what I needed.

      I made a note of the monster and kept looking through the database.

       Now we were cooking! A flying Class-C that would grant a spear a minor shock when striking an enemy. I spotted a note on the essence-generated ability that indicated it would consume SP when used. The cost probably scaled with the power. Still, this would be useful. Now I just needed to find both the specific monsters and infuse my heavy spear. Essences didn’t mix, or if they did, then it was a hidden formula. I would need to purchase a second heavy spear once I had the essence for it. I bought the Tier-2 processing tool next for 100 points.

       It was tempting to keep buying things, but I stopped myself, already possessing the upgrades I needed. The next steps were to focus on getting the required essence and accumulate points for Tier-3 purchases. 12,000 points or so were needed to round out Tier-3, meaning about 120,000 points for Tier-4, not counting all the extra purchases, like a ship.

      Those Class-A monsters were a lot tougher than I had initially thought.

      I knew they would be hard to take down, but their special properties made them a nightmare to deal with. Still, the idea of killing a Class-S was tempting since they gave 10,000 points each. I quickly squashed that thought. Class-S had an immense defense and offense, not to mention their other abilities. Some even had tentacles. I thought back to our encounter just a few hours ago.

      We’d been so lucky there as I was sure it could have torn through the building. In the tutorial, it explained that killing a Class-S would scare away all other monsters except other Class-S ones for a long period, similar to a nuclear bomb, leaving an insane amount of radioactive waste behind. The death of an S-Class would fundamentally contaminate the area.

       That many points and the essence from such a monster were no joke.

      I tried to think of a way to kill something insanely large and powerful. It was clear a head-on confrontation was the quickest way to die. But what kind of trap would work? A major problem was the VI in charge of running things devoted enough computing power to make the S-Classes have an intelligence level comparable to a young, unmodded human.

      Oil was an obvious option, but the problem was that the explosion would need to be detonated inside the monster or right on top of a critical area. Anywhere else and their natural defense would easily repel such an attack, even if its body were to be set on fire.

      It was a problem with no really good solution. I would need an overwhelming amount of force, maybe possible with a couple of items upgraded with ten Class-A monster essences each. Then I would need more SP, or a higher SP regen, which would take even more points.

      It was extremely depressing thinking about how far I still had to go.

      This was day eight, and I had signed up for this thinking I would get more time and earn a shipload of money. Now it had become a grind from which there was no escape. I glanced at my map, wishing for a moment that a Class-S would swoop in and eat me, but the feeling was fleeting. I squashed it with the mental reminder that I was the captain of my ship, the master of my destiny.

      If I wanted to quit, then I would. But I chose to live and play the Game instead.

      Xena was probably right; there were fewer than 200 people left, meaning anyone who died would be taken to a waiting room for the remainder of the time Game.

      It was called the White Room, but was a paradise compared to this nightmare.

       I poked the table with my finger. It all felt so real despite being so fake. There was an endless amount of time to spend here, and that was the real trap. Making the top 200 was not easy, but it was quick. I had thousands of days left but no way to leave without giving everything up for which I had worked so hard. It was not like me to doubt, but it just hit me how insane all this was.

       That was the point of all this though, wasn’t it? It was a test by Omnitrek on large-scale linked VR environments. The idea was to have people retire to a place like this and live out the rest of their lives in a capsule with their remaining lifetime stretched out. If it worked, they would easily surpass the other interstellar corporations in net-worth and likely consolidate or eliminate many of their competitors. But before that, they had to test everything. Hence, the Game, where participants were pushed to the limit and everyone was incentivized to try and take every advantage of the system to win. One of Omnitrek’s VPs had thought of the idea to monetize it, airing it like a show and entertaining billions with our suffering. The top players got a cut from it, of course. And there was no shortage of people who would jump at the chance to make that kind of money.

       There were life extension treatments out there, but the costs ranged from prohibitively insane to, ‘What planet are you paying for this?’ That was a popular joke people liked to make about the ultra-rich. Some enterprising person had made planet-trading cards, and I thought back to my childhood and how I had collected some of them.

      Galactic Domination; now that had been a fun game to kill time with.

       I grinned at the memory. At least I felt more alive than I had ever before.

      The scenery was amazing, at least when I had time to enjoy it in between the monsters that came straight out of a nightmare. The stress was real, and I was getting worn down.

      It didn’t help that I couldn’t clean my clothes or equipment.

       Perhaps I should have chosen to start on one of the big islands and try to kill everyone to reach the top. I would go out in a blaze of glory, also losing out on a lot of potential money, something I was not willing to do because of my mother. My producer was busy at work, putting together episodes centered around me. The longer I lived, the more I earned.

       Someone surviving to the last 200 days would probably make enough to not be ashamed.

      It was a battle of willpower now, to push on through the endless grind. Still, there was far more hope at the end of it compared to anything else.

      This was an opportunity many would kill for, and I would grasp it tightly with both hands.

       My fingers ran back and forth over the table, the feeling of the wood giving me a sense of calmness. For better or worse, I was stuck with my teammates and the drama that came with them, but it was too late now to jump ship; I had to keep up my concentration while hunting monsters. I was finally out of the HP deficit and had a solid plan to gain points as quickly as possible. The ending of all this would be intense, and I tried to think about how things would play out, but there was too much of the unknown to really have a steer on it. The real question was how powerful an essence could make something, and if anyone could really kill an S-Class monster.

       I rechecked my map and the time, and let Xena take over the last watch as I settled in for some sleep. This was just the start of my adventure, nowhere close to the end.
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      Finally, I killed the flying squirrel, a Class-C monster and the type I had been looking for. I pulled out and activated my processing tool, and a timer appeared on the side of my holographic display.

      Day 20.

      We had been traveling around the Eastern Islands without running into a single person, and I had earned quite a lot of points, about 2,300 in the last twelve days.

      And now I also had Tier-3 range.

      It was tempting to go with something else, but countering stealth was too important to ignore.

       The motorboat was also consuming fuel (and points) at a gluttonous pace. Still, it was what made our entire farming operation possible. There was no indication any other team was trying something like this since all the islands we had come across were at their base danger so far.

       My next purchase was going to be the next level processing tool. It was frustrating to wait for the timer as I stood next to a monster corpse, touching a rod against it. I had tried getting around the restrictions with several D class monsters, but nothing worked.

       I had to hold one end of the rod and keep the other connected against the monster, but I couldn’t leave it. I could let go of it, but the processing timer would stop, and another cancelation timer would activate. The cancelation timer ran for a minute and would not reset if I grabbed the rod.

      It only paused it. During one of those trial and error scenarios, a Class-C showed up—halfway through its buddy’s processing; I let go of the rod and rushed the monster, killing it quickly and grabbed the processing tool with twenty-three seconds to spare.

      I now knew I had to purchase another heavy spear, having already found three of the land-bound quill monsters and used essences from them to enhance my current one. They’d made a slight difference, especially on a Class-A with high defense. Just the other day I had faced a tree monster, and my spear had been so much easier to withdraw now it was enhanced, making a potentially troublesome fight almost too easy.

      With my free hand, I accessed the store, purchasing a heavy spear that appeared as separated pieces along with a small carrying case constructed from a series of elastic straps.

      The monster’s corpse at my feet finally disappeared, and a tiny yellow-tinged orb materialized at the end of my processing tool. I grazed the orb with the tip of my new heavy spear.

      It broke down into glowing prisms, and I assembled the newly enhanced weapon.

      That was when the third Class-C showed—perfect timing.

       Spear raised high, I met the monster mid-charge, and dodging a straight shot to my face, I targeted the opening their attack had exposed. The moment my spear contacted the monster, there was a crackle, and lightning surged from its point into the monster’s flesh. It keeled over, crashing forward into the nearby bush. I glanced at my spear, surprised at the crispness in the air and the feeling it left in my taste buds. I ran my tongue along my teeth, trying to stop the tingling but realizing it was the first flavor I had experienced in the Game other than the bland food bars.

      I checked my SP and saw it was down by 50, a tenth of my total amount. I would have to be careful not to overdo it with this weapon, or risk becoming immobilized. It was exactly what I needed—an esoteric type of attack that could damage unique Class-A monsters.

       Xena was the first to kill five Class-C’s, so Sir Killz and I grouped up with her and covered our teammate while she killed off the Class-B’s that showed up. We occasionally encountered a group, giving the two supports something to do as it became a free-for-all.

       The first A-Class to show up was the giant mantis, fast and deadly but also incredibly vulnerable. I used my piercing spear to cover myself against its attack, the trick being to keep a spear centered on its chest, and then back up when it tried to knock the weapon to the side. That would give the other two a chance to rush in and stab it.

      Sir Killz got the kill. Then came a very peculiar monster indeed, a green dissolving slime. “Hold up,” I said. Xena and Sir Killz stopped and turned toward me. I exchanged weapons and brought up my lightning spear. Stabbing out, I focused on just making the slightest contact.

      The slime recoiled as blue waves of electricity pulsed through it. I struck again and then a third time, causing the putrid beast to collapse in on itself, until all that remained was a smoking pile of goo—a complete success, then! I was really happy about this kill, since I had never seen such an odd creature before and certainly never attempted a kill of one.

      “You upgraded your spear,” Sir Killz said.

      “Finally found the right Class-C.” I gave my weapon a dramatic spin, a broad grin plastered on my face. I couldn’t help it; it felt so good.

      “At least we can get some more points now from each farming session,” Sir Killz pointed out.

      Xena nodded in appreciation.

      “It uses up to 50 SP per use. So, I cannot spam attack with it,” I warned.

      “A good backup weapon for tricky Class-As.” Xena shrugged.

       “I need to find an upgrade for my axe.” Sir Killz pulled it out and gave it a quick inspection.

       “Not a spear?” I asked.

       “We need some variation, and this is useful against plant-based monsters. Also, if someone has a shield, I can drive the axe into it, and then use my spear as follow-up,” Sir Killz explained.

       “You like that style?” I asked speculatively, not wanting to directly challenge his preference. They were his weapons after all. Each to his own, as the saying went.

       “It works well. Maybe later, I’ll change it out. I really don’t need something that fancy.” He shrugged. If he was confident using the weapon, that was fine.

      What mattered was he had gotten used to it.

      “Incoming,” Xena broke in. We immediately got ready for the next monster, a minotaur holding a tree branch as a club, standing slightly taller than your average person. This monster was no exception to the basic rules I had created: maintain your distance, and flank it. Let the monster swing its enormous club and then counterattack.

      Once it was wounded, the monster lost strength and it was all downhill from there.

      I got the kill, putting me over 1,000 points. I held off purchasing anything since it was far too important to keep a reserve of points for boat fuel or an emergency. We had talked about it as a group, and agreed that we should always keep a minimum of 500 points in reserve.

      We left the baiting area, keeping ourselves to a hard cap of three Class-A monsters. If we killed a fourth, and then a fifth, for some reason we would draw in an S-Class. The risk was just too high. There was also a significant possibility we would not be able to outrun it.

      There were enough warnings about that level of monster in the tutorial; they were meant as a game balancer to either keep people quarantined in the active area or prevent over-farming.

       They were not meant to be opponents, even though technically, they could be fought killing. We retreated to the coast and got into the motorboat, setting a course for our safe island.

      “It was a good day,” Xena said.

       “Still slow going,” Sir Killz sighed. He was steering the Best of All Times and had come to enjoy driving the motorboat, but Xena had not really cared that much.

      As for me, I preferred to look at the information from my bracer and check my equipment. It gave me a peace of mind hard to come across.

       “Four danger circles on Mago Island,” I said. That was the safe island we had been using. “They are at the small northern landing area.”

       “You sure about the count?” Xena asked.

       “Yes, four count,” I confirmed. “I say we go in hot and heavy.”

       “If they scatter, we’ll be in trouble,” Xena said, frowning.

       “We don’t have time to make it to another safe island,” Sir Killz pointed out.

       “We can’t kill them,” Xena said. I realized the very same thing just as she got the words out. If we lost Mago Island, we would be in very big trouble.

       “If they’re killing monsters on the island, then we’re also out of luck,” I groaned.

       “Then we go in and have a conversation,” Xena said.

       “Posturing,” I muttered. It was the type of drama that made me nervous.

      A single misstep, and we would lose the element of surprise. I kept an eye on the map and watched the coast as we approached, not seeing any rowboats off their platforms, so they had also come by a motorboat. The danger circles quickly shifted on the map.

      There was a settlement in the center of the island, quite rare as most were located on the coast. They had been heading to that settlement but most likely begun moving back as we approached.

       “I’m going to leave the boat out in case we need a quick retreat. We should also stay upwind,” I added as an afterthought.

       “Who’ll speak?” Sir Killz asked. I considered myself the leader and was confident my teammates thought the same, although Xena was certainly better at personal interactions.

       “Xena should speak,” I said, before she could offer.

      Xena gave a thumbs up, and once we landed, I made sure the motorboat was tied off.

      My map showed they should now be close. We stayed on the dock to limit the risk of an ambush and minimize their advantage of having one extra person.

       The group soon came into view around a bend in the road, and I was impressed that two had large tower shields with short swords and the other two had repeating crossbows.

      This put us as at an even greater disadvantage.

       “That’s far enough,” Xena called out. Fortunately, they stopped close enough that we could conduct a conversation, and far enough away that we could react if needed.

       “Didn’t expect to see anyone out here,” replied one of the men behind a tower shield.

       “This is our island,” Xena called back. I knew I had suggested that Xena did the talking, and our previous encounters had made me confident in that decision, but there was no good way to get through this with petty words. Our island? As if they would care. They had repeating crossbows! I started shifting around, agitated. Sir Killz threw me a look and I tried to refocus.

       “We’re just stopping by to check the buildings and then we plan to leave, but it looks like they’ve already been searched,” the man called back.

      It was normal for us when we were combing through islands to pick up any lockboxes and leave them in the building where we were going to stay overnight. It gave the person on watch something to do. Listening to the locks’ clicks in dark silence was perfect for cracking them open.

       The points from the pots typically went to Sir Killz since he purchased the majority of the fuel for the Best of All Times.

      We had collected quite a few map pieces at this point, and our initial 39 was now at 173.

      The buildings were not that complicated, and locating the boxes was simply a matter of stabbing a spear through the floor and other spaces to check for hidden areas. Since the lockboxes were metal, it was easy enough to listen for the clang of metal against metal.

       “I suspect you also cleared out the nearby islands. Listen, we want to talk. No fighting. Truce until we leave the island?” the man asked. Xena looked at us. Sir Killz and I both nodded.

       “No problem,” Sir Killz said.

       “Agreed,” Xena called out. We moved from our combat posture, and I also took the time to recover the motorboat into the bottle.

      The opposing team lowered their crossbows and opened up their shields, slowly approaching, and I made it back to Xena and Sir Killz before they had finished closing the distance.

       The other team comprised two men and two women. The man who had spoken had gray hair and some facial stubble, and he was extremely pale, especially in comparison to his darker companions who were about the same complexion as Xena.

       “I’m Alexis. This is Frank.” Alexis, the pale one, gestured to a large man appearing as though he was about to burst through the wall. “Arizona and Belief.” He pointed to the two women in turn. Both wore plain dark clothes and had their hair in braids. They almost looked like twins, but Belief was marginally taller and bonier than Arizona.

       “I’m Xena. This is Eric and Sir Killz with a z.” I kept an eye on their weapons, ready for any kind of treachery. I would let Xena continue with the talking.

       “So, you have already cleared out the Eastern Islands?” Alexis asked.

       “Perhaps, why?” Xena countered. Alexis looked amused but let it pass.

       “We’re looking to put together the map. There was a rumor that Tier-4 would unlock something on Vanua Levu.” They were from the second largest island, most likely part of a larger group meant to probe the play area and scout out the other teams.

       “What are you offering in exchange for map pieces?” Xena asked. They clearly didn’t want to fight. On the other hand, if we denied them, they might choose to fight anyway.

       “Depends on how many pieces you have,” Alexis countered.

       “A few we picked up here and there,” Xena said, waving a hand dismissively. I could guess she had that small smile she normally got when she was thinking of something clever. I kept my eyes on the other team though, not daring to look away for a second.

       “Points. We can trade you hard items,” Alexis said.

       “How many points per piece?” Xena asked again.

      Alexis scowled, but still no hostile movements.

       “Ten points for each piece,” Alexis finally proposed.

      While points couldn’t be exchanged, goods could. Still, that seemed low for what promised to be an amazing treasure. We also controlled 173 pieces.

       The problem was that the two large islands probably had 700 or so pieces divided between them, the remaining pieces being scattered elsewhere. It was a question of the number of buildings. The smaller islands were severely lacking in infrastructure, while the larger ones had a good amount more, meaning they had more lockboxes and more map pieces.

       “Too low for such rare items. I was thinking 100 points each.” Their eyes widened and I heard her add, “at a minimum”. I watched as the other team shifted to more aggressive stances, but still kept their hands away from their weapons.

       “You know you won’t be able to collect all the pieces,” Alexis said.

       “But we have enough that it would be difficult without them.” I saw Xena flex from the corner of my eye as my hand tightened around my spear. “Ah, don’t even think about it,” Xena spoke up when she saw what I had, Belief raising her crossbow. “Any more of that, and things will get nasty. You spent all your points on shiny trinkets, but we spent ours unlocking essences. Eric here will give a small demonstration.”

       I took the cue and tapped the tip of my spear on the ground.

      A bunch of sparks shot up and I experienced the slight tingling as before. The other team went from tense to resigned, and Alexis nodded somberly. “I see. Then let’s get down to it. How many pieces?”

       “173,” Xena said.

       “You want 17,300 points then,” Alexis asked.

       “Yes,” Xena responded.

      He appeared deep in thought, and Xena was quiet while he considered his options. He could threaten to come back with a larger force, but that was risky since hostilities might break out right away. “I’m sure you understand that we wouldn’t be the last team out here. If word gets out that we already cleaned through the Eastern Islands, you’re less likely to face pressure,” Alexis said.

       “If anyone else comes, we’ll kill them. Surviving out here in the wilderness, fending off S-Class monsters, it makes a girl like me distrustful, you know? I need some concrete benefits to even consider trading rather than the traditional methods,” Xena said.

       “A ship in exchange for 250 map pieces. Each piece you’re short, you make up with 200 points,” Alexis offered. That was an interesting proposition and a way to reduce the expense on their end. A ship was 25,000 points and a big-ticket item. His teammates did a good job keeping their expressions neutral. It made me reconsider what treasure was at the end of it all.

       “What do you two think?” She looked at Sir Killz first.

       “Better than the map pieces sitting around,” Sir Killz said offhandedly.

       “I think it’s a good idea,” I added. Alexis smiled from behind Xena.

       “We also want your team and any of your allies to give recognition that the Eastern Islands are our territory,” Xena added.

       “Not a problem. The Freedom Initiative will recognize your team and your territory. Everything southeast of Taveuni and east of Moala and Totoya. Our claim extends up to Koro,” Alexis said. I trusted Xena realized he was giving us all the islands without a safehouse.

       “Agreed.” Xena held out her hand. They shook on it.

       “It’s getting late, shall we retire?” Alexis asked.

       “Sure, we set up in a building by the road back there,” Xena said, gesturing past the beach next to the road. “There are enough beds for all of us, but we’ll need to block off another room or two.”

       “Not a problem. Shall we?” Xena stepped forward, and we followed after her.

       “What’s happening on the main islands? News is hard to come by,” Xena asked.

       “I should charge you for that information,” Alexis said.

       “Maybe. But I also think things with Fiji have probably become somewhat tricky,” Xena said.

       “True. The Freedom Initiative has taken complete control of Vanua Levu and the surrounding islands. From what we can tell, there are two groups operating on Fiji. The large Hexxer Group controls the north and east.” I listened closely.

      Information like this was worth its weight in gold, and I was curious as to how all my guesses stacked up. Hexxer Group was a large company specializing in interstellar communications, so it was surprising that someone would have the sheer guts to use their name. Even I would never dare something like that. That was just asking for an accident to happen.

      Either their leader was completely insane or had some serious backing.

       “The other group is called the Red Flower. All their members keep a flower in their hair and on their items,” he said. That was also a bold name choice since it was a company name or something similar. I couldn’t recall, but that name held some importance somewhere. Most likely led by someone of influence, perhaps a third or fourth child from one of the corporate families. I could sense the corporate rivalry already. At least no ads were floating about in here, even though I knew my channel would be plastered to Farout and back.

       “It’s hard to tell how the group is organized since we can’t contact them at the moment. We think they have control of the smaller islands to the northwest of Fiji and possibly Kandavu. But that’s mostly guesswork. What about your group?” Alexis asked.

       “We retreated to these islands after facing a large team out of Fiji, and nine people on Ovalau. After that it’s just been monsters and more monsters. You’re the first people we’ve seen for quite a while,” Xena said.

       “Nine people, really?” Alexis sounded surprised, but not suspicious.

       “Yes, nine.”

       “Impressive. It’s good to know a friendly team is covering the Eastern Islands,” Alexis said.

       “Any other small teams out there?” Xena asked.

       “None worth talking about. Most choose to join up.” He clearly was not saying that his Freedom Initiative had killed the rest. I was sure the Hexxer Group and Red Flower were doing the same thing. So, three large groups had shaken out from the initial chaos.

       “Interesting that everything has sorted itself out so quickly,” Xena commented.

       “I’m sure you realize the advantage larger groups have over smaller ones,” Alexis said.

      I wanted to jump in at that comment but restrained myself.

      Now was not the time for a debate on Game tactics.

       “Fair enough. I’m surprised you aren’t trying to claim all these islands yourself?” Xena inquired.

       “We need numbers for future fights. Even if we fight and you kill just one of us, that could be a major disadvantage later. Why make enemies when you can make friends?” Alexis asked.

      I almost tripped when I heard that.

       “It’s good to have friends who know what they’re doing, and here we are,” Xena said.

      We managed to sort things out in the building. There were only five beds in total, but it wasn’t an issue since both teams would always be keeping one person on watch.

      We blocked off the common room and two bedrooms, one for each team.

       We put away our heavy equipment, and I could feel eyes watching me as I kept a weapon on hand when we sat down for a meal. Of course, they had done the same.

      “You want us to treat?” Alexis asked.

       “No, we couldn’t presume on you. We should treat,” Xena said, and with a huge smile pulled out a cardboard bar and a bottle of water. I copied her, and thankfully, so did Sir Killz. Alexis grinned and pulled out his own bar and water. No one wanted to risk being poisoned.

       “So, Sir Killz, that is an interesting name. What made you choose it?” Frank asked.

       “Just wanted some fun, you know?”

       “Nah, I don’t,” Frank said, deadpan. There was a long moment of silence. Way to kill the conversation, bud. “Just kidding. You should’ve seen your face.”

      We all chuckled and the atmosphere improved gradually throughout the meal. We stayed on the topic of names. Safe for the Game and real life.

      “I thought about it, but figured it could get confusing afterwards. If someone was calling me Dragon Lord, then I go back to being Frank, I would be all like—what, who?”

       “I wanted to do something different.” Sir Killz tapped the streak of red in his hair.

       “Can’t blame ya. I should’ve gotten some blue,” Frank said regretfully.

       “I thought about doing all of it, but I’d look like a sock,” Sir Killz joked.

       “True ‘nuff. Y’all must’ve seen some crazy shit out here,” Frank said.

       “We did run across an S-Class.” I saw the other team perk up toward Sir Killz. “It was at night. A tentacle thicker than my waist comes through the window, curtains and all. It smelled like… dead fish. Suckers the size of your face with huge spikes.” He waved his arms about for emphasis.

      Sir Killz could sure get into telling a story. Not that I could blame him; with only Xena and I for company all this time, an appreciative audience was hard to come by.

       “It was like a terror of the beyond. It had an aura as well. The blackness of the night seemed to crawl from the floors and walls, like they were bleeding. We managed to dodge the worst of it but daren’t go outside even with the entire building shaking.”

      A modicum of artistic license but playing up the encounter would make us look tougher, a good thing.

      “What’d ya do?” Frank whispered, fully engrossed.

      “The tentacle eventually retreated, but then… that’s when the eye looked in. A pitch-black void of oblivion. Imagine a black hole.” Sir Killz held up his fist. “Sucking your soul out. You feel like you’re trapped, there’s no air. I swear, my blood felt like it was being drawn from my body.”

      He took a shallow breath before bringing his fist down on the table.

      “We barely escaped! Hardcore over here even backed up slightly.” He gestured at me, totally making up nonsense. I just let out a small grunt, not trusting myself to play along.

      The new group, except Alexis, looked appropriately astonished.

      Their leader smiled and quickly turned a laugh into a cough when he caught me looking. “Well, it’s something I dream about every night now. That lidless eye of 1,000 tentacles is always watching.” Sir Killz whispered the last bit.

       “Don’t scare our guests, Sir Killz,” Xena admonished.

       “Have you seen it again?” Belief asked quietly.

       “No, but that’s why you have to be careful and keep your wits about you. No screaming and running around in panic if anything does happen,” Xena added.

       “Don’t worry, we know what we’re doing,” Alexis said, patting Belief on the shoulder. They had a silent exchange, and Belief looked away, appearing slightly embarrassed and blushing.

       “So, Hardcore, how’d ya you get that nickname?” Frank asked. I looked at him. I didn’t pick the nickname. “Never mind.” My face was not that scary. Oh well.

       “When we get Tier-4 phones, we should stay in touch,” Alexis said.

       “Possibly, but it’s a lot of points,” Xena replied.

       “We’ll be back in around 100 days with a ship. We’d like to set up a communication channel, especially if the other groups make a move. Also, if you encounter other groups, it would be helpful if you could pass the information on to us.”

      I now understood why he was so forthcoming earlier.

       “We’ll see. 100 days is a long time,” Xena said.

      That would put us at Day 120, quite an amount of time to get points. Still, we needed to find more map pieces. I decided to ask what had been eating away at me for some time. “My team thinks there could be a super weapon as the treasure. Any ideas?”

       “No idea, but it’ll be something impressive for sure,” Alexis mused.

       “What about lost pieces?” Xena asked.

       “They’ll reset if they’re not near a person, and be recycled back into the environment. So, try not to die, or we’ll have to hunt them all down again,” Alexis joked good-naturedly.

       “No problem. We should get to sleep.” Xena turned toward us. “I can take second watch. Sir Killz, you can have first. Eric, you got third.” I nodded; this was our typical arrangement. I had enough practice trying to go to sleep stressed with all the times I had slept outside of a safehouse.

       The other team seemed well put together, but I noticed the two women were exceptionally quiet, probably suppressed by others in their group. My sixth ‘drama sense’ was tingling.

       I was glad Xena had taken the lead. I could think fast enough, but my mouth often went its own direction, making me come off as either hesitant or rude.

      Either could lead to unnecessary confrontation with this type of negotiation. While I was not a devout believer of the Numericon, its focus on self-improvement had always resonated with me.

      Numerology was a faith based on numbers, and the Numericon the primary text.

      I was skeptical, but most techs followed the faith including my mother; it had been a part of my childhood, but not anymore. As I was falling asleep, I kept repeating to myself:

      I am the master of my fate. The captain of my destiny.

      I was woken and took my guard shift, noticing Alexis was there as well.

      “Is it Hardcore or Eric?”

      “Doesn’t matter.” I shrugged.

      “You give any thought to how all this is going to end?” he asked. That was a loaded question.

      “With me at the top somewhere.” A clear but open-ended statement.

      I was curious to see where this was going as well.

      “If things don’t work out with Xena and Sir Killz, you can always reach out to me, Hardcore.” Maximum drama alert.

      I didn’t like his shifty smile, but I kept my expression neutral and just nodded.

      “Alright. I’ll keep that in mind.” No need to decline and put him on edge. More options were always interesting anyway. I pulled out a lockbox and got to work in silence.

      The conversation was over, but the drama had only just begun.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter 10]
        

      

      Both teams left Mago Island at first light. There was not much in the way of goodbyes. “How much of that nonsense about Fiji do you think’s true?” Xena asked immediately.

      “You think they’re lying,” I said, less of a question and more a statement.

      It was not as if any of us had a way of confirming.

       “They didn’t talk about how strong their main force is. Also, the names,” Sir Killz pointed out. I took a moment to appreciate I was not the only one to come to that conclusion.

       “I agree, no one would use the name Hexxer Group. Also, Red Flower is over the top,” I added.

       “Their crossbows had weapon marks,” Xena said. I tried to think back and realized it had not been regular wear and tear. I had become complacent and had not seen anything out of the ordinary since my own weapons were in a similar state.

       “Refugees,” I surmised.

       “Probably. No large group would send out people like that this early on. They’re clearly trying to make up for lost time by finding the treasure. If they do come back, it’ll be heavily armed and ready for a fight,” Xena said seriously.

       “I get that, but why wouldn’t they fight now?” I wondered aloud.

       “Maybe low HP? Or your demonstration scared them off?” Sir Killz said.

       “If they didn’t fix the weapons, they wouldn’t be able to fix their clothes…” I trailed off as realization struck me. They were a highly skilled team playing at being idiots. The only reason to change out their clothes was if they were very dirty, and that would come from fighting.

       “They bought new clothes, only a point each. Their outfits matched and were clean. I get that you’re anally retentive about crisp clothing, but to have four people like that for no reason and in a team,” Xena said.

       “I can’t believe I missed all that,” I muttered.

       “Me too,” Sir Killz was almost inaudible.

       “I was looking for it. Twenty days is too soon to be running about like they are. Sir Killz, swing us around to Mago Island, we’re changing plans,” Xena said. I thought it through and realized they were probably heading back to the island to kill monsters there.

      It would throw off our plans instantly, making the island uninhabitable.

       Xena pulled up her holographic display. I was slipping; I needed to be the one catching these things. I checked the phone option as well. “You have Tier-1 still, right?” Xena asked me.

       “Yes, they’re not showing up,” I said, meaning they were not within a five-mile radius.

       “They’re showing on mine and I have Tier-2, twenty miles,” Xena said. We both were silent as we worked out the math. Both teams had left in different directions and we had been traveling for an hour. That should have put them over twenty miles away.

       “Would they attempt an ocean pursuit and ambush?” I wondered.

      It was impractical, but a strong possibility.

       “Maybe. They might be setting up a trap on Mago, so when we return… Boom,” Xena said.

       “Damn.” Sir Killz grumbled. I felt the same. Xena was most likely right. It was obvious once I thought about it. I had been focusing too much on essences and the mechanics of how things worked, rather than the people. I promised myself to reflect back on Sir Killz and Xena’s actions to see if anything sinister was going on there and also think about the other team we had encountered.

       “They’re worn down. We’re all topped off in HP, but they’re probably in the negatives. The quiet one, Amanda?” I couldn’t remember her name.

       “Arizona,” Sir Killz supplied.

       “Arizona, she especially had trouble moving quickly, and they were all moving pretty slowly. I think it was due to the shields and crossbows.” I was remembering how overwhelming and bulky the equipment had looked. “But… Shoot. Never mind. Everyone has the same strength regardless of size.” I glared at the water racing by, silently reprimanding myself for what felt like the tenth time that hour.

       “Blood loss.” Sir Killz finished connecting the dots. “We should’ve fought. That’s why they were so eager to talk.”

       “No. Two repeating crossbows and shields like that.” Xena shook her head. “They didn’t want to fight, but they’re survivors. Combat experience. They wouldn’t go down easily.”

       “Alexis also hedged his bets, offering me a chance to jump ship. His group’s small and most likely looking to form a larger one,” I said. They both looked bit surprised at that.

       “Hmm, you see them on your phone yet?” Xena asked.

       “No, but I’m still out of Mago’s range,” I replied.

       “Any ideas for strategy? We can’t go straight in when they’re armed like that,” Sir Killz said. I agreed with that assessment. Those shields forced us to close the distance while the repeating crossbows could pick anyone off at range.

       “We’ll approach from different angles. They can only cover two people with their crossbows. The third can advance while the other two waste their ammo,” I said.

       “It’s not hard to buy more ammo,” Sir Killz said, nonplussed.

       “Not much choice. Using the store in combat is a great way to die. We can also collect the bolts afterwards and reuse them,” I added.

       “I’ll also buy an explosive arrow if it comes down to it,” Xena said. An arrow with an oil-filled tip would create a small explosion and fire on impact.

      They cost 1,000 points each, not a casual expense.

       “Good,” I said. Planning combat was much more straightforward than planning how to outmaneuver someone verbally. It was attacks, counters, and feints.

      Much more orderly than the chaos of people’s minds.

       “Coming into range,” Xena said. I checked my phone.

       “They’re showing up,” I sighed. That meant they were on Mago or close enough that it really made no difference.

       “Head toward the dock?” Sir Killz asked.

       “No. Let’s land on the west coast. We’ll each offset a different way and advance together,” I replied. Xena nodded, and I was relieved she was okay in handing over the combat role to me. I would not put my life in someone’s hands after that last three-versus-nine battle.

       I kept an eye on my map as we approached. “I don’t see any danger circles.” Even if they had Tier-3 stealth, my range would pick them up within two miles. That was Mago’s diameter, meaning I could cover the entire island. “Hold off on setting the offset until I say so.”

       We landed, and I put away the motorboat. We began moving through the forest carefully to avoid any monsters. “Entire island is clear, they just dropped off my phone range,” I said.

       “They may have picked up on us in a similar way. Damn socks!” Xena cursed. “Every building is suspect now, since they know we’re in the area. Regular buildings don’t reset like the safehouses do.” Things just got a lot more complicated. I almost wished that we had just fought them earlier. I figured Xena was also feeling the same way based on her expression. Hindsight was always twenty-twenty.

       “At least the nearby islands are all hot,” Sir Killz said.

       “Not enough. We’ve only done one pass so far and we’re letting the danger decay, part of our island rotation strategy. Damn!” Xena was really pissed. She let out a deep sigh as both Sir Killz and I took a step away. She had been played and knew it.

       “We need to take them out,” Xena said after calming down.

       “A homing lock is Tier-4. We can only go after them if we know where they are.” I tried to be the voice of reason.

       “Let’s just go. We’re wasting time,” Sir Killz said impatiently.

       “Wait, I have an idea,” Xena said. She pulled up her phone interface and placed a call.

       “Xena, that was quick.” Both Sir Killz and I listened in next to Xena.

       “Alexis. You messed with the wrong woman.” She was the angriest I had seen her.

       “Ah. So, you found out,” he said. It sounded like he was smiling.

       “Eric’s blood is on your hands. I’m going to mess you up and send you to the white room to keep him company. We’ll see how painful it is to rearrange your insides. I’m going to keep you alive just enough, so you don’t die, but are left in constant suffering,” Xena threatened.

      I thought she went overboard at the end, but then again, maybe it was just her inner Hardcore coming out.

       “That’s too bad. Well the Eastern Islands are ours. I suggest you shove off after giving up your map pieces,” Alexis said.

       “I don’t think so,” Xena replied and hung up. “How many points do you have?” she asked me.

       “Just over 1,000,” I replied.

       “Get Tier-3 stealth. You can turn off your phone if you take off your bracer, which will remove you from the list,” Xena said. I quickly thought through anything that would give me a reason to disagree, but did as she said.

       “You want to try and trap them. But they’ve already left,” Sir Killz said slowly.

       “They have the phone and probably saw us coming back. They won’t want to pass up the opportunity now that they think we’re down to two,” Xena said.

       “What if they have Tier-3 range?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Their points are low,” I reminded him.

       “Exactly. They haven’t done heavy farming like we have. They were involved in something on the main island.”

       “Everything they have is stolen. They will definitely come back, but Tier-3 range is a must-have,” I said, nodding at Xena as it was she who’d first pointed it out.

       “Sir Killz, check your phone,” Xena said.

       “I don’t see them,” he said.

       “They have stealth and the phone. Alexis is their overwatch,” Xena said.

       “There’s no way they have more points,” I said.

       “Even if they do, they still have to come back and confirm you’re here. You head back to the beach while we move up to the center of the island toward town,” Xena said.

       “Then I maneuver behind them,” I filled in.

       “The timing will be tough, and you’ll be operating independently. We’ll offset now and you hold off. We won’t be able to communicate with your phone off.” It was a lot of pressure on me.

       “Alright,” I said and put my bracer on. I confirmed the offsets of their danger circles on my map before removing my bracer again. I then headed back toward the shore while my teammates went inland. I put my bracer back on every couple of minutes to check the map. Soon, I saw the other team’s danger circles approaching, and got out of the motorboat and adjusted my offset. It would take just a few minutes to get around the island. They had reached the beach, and their danger circles split. They were clearly offsetting rather than splitting up.

       I saw them move toward the center of the island where Xena and Sir Killz were. There was a lagoon of sorts on the island’s east side, with a narrow entry from the ocean. I cut the engine and drifted to the shore, keeping my eyes peeled. I put the boat away—but still nothing.

       My map showed them moving in line with the dirt path, heading toward buildings at the island’s center. If you were offsetting, you shouldn’t follow the path; it was just pointless.

      Xena and Sir Killz were holding their positions in the town, and were on the roof of a building that had an elevated center so they could use it as cover.

      I moved toward the town and put my bracer back on.

      They were close enough that they would only check the map, not the phone. Hopefully.

      They were still slowly advancing, and I almost stumbled when I realized killing them on this island would mess up our plans to use it as a staging area.

      But we had no choice. Now was the time to fight, no hesitation.

      I kept moving forward with a Class-D to my right but had to maneuver around and keep going. With a light spear in my preferred hand for throwing, and my heavy spear in my other to penetrate the tower shields, I took cover; I had noticed a large, open grassy area leading up to the town in the distance, finally spotting their group advancing in formation.

      They were either luring me in, or they really didn’t have Tier-3 range.

      I moved forward while keeping low in the grass to avoid detection.

      From their movement, speed, and overall wariness, it looked as if Alexis was the cautious sort. They reached the first building, and Frank climbed up onto the roof.

      I stayed low in the tall grass so he would not spot me.

      When I peeked back up, I saw him facing the other way. From my point of view, it looked as though he was talking to Alexis but I couldn’t make out what they were saying.

      I waited and steadied my breathing.

      Frank jumped down, and they all began moving to where Xena and Sir Killz were, and I wavered for a moment before moving in for an ambush. This was far too easy.

       There was a slight breeze.

      It was almost enough to muffle the soft squelch of a footstep on wet ground. I froze. Tier-4 stealth was impossible, so how was this fifth person not showing up on my map?

      I jumped up and threw my light spear.

      “You missed,” a person whispered and stood up in a ghillie suit.

       “That impacts the map?” I asked, bewildered.

       “Only if you’re still or moving very slowly.”

      He brought up a repeating crossbow.

      Shit! I dropped to a knee and brought my left arm up.

      Two bolts struck my shield.

       I stood and rushed him with my shield covering my head and upper chest as I leaned forward to get as much coverage as possible.

      Two bolts hit the shield, and the third went into my gut. Shit.

       I reached my target, and he had a short sword in his right hand and a knife in his left. I thrust right at his chest but deflected my attack and tried to step into range. I stepped back in anticipation and slashed sideways with my spear.

      He raised his forearm, taking the blow on his bracer. He stepped in again, attempting to close in on me and slice me up. I aimed high and then let my spear point fall downward. It pierced through his right leg effortlessly, sending him to the ground. He tried to counterattack, but I quickly retreated and got the second light spear from my pack. I immediately threw it and rushed in to follow up with another attack. He raised his blades to block, but they were no shield.

      The light spear went into the left side of his chest.

      “You… wouldn’t be open to a parley, would you?” he asked. I freed my last heavy spear and moved forward silently. “Guess not. Your name?”

       “Eric Serpens,” I said.

       “Grim,” he said.

      I finished him off, almost immune to the sight of blood and brain at this point. I pulled the bolt out of my gut and gathered up my weapons before stripping Grim of his ghillie suit and claiming the repeating crossbow, which took three minutes. I needed to hurry and back up my team.

       The map indicated they were in a standoff now, both sides hoping their reserve player would pull through. I stared through the holographic display as a decent strategy came to mind. I put on the ghillie suit and made my way over very slowly, noticing my circle fading away.

      If I moved at a slow shuffle, it would not appear.

      There would be time to test it later, and I carefully moved toward the enemy team.

      I had only recovered three bolts, as two had broken off in my shield which I discarded after deeming them unsalvageable. I used my phone and called Xena. “I’m in a ghillie suit behind them. Attacking now,” I said, and hung up. I stood up and aimed at Alexis.

      It was tempting to go for his head, but I aimed at the center of his back since I didn’t have a lot of practice with this weapon—there was a small adjustment for distance and wind.

      The bolt hit dead center. He screamed, and I only gave his teammates a second to stare in horror at their skewered teammate. The great thing about the repeating crossbow was that I didn’t have to reload it. I aimed and fired at Belief, who was panicking and wildly turning about looking for their attacker. The bolt took her in the center of her chest.

       Xena fired an arrow, hitting Arizona in the leg. I fired my last bolt but Frank managed to block it. Sir Killz jumped off the roof and rushed forward, axe in hand.

      “Hey!” I shouted, and the remaining enemy turned and stared at me in surprise. Sir Killz closed the distance. Frank turned back in time and took the axe blow with his tower shield.

      Sir Killz left the weapon embedded in the shield, and Xena shot Alexis as she tried to stand.

       Shouts of panic, pleas, demands, and everything else coming out of their mouths was ignored. The bleating sounds of dead people held no interest for me. I freed my shock spear and closed in. What followed was a quick and efficient slaughter, finishing off Arizona. Xena killed Alexis, even adding an extra arrow into his corpse after he stopped moving. I guessed she still had not gotten over everything. Sir Killz killed off Belief, and with some help from me, also saw off Frank.

       “Nice outfit,” Xena said.

       “They had a fifth member. Check your map,” I said and watched as she looked back up in surprise.

       “It hides your danger circle,” she deduced.

       “Only if I’m not moving fast.” I took a large, quick step and pulled up my map. The danger circle lingered for fifteen seconds before disappearing again. “I’ll need to test it some more.”

       “Let’s get to cleaning,” Sir Killz said. Their team ended up having 105 map pieces. We took the crossbows, bolts, short swords, motorboat, and lamp, quite an impressive haul.

       We then left Mago and began making our way toward Moala Island to the southwest, the island from which I had started. A safehouse would be nice, and we needed a small break. I checked my HP since my gut was still sore. It had dropped from 5 to -2.

       “What are we going to do with an extra motorboat?” Xena frowned. It was worth a lot, but utterly pointless since we already had the Best of All Times.

       “Save it, just in case,” Sir Killz suggested.

       “It’s a lot of extra weight to carry. I’ve been watching our SP consumption and it’s not looking too good,” I voiced.

       “Will it impact our farming?” Xena asked.

       “No, but essence-based abilities will have to be carefully used,” I said.

       “We shouldn’t invest in increasing the cap yet,” Sir Killz advised, and I agreed.

       “Still…Using the repeating crossbows should make things easier,” Xena added.

       “I disagree. The bolts may penetrate, but against monsters it won’t be a killing strike. The number of bolts we’ll go through will also add up,” I said, discouraged by its impracticalities.

       “Then store them. I prefer the bow for the range,” Xena said.

       “This means we’ll have two separate loadouts, a monster-hunting loadout and a player loadout. More weight,” Sir Killz warned.

       “I also won’t be wearing the ghillie suit all the time either,” I added. Xena looked at me and Sir Killz glanced over before turning his attention back to driving. “What? It’s uncomfortable and a bit noisy while moving. Better to keep it in reserve.”

       “It let the other group hide a person. How did that even happen?” Xena asked.

       “We arrived when they were already on the island. They probably returned to pick up their hidden person. We never gave them a chance to ambush us either. If we had initially headed inland rather than waiting on the coast, we would’ve probably been killed.”

      I had thought about this already.

       “They wanted to sweep us clean.” Sir Killz shook his head.

       “I wonder if there are hidden abilities with other equipment?” Xena said.

       “Maybe the spy drone, but it seems a risky investment. Possibly the armor too,” I added.

       “A full set is 2,600 points. At the least, a little more of a priority,” Xena said.

       “Still, we have no idea of the situation on the main islands.”

      I was frustrated that I would still have to keep wondering what was happening there.

       “Probably two strong groups. The team we killed most likely retreated from a group of twenty or more,” Xena said.

      “Twenty! I can’t even think about that many,” Sir Killz muttered.

      Maybe I was not the only one averse to larger groups.

      “The trick will be lasting until they kill enough of each other to make the top twenty,” I said. Xena and Sir Killz looked grim, but I knew none of us had lost focus.

      “Definitely fewer than 100 people now,” Xena said.

      “I have to agree. So, there’s us, and forty others in two large groups for the two main islands. That leaves Kandavu Island in the southwest,” I said.

       “Say a team of at least ten there?” Xena guessed.

       “Don’t forget about the ghillie suits, that makes solo play viable to some extent,” Sir Killz said.

       “Mmm, another five assassins at least.”

      Xena started retying her bun, something she seemed to do when contemplating the Game.

       “That leaves the small island chain to the far northwest and the middle-sized islands to the south of the active area,” I said.

       “Figure four teams of four will get purged or absorbed,” Sir Killz said.

       “That puts us at seventy-four,” I replied after doing the calculations.

       “It’s the large teams that are the real problem,” Sir Killz continued.

       “It’s tempting to go after them,” I said with a small smile.

      I didn’t even know if I was joking at this point.

       “It’s possible,” Xena spoke up after a long moment of silence. “These ghillie suits are overpowered.”

       “It’ll be hard to move into a good position and avoid a counterattack,” Sir Killz said. I considered his point and agreed. Any kind of speed, and the hiding effect would be ruined.

      The only place to sneak up on people would be their baiting area since they would retire to a safehouse at night. We could ambush them inside the house, but the ghillie suit’s visual effect was weakened in urban areas. It was great for small islands and the wilderness, but any actual town with paved roads and multi-story buildings would be an issue.

       “If this is the start of the mid-game, then it will be mostly solo with occasional clashes. The ghillie suits will come into play in the final 200 days,” I predicted.

       “Everyone will be moving toward Mount Tomanivi.” Xena finished off my thought.

       “Exactly. At around day 2,500, we should make our move and set up there in the mountains in the center of the island, and it’s almost all wilderness,” I said contentedly.

       “Hmm,” Xena hummed. She finished fixing her bun.

       “Solid.” Sir Killz nodded with a grin.

       “We might be able to go all the way,” Xena whispered. I was barely able to hear what she said over the sound of the motorboat, unsure if she was talking to me or just thinking out loud.

       “There’s a lot of days until we reach that point,” I said.

       “We have almost a quarter of the map pieces. Nothing over 1,000 and no repeats either,” Xena said. We had given her all the pieces to hold onto rather than split them up. She liked trying to match the edges and had already paired up a couple of pieces.

       The number on the back had no relation to the orientation of the map piece. Also, a lot of blue pieces were just water. Xena had discovered there was a slight color gradient to the ocean. It became more obvious if pieces were laid out side-to-side.

      Also, a couple of pieces had a curved line through them.

      Xena still had not been able to match up any pieces with our current map.

      “We have over a quarter, so I can probably get it oriented to the active area, and hopefully some more matches,” she added.

       “I know we were treating the map stuff as a fun game and a way to pass time. Should that change?” I asked. The other team had a lot more pieces than I thought they would.

       “No. It’s still pointless,” Sir Killz said.

       “Hard to say really, but if you mean going after other teams for map pieces, I’m against it,” Xena said.

       “Any luck working out any other clues?” I asked.

       “I’m fairly certain the curved line is a circle and the treasure is at the center,” she said. I thought about that for a moment.

       “Then we need to match up the pieces and extrapolate the circle’s size,” I summed up.

       “The problem is all the pieces that have the curved line on them are water pieces.” Damn. “I’ve already looked through the new ones we got as well,” Xena added.

       “Then we need to match up the slight color gradient to work out the location,” Sir Killz said, more upbeat than I felt.

       “I need at least half the pieces to even begin attempting something like that. I think there has to be something in the Tier-4 store,” Xena said, scrolling through the store.

       “Possibly... A long-term issue then,” I said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Chapter 11]
        

      

      “Monologue start.” I had been fairly inconsistent in keeping this up for my producer.

      “Hello everyone, Eric Serpens on Day Seventy of the Game. Right now, we are taking a break on Moala Island. All my gear’s repaired. And I have to say, it feels pretty good to be decked out in protective equipment.”

      It had all taken a good chunk of points, but in my mind, it was worth it. I now had a protective vest that could stop bolts and arrows, knee and elbow guards, combat boots, and a helmet.

      “We continue to farm out the Eastern Islands.

      “Earlier today, we found another map piece, putting us at 317. My piercing spear is maxed out with essence and my shock spear has four essences invested in it.”

      My piercing spear was insanely dangerous, capable of punching through almost anything with surprising ease. The only challenges were the metal lockboxes and defensive A-Class monsters. The shock spear had a linear increase in cost, with each attack eating up 200 SP.

      It was my hold-out weapon for troublesome monsters, but not something I used regularly.

      “The most important thing is that all my saving has finally paid off. I have 10,422 points and will be unlocking the Tier-4 store. Hopefully, we’ll get some answers and can plan out the future in more detail. Your boy Eric, signing off. Monologue end.”

       “Go on,” Sir Killz said impatiently from across the table. I rolled my eyes at that. I opened my display and selected the Tier-4 store—10,000 points, gone just like that.

       “There’s a homing lock and scoreboard, each for 10,000,” I said as I eyed the other options. “Regen for both HP and SP. HP at one a day and SP for ten more a minute. An increase in Aura. Aura?” I tried to remember that term.

       “It refers to a person’s ability to take damage if I’m remembering right,” Sir Killz said.

       “That can be upgraded by one, with a max of ten. There’s a ten-percent increase to strength and perception as well.” I read the descriptions aloud.

       “Perception might impact the map in terms of picking up people hiding,” Xena said.

      I nodded and briefly considered it again before moving on.

       “Vote tracker, producer messenger… oh, this is interesting,” I teased.

       “What is it?” Sir Killz looked ready to jump out of his seat and strangle me.

       “A map combiner and a map piece finder,” I said while I thought through the implications. My teammates were silent as well.

       “Shit.” I was the first to curse after a few seconds.

       “Shit is right,” Xena said.

       “Damn you system!” Sir Killz raised a fist and waved it.

      Anyone with that tracker would be able to target another team stockpiling map pieces, which included our team since we almost had a third of the pieces.

       “We can’t leave them either, otherwise they’ll disappear,” Xena said.

       “What was the timeframe, ten days?” I asked.

       “No, it’s worse than equipment and people. I tried a map Piece earlier and stored it in a lockbox at another safehouse on Moala. It had disappeared after a few hours when I went back to check. That was in a lockbox, inside a safehouse, which should not reset for ten days,” she added.

       “The pieces have their own rules,” I said, slightly exasperated.

       “Things are about to really heat up.” Sir Killz sounded almost excited. I supposed we all could use some action after the monotony of farming.

       “Hmm, probably another couple hundred days at least. Teams will have to spend 20,000 points,” Xena said.

       “Do we go for it?” I asked. Neither responded immediately.

       “You’ll have to invest in it in another fifty days or so. That’ll cut out Tier-4 range unfortunately,” Xena said. My teammates were going step-by-step, unlocking almost everything at Tier-3 first. The reason for this was due to the exponential difference between tiers, and unlocking everything would make it easier to use any number of things, such as the map. That small improvement in capability was worth the low investment of points in comparison to how long it took to get points for Tier-4. Unlocking the store first was a huge barrier. I could look at the items first and then we could plan from there. I looked at the equipment available in Tier-4.

       “The ship is there, 25,000. It has a ballista as well. Barrel of oil for 1,000, that’ll make a huge explosion. The Fireball is there,” I read off.

       “Fireball?” Xena asked.

       “The plane, since it’s colored red,” I explained. “Long-term safety tent, only 100 uses.”

       “Economical, but that’s a late game item,” Sir Killz said.

       “There’s a Thermite Pack for 1,000. That would kill an S-Class if you could get it on top of them.” I smiled at the thought.

       “It’d have to be incredibly powerful to use instead of a barrel of oil. That stuff is already super potent,” Sir Killz pointed out.

       “I think we should go for the map pieces,” Xena jumped in. We both looked at her. “We already have close to a third. And attacking is easier than defending. We have to remove people anyway, and the ghillie suit opens up the chance to take on larger groups.”

       “I’m not so sure. If we push for this, we’ll be hurting in other areas, like getting a ship,” Sir Killz said in a tone making it clear as to his priority.

       “What do you think?” Xena turned toward me. I was torn both ways. It was a big decision. I wanted to split the difference, but there was no splitting this.

       “Both of you must be close to Tier-4, right?” I asked.

       “About 5,000 away,” Xena said.

       “Same,” Sir Killz added.

       “By the time I can afford the tracker, you both will be halfway to Tier-4. I say Xena needs to get range and Sir Killz can save up for the ship,” I said.

       “That works. We also both need to get ghillie suits as well.”

      Sir Killz looked satisfied the ship was included in our future planning…

       “So, another seventy days or so, since we need Tier-4 range,” I said. It would also give me time to unlock all the Tier-3 stuff I had been putting off.

       “To the main islands then,” Sir Killz said.

       “It's time. We need to be proactive instead of reactive.” Xena looked from Sir Killz to me with a grim determination, and we both nodded.

       “Almost regret not questioning the last team before we finished them off,” Sir Killz said with a half-smile.

       “We wouldn’t be able to trust any of it. Hey, if you’re watching from the White Room, go jump off a cliff.” Xena was still pissed at Alexis.

       “Someone sure is spicy,” Sir Killz teased.

      I shot him a scowl; stop adding to the pointless drama.

       “Any luck matching up the land features?” I asked Xena.

       “Hmm, you can take a look. I’ve matched up a few.”

      She began pulling out the map Pieces and laid them out on the table.

      She referred to a small notebook she had looted from a building to arrange pieces she had matched up. She then pointed out what she had managed so far. I referred to my map and came to the realization that the map Pieces covered the entire active area of the Game.

       I examined all the ocean pieces with the curved line on them.

      “Can I get a paper and pencil?” I asked Xena.

       “Sure,” she said, and I began to do some math. If there were 1,000 pieces and they covered the entire active area…

       “Any piece above 1,000?” I asked.

       “Highest’s still 980,” Xena said.

       “There are probably 1,024 pieces to have a square root of thirty-two, to make a square like the active area,” I said. Since the pieces were square and the map was also a square, once we worked on the size of the map piece, it was easy to figure out how many map Pieces there were.

       “The active area is 320 miles by 320 miles,” Sir Killz said, walking over.

       “Makes perfect sense. That means that each piece represents a ten-by-ten-mile block. Now to figure out the arc length.” I had to really think about how to solve this. Thankfully, we had picked up odds and ends from various buildings, and I had a notebook and pen.

      I carefully traced the arc onto a piece of paper by putting the paper on top of the map pieces and having someone hold the lantern right above it to see through the paper.

       I then drew a right angle from the edges of the arc. “About thirty degrees,” I said, eyeballing it. I then converted that into radians, which left me with pi divided by six.

      The length of the arc divided by the angle in radians would give me the radius.

       I estimated the length of the arc to be about twelve miles. That meant the radius was seventy-two miles. This, in turn, put the circumference at around 450 miles. I looked up at my teammates. “The radius is seventy-two miles and the circumference is 450 miles. Which means about forty of the 1,024 pieces should be marked. We have 317, so we should roughly have around twelve pieces marked.”

       “Damn, that was scary,” Sir Killz said appreciatively.

       “We have eleven. Can you work out the center location?” Xena asked.

       “We need the location of one of those pieces.” I pointed to indicate at one of the ocean pieces with a curved line on it.

       “They’re all ocean. I’ve been trying but look at the color difference between these two pieces.” She indicated two of the map pieces. “Or what about these two?” Xena said and pointed out other map pieces. She put the similar shadings together, making three different piles.

       “No way,” I muttered as it all clicked.

       “What?” Sir Killz asked. “What is it?”

       “There are three locations. If the diameter of the circle is 144 miles, that’s not big enough to account for the disparity in color gradient. Look at these land pieces Xena matched up.” I pointed them out. “They’re at opposite ends of the map, and just look at the color difference. It’s like the ocean pieces with lines. They’re too far apart to make a single circle.”

       “There’s more than one circle, but our count only matches up if there’s only a single circle.” Xena filled in the rest.

       “Exactly. They must be pointing to islands close to the edge of the map. No… Wait, that’s too obvious. They’re partial arcs pointing at three different locations. Three different islands. Each circle is a third,” I said.

       “What if there are gaps in the circle? If you’re talking about partial arcs?” Sir Killz asked, concerned.

       “It doesn’t matter, since the curve is still the same across all the pieces we do have. But if they each form a third of a circle, then there would be three center points. Those center points could in turn indicate where the treasure is on a single island.”

      I traced my finger along the pieces, finding it helpful in settling my mind.

       “Hmm.” Xena let out a hum. “Tricky.”

       “There’s not enough information to find the location,” I concluded.

       “Couldn’t we figure out the general position of each of these circles based on the coloration of the water and go from there?” Sir Killz asked.

       “It’s a possibility. But if three partial circles form a clue that then leads to where the treasure is, then the errors will compound. Even being off by ten miles can lead us to a completely different island. And even if we somehow did get the right island, searching for the exact spot would be near impossible. We can find other players with the danger circles, but something hidden… It’d be impossible,” I explained.

       We all looked at the pieces scattered on the table, trying to think of an easy solution. I had gotten excited determining the size of the circle, but it had only taken us part of the way toward the answer. There just was not enough information to go any farther.

       “Map,” Xena said. I checked my map, and there was a danger circle approaching the island.

       “Just one. On a motorboat,” I noted.

       “They’re cutting it close,” Sir Killz noted.

       “Ghillie suit?” Xena asked.

       “Not worth the trouble. It’s going to be dark in about ten minutes,” I said. We chose the repeating crossbows and made our way to the coast.

       “Oh, no,” Xena whispered.

       “What?” I asked.

       “An S-Class is right behind the person. Go! We have to bunker down.”

      There was a substantial covering of mist in the fading light.

      Xena had the Tier-3 danger upgrade, showing S-Class monsters.

      We quickly retreated to the safehouse and geared up, putting everything into our packs.

       The ground shuddered, and I stood by the door.

      I scanned the room and saw Xena raising her brace to check her map. She helped hold the door shut and shook her head. “We shouldn’t take a chance.”

       “That person could drag it on top of us. I don’t want to be sitting around when that happens. Monsters ignore safehouses, but if the S-Class is big enough and is chasing them, it might just destroy this place even if it is a safehouse,” I told the others.

       “Is it headed for us?” I asked. She checked her map.

       “We’re right in its path,” she confirmed.

       We didn’t have much time. Xena lifted her hand, and I hastily removed the brace. The mist was getting heavier outside and the stranger’s danger circle was swiftly approaching from the ocean. “Inland. Go,” I said, and we moved as a group.

      The ground shook, and the mist roiled around us. “Danger circle is gone,” Xena said quietly.

      “S-Class is moving toward us!” I didn’t need to hear the panic in her voice to know that we were quickly becoming cornered.

       “Stick together.” We headed southwest away from the coast.

       “It's gaining,” Xena said. “Quarter-mile behind us and closing.”

       “We won’t make the safehouse. What—” Sir Killz was cut off by Xena.

       “Three other monsters just popped up!”

       “Formation gamma three. Now!” I called out as we ran into a small clearing.

      We all purchased a jar of oil and tossed it as far away from us as we could. Xena then tossed out a lighter.

      Flames exploded upward, repelling the mist, and quickly spreading out.

      The oil from the other two shattered pots lit up, illuminating the shadowed forest around us.

      “Smaller monsters are breaking off. S-Class thirty seconds,” Xena yelled.

      She fell toward the back and got her bow ready.

       “Oh shit,” I muttered.

      There were more barbed tentacles than I could count whipping through the mist over the tree line. Everything around us trembled, and the whole land felt as if it tilted. I saw trees topple over and my ears filled with a strange buzzing.

      “I got point, all out!”

      I purchased another jar of oil, dropping my points to 222.

      A pair of tentacles stretched out from the tree line, clearing a path as they pushed everything aside. I held my breath as I saw it reach the flames and watched as it recoiled.

      I held the extra jar of oil in my off-hand, ready to throw it.

      Then I checked our flanks; tentacles were encroaching there as well.

       “Hold!” I called out. I wanted to attack, but needed the main body of the monster to be revealed. That was when I saw a gaping maw of teeth emerge from the haze.

      The surrounding fire reflected off hundreds of undulating teeth.

       I threw the jug of oil into its maw. Xena had lit an arrow from a patch of burning oil and had it drawn ready to shoot. I stared at her arrow as she let loose, watching it arch in the air as everything else in the Game seemed to freeze.

      It struck the jug right before disappearing into the monster.

      The tentacles thrashed about wildly, as Sir Killz and I threw our spears, enraging it further.

      The monster roared in pain. Sir Killz stepped forward while I stepped back to get my other spear. He tossed a second jug of oil that shattered on a tentacle.

      A tentacle passed right over my head, the force of air throwing me off balance. That was too close. I considered retreating, but if it chased us this far, I doubted it would let us go that easily.

       I purchased another jug of oil and tossed it. More of its tentacles caught fire, and there was a burning patch of ground between the monster’s main body and us.

      “Piercing arrow!” Xena called out. She had spent a fair bit of essence enhancing a single arrow. It was meant to go right through a target, and she had the only one.

      She fired it, and the arrow went right into the maw of the monster. Thick black blood escaped from the wound, minuscule compared to the size of the monster, a pinprick.

      “Watch my back!” Sir Killz shouted.

      He rushed in and chopped down his axe on a tentacle. The tentacle was pushed back, and the flesh mangled on impact. Another came swooping in. I braced myself and thrust out.

      The tentacle recoiled from the shock my spear delivered.

      Another tentacle came in, and I ducked. A hook on it dragged across my back; fortunately, my body armor took the blow. That was when the monster emitted a cloud of green gas from its maw, the plants in the path of the gas disintegrated as it approached us.

       Sir Killz raised up his axe. “Aagh!” he yelled and threw it. The axe's hilt brushed a tentacle as it flew past, but its aim was true and it flew into the maw of the monster. At the moment of impact, a large number of teeth shattered, and the monster released a terrible shriek, one that I’d never heard before. But even with all that punishment, it was still going strong and we were running toward empty. The gas was slowly approaching us and we would be forced to retreat from our spot. I spent my last 100 points to buy another jug of oil. “Retreat plan one!” I yelled, hoping the other two could hear me through the sound of crashing trees and the monster wailing.

      We retreated, and I hurled the jug back at the monster. It intercepted the jug with a tentacle but recoiled from the flames that lit up from the oil splattering across its slimy flesh.

       “It’s falling back,” Xena huffed out after we had been running for a minute.

      We came to a stop, and all let out a collective sigh of relief.

      “I… it’ been a hell of a ride,” Sir Killz said.

      Xena and I turned toward him, right as he collapsed to his knees and onto his face. His back had several deep gouges and his backpack had been completely ripped apart. A tentacle had probably hit him when we were retreating, and he had managed to rip himself free from the barbs.

      I dropped to his side and spent 100 points on bandages. I moved quickly, wrapping up his wounds. “Is he still alive?” I asked Xena, not taking my eyes away from finishing the bandaging.

      “He’s still on the phone list, so probably yes,” Xena said. It sounded as though she was crying. “We’re also clear from any monsters at the moment. The S-Class is still retreating the way it came.” I kept my focus on bandaging Sir Killz' wounds. Xena came over and looked at what I was doing. “He's still bleeding.”

      “Those hooks on the tentacles must be cursed or something,” I huffed.

      “Shit,” Xena said. Her face looked somber and serious, but not overcome by emotion.

      “Shit indeed,” I replied. I finished binding up Sir Killz. Thankfully, I had several spare pins that I could use to secure the bandages. I always had a couple attached to my vest.

      “Go back to look for our gear or push forward?” Xena asked.

      “Going back is quicker, we can go to another safehouse,” I replied.

      “Why was someone all the way out here?” Xena wondered.

      But I was too tired to really think about that right now.

       “We need a stretcher. I’m out of points.” I looked at Xena.

      She nodded and paid for one. We slowly headed back the way we came.

      The clearing where we had fought was a smoldering ruin, like a scene from a hellscape.

      There were still flickering flames scattered about from the last of the oil.

      We looked around, and the only thing we found was a large hook from a tentacle lodged into a tree. I tried to remove it. “Wedged in there too tightly.”

      I shook my head. There was nothing for us here.

      “Come here. Look at this,” Xena called, and I went over. There was a small pool of black blood from the monster. She touched it with her Tier-3 Processing tool.

      “It works, but it will take two hours.”

      “Your map?” I asked.

      “Still clear.” I nodded and went over to the hook wedged into the tree. “I can process this too,” I said. An exception for an S-Class monster, players could process individual parts of their body instead of the entire thing.

      I kept an eye on Sir Killz next to me while I processed the discarded monster piece. Sir Killz was incredibly pale, and his breathing was faint, but he was still alive. The bandages seemed to be keeping in most of his blood. Or what was left anyway.

      It was challenging to die from non-fatal wounds if you had enough HP. Thankfully, he did.

      If Sir Killz had had anything less than 5 HP in the bank, I was sure he would be dead right now. I was surprised he was able to keep moving after taking such a blow. Possibly a numbing effect. I inspected the hook I was processing. It didn’t seem poisonous, but the black blood told a different story. I reviewed my map, and there were no monsters at all nearby. The one thing about a Class-S was that it made everything else run away.

      I didn’t blame the other monsters. And right now, we had a reprieve at night.

      “Any movement?” I asked Xena.

       “On the outer edges, but no S-Class. You?” she queried.

       “Same. So why do you think that person showed up here and now?”

       “Was it really a person?”

       “There was a danger circle…” I trailed off. “What would make a danger circle and lure a monster? Also, they were moving at the speed of a motorboat,” I added.

       “A monster,” Xena concluded after about a minute. “A monster that appears to be a player and can lure monsters. Remember, the S-Class didn’t just run over us.”

       “Alright, let’s say I believed you. Then that would imply the system sent it,” I pointed out.

       “Or it has tracking and was trained. It got loose, and an S-Class monster picked up on it during the night from the ocean,” Xena said. I paused, considering her proposal.

       “That implies three big things. Taming a monster. A monster that can track other players. And finally, a monster that has a danger circle like a player,” I countered.

       “You have a better idea besides luck?” Xena asked. I would not call it ‘luck’, and I tried to come up with an explanation. But everything was as complex and unlikely as Xena’s explanation.

       “Did you see the danger circle when it first entered range?” I asked.

       “No, it was probably in range for about thirty seconds,” Xena said.

       “Then we can remove tracking out of the equation and say that the player or thing shifted its course once it saw our danger circles. That leaves taming and having a danger circle,” I said thoughtfully. We were silent again as we thought about the situation and processed the S-Class monster pieces. “The bracer.” I turned toward Xena excitedly. “They normally decay pretty quickly from a corpse and can’t be removed by another person except their owner. But say a monster killed a player and ate their entire body or their arm.”

       “That could work.” Xena paused and glanced at Sir Killz as he rolled over on the ground. “The bracer is the source of the danger circle, but no one would give up access to the store or map. It would also break down if left alone,” Xena added to my analysis.

       “Exactly. So, a monster becomes a pseudo player. Probably some sock who got eaten while traveling in the ocean. Active bracers don’t respawn, and the ocean’s death,” I said.

       “So, this monster was traveling through the water and ran into an S-Class that became active near nighttime. Then it ran and stumbled across us... But a monster can’t use the map,” Xena said.

       “Ah, but all monsters have their own player sense. It was probably an ocean monster so when it hit the shore, it lost speed and the S-Class crushed whatever it was pursuing to nothing. Unfortunately, we were nearby so all that aggression the S-Class monster had was transferred onto us,” I said. “The main sticking point in that idea is that a bracer could be active inside a monster, without the body of a player or just a piece. I don’t believe anything less than an S-Class could eat a person whole.”

      Xena let out a noise of agreement at that.

      Even the A-Class monsters we fought seemed incomparable to S-Class monstrosities. But even if that were true, my analysis made sense of what seemed an impossible situation.

      “But the player or monster running, where did it come from?” Xena asked.

       “That’s the best part. Monsters don’t have SP. They have aggression. Remember that rock golem we tried to tire out for four hours and it was still going strong?”

       “So, it could have come from anywhere, just running around until it ran into other players.” Xena seemed incredulous we could be so unlucky.

       “Also, a group could have figured all this out and began feeding their enemies to monsters to use as super-long-ranged attacks. Feed someone in the morning and by the time night shows up and the S-Class comes out, the monster missile is far enough away,” I said.

       “Great, exactly something we don’t need,” Xena muttered.

       “The trouble is I can’t tell if it came from the southeast of Fiji or the south of Vanua Levu. At the speed it was traveling, both are in range. It just depends on the exact time the monster was released. If the process was easy, then it came from Vanua Levu. If there were delays, then Fiji,” I said.

       “Both options mean bad news. Think about it. Why would they release something in this direction?” Xena asked.

       “Maybe the thing went off course.” That was a sock's argument, and we both knew it.

       “Everyone we’ve met is dead. Unless someone is sending out monster missiles for no reason?” Xena shook her head, seemingly perplexed.

       “No, there’s a reason. Clearing the islands is time consuming and tracking a team down is too dependent on luck. It’s not unreasonable to think a team has the map piece tracker. Rather than risk a confrontation with a possibly powerful and unknown team, send a long-ranged attack first,” I said.

       “That… that’s so stupid. They would have to work out how to feed an arm with a bracer to a monster and use it as bait for an S-Class. Then they would have to use it against us.”

       “It could still be a monster randomly eating a person’s arm and bracer.” I shrugged.

       “No. We have to assume there’s an active force able to deploy long range-monster missiles in our direction. Since the monster with the bracer would be in a permanent state, there’s a chance it would home in on us from a longer range than we can observe, even at Tier-4,” Xena said.

       “Just as S-Class monsters can be deployed from across the entire map, it would make sense that all the monsters are running on the same system. Why wouldn’t the monster turn about and attack the group that fed it?” I wondered.

       “Ghillie suits. They hide a person’s presence from even monsters. Then they only need one person to feed the monster and then use the suit. The rest of the players could wait in a safehouse. Then the monster would look for another target, and since it has the bracer, it won’t disappear,” Xena said.

       “Damn.” That made everything fit into place. “Then how did the monster head toward us in the safehouse?”

       “We weren’t in a safehouse at first, and the monster was headed in our general direction. I can’t remember how on point it was, but close enough,” Xena said.

       “Any option seems exceedingly complex.” I gave a faint smile.

       “True, but we have to be aware of the possibilities. Things were going so well too.”

      Xena rubbed her temples in frustration. I couldn’t help but agree with her. There was always an option it was just a crazy person in a motorboat, but that just seemed less likely than using long-ranged monster attacks.
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      “Ugh…” Sir Killz let out a groan. It was the middle of the day, and we were staying in a safehouse. The one we’d originally been staying in had been destroyed.

       “Easy. Easy.” I went over to the bed and put my hand on his shoulder. We had laid him face down to keep an eye on his back.

       “Hardcore?” he inquired.

       “Yes,” I said.

       “Am I still alive?” he asked.

       “Yes.”

       “The monster?”

       “Retreated, we are in a safehouse now. Xena’s also here,” I said.

       “Hey there, Sir Killz,” she said.

       “How bad is it?”

       “Bad. You need to buy some HP if you can,” I said.

       “I bought 5 HP before I collapsed,” he said. Damn, this was a lot worse than I thought. He tried to turn but instantly stopped. “My entire body feels like it is burning,” he groaned. “May have been better to die.”

       “Don’t say that. You want to make the big money. You remember how many points you have?” I asked.

       “A couple hundred, I think.”

       “Well you need to buy more HP. It will hurt, but it will speed up your recovery. Xena, come here. I’ll lift his right side, you lift his left. You just need to move your arms and then we’ll lay you back down,” I said.

       “Alright. I can do this.” Sir Killz hyped himself up.

       “On three, we lift. When I say three. One, two, three.” Both Xena and I lifted Sir Killz up carefully, one hand under his waist and another under his shoulder.

       “Grr.” He clenched his teeth and groaned as he moved his arms. I saw him go into the display created by the bracer since other people’s bracers were visually blocked out from others. All I got to see was some pretty lights. “Three HP. Done,” he said, and we set him back down on the bed.

       “We need to get your satiety count up as well, in case you pass out again. We are going to roll you on your left side now,” I said.

       “Just do it,” Sir Killz said. We moved him. Xena kept him oriented while I carefully fed him bits of broken-off bars and water. I stopped after he had eaten a full bar and had an entire bottle of water. Xena put him back on his face and chest.

       “You need to rest. Hopefully tomorrow, you can get up,” I said.

       “Yeah, sure,” he said. Xena and I sat at the table in the middle of the room and silently had our meal. It took a few minutes before Sir Killz’ breathing leveled off.

       “It worked,” I said.

       “I only had the one saved in the essence container,” Xena said. She had merged a sleep essence with the water bottle to knock Sir Killz out from the pain. I glanced over at his still form.

       “To be barely able to move, his SP has to be bottomed out as well. That means there is something lingering,” Xena said.

       “I figured as much. Hopefully, the HP will be enough to purge his system,” I said.

       “I didn’t know he’d already purchased HP,” she said.

       “I didn’t either. He had full five before this, right?” I asked.

       “Yes,” Xena said.

       “Ten HP and he’s still like this? Either he is incredibly lucky or the unluckiest person ever,” I said. We sat in silence as we considered things.

       “Too bad about his pack,” Xena said.

       “The spare motorboat?” I asked.

       “The bottle was smashed. It stopped working and all that is left is the model.” She pulled it out and put it on the table.

       “Unfortunate. But it was a spare,” I said.

       “His repeating crossbow was also wrecked,” she answered. I just nodded at that. “Finally, we are bottomed out on points,” she concluded.

       “That can be fixed. We still have a motorboat. We have the main portion of our gear minus a couple weapons. Sir Killz will need some clothes, but those are cheap enough,” I said.

       “If he gets better,” Xena muttered.

       “You think he won’t?” I asked.

       “How long do we wait?” she replied.

       “A couple of days at least. He’s a third of our combat power. Already invested this much to save him, so might as well see how it plays out.” I gave a half-shrug.

       “We just sit around then?”

       “We can last a few days without hunting anything down,” I said.

       Xena bit her lip. “Feels like we’re trapped.”

       “You can go outside. I wouldn’t mind seeing the sun and sky myself. Just one person should stay here in case he wakes up,” I suggested.

       “I was just being silly,” Xena said. “So, two essences from a not dead monster. Guesses?”

       “Something good. If it’s only a tenth as powerful as the original, then it’ll be a worthwhile tradeoff. Any issues with the storage?” I asked.

       “None. Maybe we should focus on the database to know what we can use this essence for. Also getting Class-A monster essence would increase our combat and defensive abilities by a huge margin,” said Xena.

       “If someone has the power to feed people to monsters or tame them, the main islands aren’t simple anymore,” I thought.

       “When another S-Class-Shows up, we can’t save him. You know that?” Xena asked me.

       “I know. I noticed you said when, not if.”

       “Anything that can happen once can happen again. We are the only team out in the Eastern Islands. If S-Class monsters are sent in this direction, they are going to run into us,” she replied. It was a bitter realization, but we couldn’t ignore what had happened even if it was unpleasant.

       “If we had a person, we could run tests,” I said.

       “It would be a nightmare and a waste of time. Even if the end point seems worthwhile, someone probably discovered a secret by accident,” Xena said.

       “Fair enough. Still it is frustrating that there is something unknown about how all this works.” I shook my head. The silence stretched on.

       “I am going to try and get some sleep, since there is nothing else to do. I’ll take the night watch,” Xena voiced. I nodded. We had dragged another bed into the safehouse, and Xena collapsed in it. I checked my map, seeing nothing of note. I was getting sleepy with nothing to do and after that intense night, I got up and quietly opened the door to the safehouse and went outside.

       I started going through spear movements while checking my map — thrust, feint, slash, thrust. I went through a series of exercises and perused my map yet again after each one.

      It was not paranoia when someone sent an S-Class monster at you.

       I looked up at the cloudy sky that seemed to mirror my mood. Xena and Sir Killz both had the Forecast upgrade, so I knew tomorrow it would rain heavily. Most of the days were sunny and fair, but there was the occasional rainy day, perhaps one out of every twenty or twenty-five.

       We needed a lot more points and to upgrade our equipment. It was only Day 71 now, and already it felt like a lifetime of constant fighting.

      That was the real challenge, not the monsters or other players, but the constant stress.

      The small bit of drama that Xena and Sir Killz gave off was turning out to be a welcome relief.

      I had been worried about it before, feeling it could blight us, but it had become something that made the day more exciting. Complaining about how things were going was a case of griping about making free money. For about seven real days of work, I had probably profited significantly already.

      The problem was how exhausting it all became.

      I wondered who would possibly want to go to the White Room, and when.

       Once more to the map, and I saw all was clear, so I used some time to go through various spear motions. No hesitation, no mercy.

      If any person like that had gotten through the initial screenings, they would not last that long. With how things were going, I was moving away from thinking there were large groups on the main islands, but instead, a lot of smaller groups probing at the edges of each other.

       This amount of stress could easily shatter a group, a small argument getting blown up.

      With Xena and Sir Killz, we all put aside the little things that annoyed us or adjusted our habits.

      Sir Killz tended to put his feet up on the table. It was annoying.

      Xena sometimes tapped her fingers on a table. That was also annoying.

      I felt sure I did things as well that annoyed both of my teammates.

      That was proving to be our strength, the fact that we could somehow put all that aside and work toward a common goal. I couldn’t see a large group surviving a long time under such stress.

      Perhaps they would have it easier, with more downtime, but that would mean the group would be weaker overall. The problem with finding out what was going on with the main islands was that it was a commitment, a significant strategic choice that would bring long-term repercussions.

      Once we committed, it would be a fight for our lives to gain any advantage we could. That was the reason why we all kept putting it off and were so hesitant to commit.

       I checked my map and saw Xena was moving, so I went back inside.

      “You left?” she queried.

       “Was just practicing with my spear right outside the door. Nothing is happening, completely quiet,” I said. She relaxed a bit, and I could tell she was worried I had run off or something.

      “I needed to keep moving or would fall asleep,” I said. She nodded at that.

       We both went over to Sir Killz.

      “He is still asleep.” I looked at his bandaged wounds.

      They didn’t appear any worse now.

       “At least the bleeding has stopped. We should remove the bandages tomorrow,” Xena said. I agreed. “If he stops bleeding, hopefully his SP will recover. Even if he isn’t up for some heavy fighting, we can feed him some points to get back into things.”

       “Hopefully. He lost his axe, anyway,” I said.

       “I forgot about that,” Xena said. We were both silent. The loss of our weapons was a big deal, but there was nothing we could do about it. “Well you get some sleep. I'll keep watch.”

       I stripped down and collapsed into bed, falling asleep almost instantly.
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        * * *

      

      “Wake up.” I felt someone shaking me and opened my eyes, to see Xena there.

       “What time is it?” I asked.

       “Around three in the morning. An S-Class came into range but then moved on. Figured you would want to gear up.” I was annoyed at being woken but nodded in understanding.

      I got up and started putting everything on.

       “Sir Killz?” I asked.

       “Woke up once and stayed awake for a while. Talked about what happened and the implications,” Xena said. Good, I didn’t have to catch him up.

       “He have any new ideas?” I asked.

       “No. He was happy we didn’t cast him aside and said to pass on his thanks,” Xena said.

       “Hmm, how is he doing?” I asked.

       “He sat up for a bit, but the bleeding started up again. His SP then plummeted. His HP is at minus fifty,” Xena said.

       “Minus fifty?” I asked.

       “Minus fifty,” She confirmed. That was bad, a near-epic level of bad.

       “We need points,” I said.

       “Indeed.” There was a long moment of silence after that.

       “We can’t leave him in the boat. Or can we?” I asked.

       “His SP bottoming out means he can’t move properly. Driving the boat would be impossible.”

       “One-person farming is a big risk,” I said.

       “We already lost yesterday. Losing another day would be bad. That is not taking into account all the points we spent,” Xena said.

       “Minus fifty, not even counting the fourteen that’s already gone into him.”

      I shook my head.

       “He’s also bottomed out on points,” Xena said.

       “How are you doing?” I asked.

       “100 and change,” Xena said.

       “We need that for fuel,” I said.

       “Agreed. So, remove the bandages when he wakes up?” Xena looked over at Sir Killz.

       “No. We should move him by stretcher and start up farming again. We leave him in the boat and keep an eye on the map,” I replied.

       “That is a big risk,” Xena said.

       “You know we have no choice.”

      She was silent for a long moment after I said that. We both knew that Sir Killz had become a tremendous liability as it would take a long time for him to recover.

       “We have never left the boat on the water for that long,” Xena said.

       “Don’t leave it on the water, we can drag it up on a beach,” I said.

       “What about Class-C and D monsters, though? They won’t appear on the map,” Xena said.

       “Hmm, we could put a ghillie suit on him and move him into a safehouse with bars and water. Come back in ten to twenty days,” I said.

       “That would work and be safer,” Xena said.

       “Only if another player doesn’t show up. If the door is locked and they burn the building down, Sir Killz would be out of luck,” I said.

       “That is probably less than the chance of a monster nibbling him to death if he came with us.”

       “Leave him here?” I asked.

       “Probably should move him to the town to the south of us. Less likely to be spotted. You will have to give up your ghillie suit. You okay with that?” Xena asked.

       “I can live with that,” I said.

       “Urgh,” Sir Killz let out a moan. We both got up and went over to his bedside. “Hurts,” he groaned, grimacing.

       “Shh.” Xena pulled up a chair next to him and patted him on the head. “You’re alive. You’re going to get better.”

       “Yeah. Yeah…” Sir Killz muttered. “But it’s bad, I know it is.”

       “It is, but you can recover,” Xena said.

       “What is the plan?” Sir Killz asked. We were both silent for a moment, then I decided to tell him what Xena and I had decided.

       “We are going to move you to another safehouse more toward the south of Moala Island. After that, we are going to set you up with food and water for twenty days. You just have to lie there and recover,” I said.

       “I am deadweight,” he muttered. “Stupid.”

       “But you aren’t dead yet. Don’t make our hard work go to waste,” Xena added.

       “The good news is we’ll be putting you in the ghillie suit. So, unless someone enters the safehouse and spots you, you will be in the clear,” I said.

       “We will come back in ten days. But we are leaving food for twenty in case we get delayed,” Xena said.

       “Ten days. I… I can do that,” Sir Killz said, although his tone didn’t sound convincing.

       “Once you can move, we can feed you some points so you’ll quickly recover. This is just a temporary setback, nothing more. I doubt anyone else survived an attack from an S-Class,” I said. Sir Killz was silent and in pain, and there was nothing I could really say and no easy fix.

      That was an area in which I had far too much experience.

       “Let’s get you changed into some clean clothes and remove the bandages,” Xena said. She gave me a look, and I nodded. Might as well do this now since there was nothing else going on. I pulled out a knife and carefully began cutting away Sir Killz' clothes that remained.

       Xena had gotten a bucket of water, also purchasing a blanket which we then ripped up. I purchased actual bandages for 100 points instead of ripping up clothing, hoping that there would be a hidden boost in their healing ability.

       Still, Sir Killz’ back was nasty.

      A couple of the bandages had turned black, further increasing my speculation there must be poison of some kind in the wound. Xena and I began to carefully cut away at the bandages.

       His back looked like ground-up meat with a sprinkle of black and red pus.

      “Bite on this. I am going to wash things off,” Xena said.

      She gave Sir Killz a piece of wood wrapped in cloth to bite into.

       I kept removing bandages as she began to clean things with saltwater and torn up rags. “Mmm!” Sir Killz screamed and bit down. It seemed to take a lot longer than was the case to clean his back with the muffled screaming. When we were done, the wounds were still raw, but they were not bleeding, and the pus and blood had been cleaned up.

       We then helped him to a sitting position and began wrapping his torso with ripped up strips of a blanket that had started out white, so if the wounds bled some more, it would be obvious. After that came the issue of putting some pants onto him. We then helped him onto the stretcher.

       “This place is a mess. Glad we aren’t coming back,” I said.

       “Map is clear, let’s go,” Xena said. We made our way to the coast and to a dock.

      I got out our motorboat, the Best of All Times, and we loaded in Sir Killz.

      I drove while Xena kept an eye on the map as we made our way to an unnamed village southwest of Naroi, where I had met Sir Killz.

       We offloaded him on the stretcher and carried him into the safehouse. His wounds had bled a tiny bit, but nothing too concerning. There was no more black pus, so hopefully, the worst was behind him. I put him in the ghillie suit while Xena purchased supplies and set them on a table next to the bed. She also got out her repeating crossbow and set it up on a chair aimed at the door. All Sir Killz would need to do was lift his hand and pull the trigger to fire it.

       “You need anything else?” Xena asked him.

       “No. I can’t believe how tired I still feel just lying here,” Sir Killz said.

       “We will be back in about ten days. We will knock as well,” I said.

       “Or call on the phone,” Xena said.

       “Got it. Go. I’ll be fine. Just need to rest,” Sir Killz said. We both got up and left him, making sure the door was closed. We were unable to brace it from the outside, but he should be fine from any monsters. It was just other people who were the issue. We got in the motorboat and took off.

       It was quiet as I drove the boat. We both worried about what would happen to Sir Killz and hoped everything worked out.
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      It was approaching evening as I drove the motorboat back to Moala Island. “I have him on the phone list,” Xena said, and I loosened up a bit. “Calling now.” She got up and came to stand near me so I could listen in.

       “Hey there,” Xena said once the phone was picked up.

       “Hey. You’re heading back?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Going to arrive in about two hours. How are you doing?” she asked.

       “Well, I stopped sleeping so much and my SP is regenerating, but much slower than normal,” Sir Killz said. That was good news, and I felt the tension leave me. “Quite late in coming back.”

       “Ah, we went slightly too far into the Eastern Islands. I wanted to check out a village. Got another six map pieces. Nothing useful, but it was worth it,” Xena said.

       “I am glad you two are coming back,” Sir Killz said.

       “So, you can move about, the pain?” Xena asked.

       “Not a problem. I’ve been farming Class-D monsters the last couple of days. Managed to buy another HP, but I’m completely tapped out otherwise,” Sir Killz said.

       “Good. At least you can move. We can set up some easy kills and have you up in no time,” Xena replied.

       “I’m still at the same safehouse where you left me. There… there is something you will need to see. Don’t freak out,” Sir Killz said. That didn’t sound good.

       “Alright. We won’t freak out. But Hardcore may give you one of his looks.”

      Xena knew exactly what to say to relieve the tension.

      I would have said not to worry and then asked what was wrong.

       “Hahaha, I needed that. My back is still sore, but it’s recovering at least,” Sir Killz said.

       “That’s good. We didn’t see anything interesting while we were farming. Anyone come by the island?” Xena asked.

       “It’s been quiet. I don’t like it. I would have figured at least one team would have passed through the island to check things out,” Sir Killz said.

       “We can hold off going to the main islands until you recover. It will give us time to get enough points for a ship and other upgrades,” Xena said.

       “I was thinking we should bring up our reserves to at least 1,000. After that last fight,” Sir Killz said.

       “It wouldn’t hurt. We can definitely do that.” Xena looked at me, and I nodded. “Hardcore also agrees with you. He’s worrying you’re going to steal his nickname.”

       “Ha, I wouldn’t do that. Alright, see you in two hours. I’ll drag in another two beds to the safehouse,” Sir Killz said.

       “That would be perfect. See you then. Bye,” Xena said.

       “Bye,” Sir Killz said, and Xena hung up the call.

       “You handled that a lot better than I would have. I wonder what the problem is that he didn’t want to talk about,” I said.

       “Let’s just wait and see. We’ll get answers in a few hours. I want to go into it with an open mind,” Xena said.

       “Fair enough. It will be good to get all my gear repaired and cleaned,” I said.

       “It'll be nice,” Xena added.

      The drive back to Moala Island was quiet, with no monsters or other players.

       Xena’s phone went off. “That is your danger circle, right?” Sir Killz asked. At least his brain was still working properly.

       “Yes, coming in now,” Xena said.

       “Alright. I am taking off the ghillie suit, so you know.” Sir Killz then hung up.

      The next time I checked the map, his danger circle showed up. We landed and went to the safehouse. Xena held up a hand to stop me entering, and knocked first.

       “Hey, we are here,” Xena said.

       “Come in,” Sir Killz said, and we entered. Xena paused briefly in the doorway and then kept moving. I followed her in afterward and paused as well. Sir Killz’ eyes had turned completely black, and I’d been expecting tentacles growing out of his body or even little tentacle children as one of my more extreme guesses. The eyes were freaky, but nothing that serious.

      I went in and took a seat at the table. “You look better. Can you still see?” I asked. Xena gave me a look, but this time it was better just to get right into things than let them fester.

      “Yeah. I can see heat more now. A kind of thermal vision overlay onto things. Everything else is in black and white,” he said.

      “That is a good advantage to have,” I said.

      “I supposed you’d look at it like that. Just freaks me out every time I look in a mirror,” Sir Killz said.

      “At least you don’t have tentacles for your arms and legs.” He glanced away.

      “You do!”

      “Ha, just joking.” Sir Killz smiled, and I grinned as well.

      “That would have been interesting. Just don’t wake me up staring at me like that.”

      I got up and walked over, and really looked deep into his eyes.

      “See anything?” he asked.

      “Just inky black, but the blackness seems to be swirling about since how they reflect the light is constantly shifting. Like looking at a faint nebula when I get this close.”

      I then went back to my seat.

      “I'm glad you’re better,” Xena said and reached out and patted Sir Killz' hand.

      “This means S-Class monsters have a lot of essence that can be used to enhance a person rather than an object,” Xena said.

       “That seems a leap to make. I mean, it could be from bits of the monster’s body entering his body. Because of the taste, people stay away from eating monsters. Eating monsters wouldn’t damage a person, but keep hunger at bay. The taste of monsters is terrible. I was thinking it was the flesh or body of the monster infusing into his,” I countered.

       “But we were able to process stuff from the S-Class monster without the entire body present or a corpse. Those wounds were symbolic of the essence transfer. We didn’t notice since the other monsters aren’t compatible with a person’s body. He directly processed things inside of him,” Xena said.

       “I missed this,” Sir Killz said. We both looked at him, and he looked away.

       “So, our next move,” I said.

       “We get Sir Killz healed up and accumulate points. Get a ship and the tracker,” Xena said.

       “Today is Day 87. It will be around Day 200 when I’ll have enough for a ship. You can get the tracker and Sir Killz can get range,” I said.

       “That can work. I also want my own set of armor and we all need ghillie suits,” Sir Killz said.

       “Want me to buy you another axe?” I asked.

       “Let me look over the options. Might as well change it up to something more customized,” Sir Killz said and began looking at the store.

       “I was thinking about getting the Tier-4 database,” Xena said.

       “You want to use those two Class-S essences, I am guessing,” I said.

       “Yes. But we also need the map piece tracker and range,” Xena said.

       “We’ll have to seize the initiative. Finding out what is happening on the main islands and getting map pieces for the treasure is important,” I countered.

       “We need to be able to win a fight. That’s why we need to prepare more.”

       “Then we’re looking at Day 250 instead. That would give us two more Tier-4 options. I personally want to go with the Tier-4 danger that shows individual monsters,” I said.

       “The database,” Xena said. We both looked at Sir Killz.

       “I was thinking the homing lock. Just in case we run across a large group, we can keep tabs on their location,” Sir Killz said.

       “I guess no one wants the scoreboard after the obituary was such a disappointment,” I said with a grin.

       “What a waste of points,” Xena said. She was still upset about that purchase. The obituary didn’t provide a list of people and how they died. Instead, it allowed them to post a message about how a person died. It would then be reviewed by the system and posted for anyone to look at who also had the upgrade. If no one wrote anything, there would be nothing there.

      The only practical use was sending messages long distances before the Tier-4 phone, but that was a short enough timeframe that it was not practical, especially since messages could be seen by everyone with the upgrade.

       Xena still checked it occasionally to see if anyone had written anything.

      It had been left completely blank so far.

       “The number of map pieces we are finding has also gone way down. I would suspect most have been collected,” I said.

       “We can check some really far-off locations like Vatoa Island,” Xena said.

       “Agreed,” I said.

       “Sounds like a good idea,” Sir Killz added.

       “It also doesn’t hurt to keep checking the buildings for a while as well. If the map pieces disappear when people are killed, they will go back into circulation,” I said.

       “I have found a lockbox in an already searched building. Also, the one I tested to see how long it would last didn’t reappear in the building I had originally found it in,” Xena said.

       “We should probe out Taveuni Island and the long peninsula off Vanua Levu,” Sir Killz said. Vanua Levu was the second biggest island and one of the two main ones. The southeastern portion had a long strip of land extending off like a hook.

      Taveuni Island was in the upper range of middle-sized islands and right next to the hook along with four or so middle islands and a couple of small unnamed ones.

       “That is touching the main islands. Any group would have a team on that peninsula,” Xena said.

       “Why do you want to go there?” I asked.

       “Scouting. If we see a danger circle, we can leave right away,” Sir Killz said.

       “I’ll admit I am curious about what is happening, and it would allow the heat to die down on the smaller islands,” I said.

       “Alright. Let’s map our route,” Xena said. We all got down to planning how long we would spend at each location and to check the various settlements for lockboxes and map pieces. I could only smile slightly at how much I’d looked down on the map pieces before, and here we were, collecting them in the hope we would find something and stop other teams from finding anything.
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        * * *

      

      “I know I saw something,” I said. We were approaching Vatoa Island. Everyone was looking at their maps.

       “A camper. This is one of the most remote islands,” Xena said.

       “If they came here without a motorboat, that means they pushed themselves to the limit,” Sir Killz said. While I didn’t mind his eyes, they were a little freaky, so it was a good thing that he was driving the boat. It was just one of the many things I had to put up with to function as a team.

       “There’s only one settlement on the island. It’s also the only place a team can land,” Xena said. I looked more closely at my map.

       “The active zone is cutting off anywhere else. That means if we want to go anywhere, we’ll have to move over land,” I said.

       “Wait, we can go outside the active zone?” Sir Killz asked.

       “The active zone only applies to the ocean. If it cuts into an island, the entire island is still accessible by land. Look at your danger overlay,” I said.

       “Huh, interesting. So right for the town?” Sir Killz asked.

       “If you saw someone, they are most likely waiting in the town,” Xena said.

       “Or waiting north of the town to ambush us,” I countered.

       “The town is mingled in with the trees, making it a prime ambush spot. I say we go in and sweep house by house. Sir Killz will take the roof. Eric you will go in front with your shield, and I’ll cover him,” Xena said.

       “Going up on the roofs is good for an ambush, but with how spread out the buildings are, it won’t work for every one. If the person is waiting to ambush from the top of a building, trying to get up is a bad idea,” I said, remembering those I’d killed who had attempted to do just that. It left a person completely vulnerable.

       “Give me a moment,” I said, thinking things over. “Alright, once we land, we move as a group to the clearing at the center of the village, inland, where there are a number of buildings. I’ll take front, Xena provides range, and Sir Killz covers the rear,” I said.

       Sir Killz had healed up markedly over the eighteen days since we’d returned to pick him up. He put 1,000 points or 10 HP into himself, which greatly improved how he felt, and now he was at -7 HP. There were no other changes besides his eyes and vision.

      Xena speculated he would be more resistant to future changes. I was glad he was still with us.

       He had also purchased a new axe, less of the wood axe that he’d had before and more of a battle axe. There was a spike on the end as well as the opposite side of the axe head.

      It could be used as a makeshift spear, but the main ability was to swing and have the axe head slam into whatever defense it impacted.

       Both Xena and Sir Killz had also invested their points in protective gear. I kept saving up my points to get a ship, but unfortunately, that would take quite a while. “Keep your eyes open. I’ll clear the building, then Xena will move in and find the lockbox if there is one.”

      She was much better at figuring out the hidden locations than Sir Killz or myself.

       “Alright.” Xena nodded.

       “If they’re on a roof?” Sir Killz asked.

       “They disappeared, which means they’re using a ghillie suit. So, they will be hiding in the brush,” I said.

       “Also, someone hiding out on the farther island will not move to confront us unless cornered or if they have a huge advantage. Look at the danger level on the island. Someone has been killing monsters. That confirms it,” Xena said.

       “Final check, everyone ready?” I asked.

       “Good to go,” Sir Killz said.

       “Ready,” Xena said. We kept checking our maps as Sir Killz drove up toward the beach awfully close to the edge of the active zone.

       “Landing in thirty seconds,” Sir Killz called out.

       “Bottle ready,” I called back.

      We hit the beach, and the Best of All Times ran up onto the sand. We all jumped out, and I quickly got to absorbing the motorboat and packing it away. “Done.”

       “No movement. Clear,” Xena said. I took point, and we moved quickly inland. It was tense as we moved toward the main clump of buildings at the center of the island. I diverted around two higher-class monsters. No need for an unnecessary fight now.

       I moved in on the first house. Xena was covering the rooftops while Sir Killz was scanning the surroundings. I slammed open the door and moved in with my shock spear and shield.

      I then came out, and Xena went in.

       “Nothing.” She came back out a minute later, and we moved to the next building.

      We only found two lockboxes. Xena quickly got into them so we didn’t have to drag them about. That put our map count at 326.

       “That building is altered,” Sir Killz pointed out as we were about two-thirds of the way through the various buildings.

       “Stay ready,” I said, and we moved in.

      The windows were covered with curtains. That was not a natural state of any of the buildings since none had curtains, and I didn’t know if it was put in as part of the Fijians' ancient culture or a game design choice. Either way, curtains meant that someone had put them up.

       “Cover!” Xena said. I quickly moved behind a tree.

      An arrow lodged into a tree just past where I had been standing seconds before.

      I spun around the tree and raised up my shield.

      Scanning for my attacker, I rushed forward as quickly as I could.

      “Aagh!” There was a scream from the top of the building.

      I got below it and began circling to the right.

       “Take the left, Sir Killz. Xena front,” I called out and moved. I circled the building and found a ladder. If there was only a single person, getting up to a roof on your own was troublesome. I quickly ran up the ladder while keeping a grip on my spear and shield.

       I was ready for a fight and got one.

      An overhead sword strike came at my head as I climbed. I raised my shield and blocked the blow, swiping out with my spear. My aim was on-point, but just before I severed a leg of the attacker, he managed to jump over my spear. I sprang back and off the ladder before he could counter-attack, losing hold of my spear and rolling away from my landing spot.

       I recovered and saw that the player had retreated from the edge. I went over and regained my spear. Sir Killz had arrived as well. “Trouble?” he asked.

       “Sword user, quick reactions. In a ghillie suit. Plan gamma two!” I shouted the last part. Instead of responding to an outside threat with fire, circle a threat, and use fire. I quickly purchased an oil jug and tossed it up on the roof, followed by a cheap lighter.

       “Dammit!” the player screamed from the front of the building. We raced around, and he had an arrow in his chest. He had probably removed the first one before I came up the ladder.

       “Xena, check the building, we got him!” I called out. Both Sir Killz and I rushed the player while Xena ran past us toward the burning building.

       “No!” our opponent yelled out again. He put his back to a tree and yanked out the arrow with his left hand while keeping an eye on both of us. I took the right, and Sir Killz the left.

       “I’ll cover you,” I said to Sir Killz. He needed points to catch back up with us.

       “Got it.” Sir Killz stepped forward, and I got ready to move in if the person tried to run.

       “Damn, your eyes. What are you!” the person screamed out.

      He swung at Sir Killz, who intercepted the attack with his axe.

      I stepped and stabbed him in the leg, the shock temporarily paralyzing the player. Sir Killz then attacked again, driving the point of his battle axe into the person’s head.

       “Got his map pieces and pulled out two lockboxes he was struggling with.” Xena came up to us. “How many points?” she asked.

       “Just over 400,” Sir Killz said.

       “Still on Tier 3. So slow. We should move. Monsters will be showing up and the fire may spread,” Xena said.

       “Strip him down first,” I said, and got to work. It was annoying to get the ghillie suit off, but I’d had enough practice, and it was worth 1,000 points. I was not about to let that go.

      His sword was useless, and his bow had been on the roof and burned up in the fire.

      There was nothing else worthwhile, and we left.

       We checked the remaining buildings in a far more relaxed manner before getting on the Best of All Times and leaving the island. After a couple hours on the water, Xena tossed the last lockbox overboard and passed the blue jug for Sir Killz to smash to pay for fuel.

       “What does that put us at?” I asked.

       “We are now over a third of the way there with 337,” she said. I didn’t correct her that it was most likely less than a third since there were probably 1,024 pieces.

       “Any piece over 1,000?” I asked.

       “Two, 1,011 and 1,018. Also, another two pieces with curved lines. We might want to get the map piece combiner instead of going after the rest,” Xena said.

       “If we had more than a half. There might be a requirement that for any piece to be placed, it must have an adjacent piece. If we spend all those points and it is only a one-time thing, we’ll be out of luck,” I said.

       “Fair enough,” Xena replied.

       “So, a lone wolf hiding. Surprised he fought,” I said.

       “Probably wanted to ambush us or didn’t want to be caught on the ground or by monsters,” Xena said.

       “It seemed so pointless. He spent so long there all on his own and then we just killed him,” Sir Killz said.

       “I hope you don’t want to go to the White Room?” I asked.

       “No. Just seemed pointless. Just thinking that might end up being us,” Sir Killz said. I knew he was referring to himself rather than the team.

       “After all we have been through, if we aren’t in the top twenty, then I call hacks,” I said.

       “We’re close, how close, no idea. But we’re close,” Xena said.

       “Also, the first 100 days were the hardest. Now it’s all downhill from here,” I said.

      Sir Killz released a sigh and stretched his arms wide.

       “I guess. I just like the fresh air and the ocean breeze most of all,” Sir Killz said, and we sat in silence for a bit, enjoying the weather. The graphics were amazing, and everything was better than in real life. I took a deep breath and felt at peace.

       This was not a constant life-and-death struggle. It was a grind, but not that bad with good company. One of the reasons we had not captured that person and used him for experiments was all the trouble that would come from that; we would have to monitor the person constantly. We could bleed them out to weaken them and then transport them, but that invited risks as well.

       Probably the biggest reason we were not interested in something like that was how tough it would be to squeeze out any kind of real benefit. Even if someone had discovered a way to feed a person’s bracer to a monster, at least a couple of steps were most likely dependent on luck—the type of monster, the location, and avoiding an S-Class getting dragged back toward us.

       There was also the time and effort we would spend investing in such research.

      Spending time getting points was worthwhile, and even harvesting essences had a direct and discernible benefit. Torturing a person and using them for experiments had questionable utility.

      If I knew for sure how to feed a person to a monster and send an S-Class monster homing attack, I would not hesitate to do so and be first in line. But the unknowns were too much.

      It was one thing to talk about stuff at the end of the day, and another to spend hunting time that could be used to get points for something that questionable. Also, a person hiding in the corner of the active area would have no useful information. By the number of points he gave Sir Killz, he was behind us in terms of equipment and functions unlocked.

       “I can’t wait until we get the ship,” I said as I tried to stretch out.

      The motorboat was not horribly cramped but moving around while traveling at high speeds was a great way to get tossed into the ocean, to certain death.

       “I bet it has some extra functions,” Sir Killz said.

       “It should have a cabin. I like the wind, but can’t do anything,” Xena said. She liked to fix her hair into its proper bun or fiddle with the map pieces.

      I enjoyed inspecting my equipment and making sure everything was in its proper place. Sir Killz had purchased a deck of cards and played solitaire or tried to do tricks with them.

       The pack of cards was one of the items lying randomly in one of the buildings, completely pointless, but someone might want them. We would keep an eye out if we spotted a spare pack he could use, and then he would toss the old one. Night watches often got pretty dull, and we’d all developed habits to cope with sitting silently through them. Not that I was hoping for an S-Class monster to invade but traveling and waiting out the nights was incredibly monotonous.

       I looked at the cost of a book and movie, 100 and 1,000 points, respectively.

      It was a complete scam and wholly overpriced. If a book cost 10 points and a movie 100 points, I would have been a lot more tempted to purchase them.

       “I hope we never have to go back there. That was really out of the way,” Xena complained. I gave her a look. We all had a silent agreement not to complain too much.

      “I don’t mind the traveling, but there is only so much ocean I can look at before it gets dull.”

       “You better be careful what you wish for,” I said.

       “Hmm, I know. Hunting down that camper was fun,” she said.

       “Also it was safe. Three versus one,” Sir Killz added.

       “True. It’s hard not to build our team up,” Xena said.

       “We are going to work our way north and probe at one of the main islands. No risks either,” I said.

       “No problem. I had enough time lying around, and don’t want to do that again,” Sir Killz said.

       “Hmm, well hopefully, there are no large groups and we can pick some people off,” Xena said.

       “Hopefully,” I replied.
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      “Everything appears quiet.” I looked at my map again.

       “Same here,” Xena said. We were driving near where the clawed peninsula was connected to the main part of Vanua Levu.

       “Should I go closer to shore?” Sir Killz asked.

       “No, a quarter of a mile is exactly right. Easy enough to see what is going on while being far enough away to escape easily,” I said. We were passing the town of Naindi where there were paved roads instead of dirt ones, and many more buildings than on the outer islands.

       “Bikes might be a good idea if we ever go ashore,” Xena said.

       “No. Our main advantage is the motorboat. I feel confident that we can escape easily with a motorboat. There won’t be any teams to cut us off. Inland, there could be teams in contact who’ll coordinate, a huge risk,” I said.

       “The safehouses are fairly spread out as well,” Xena noted.

      I checked my map and looked at the coast.

      Unlike the smaller islands with safehouses and two to three clumped in a single village, the mainland had safehouses spread out every so often along the main roads.

       “They aren’t that rare so it shouldn’t make a huge difference. But look at the danger level,” I said.

       “Damn. What are they doing?” Sir Killz asked and shook his head.

      The danger overlay was insanely high, meaning the chance of running into a Class-A monster by accident was high as well. Just a little push, and one could easily get stomped by a Class-S.

       “It’s like the fallout of a radioactive zone,” I said.

       “A murder party?” Xena guessed.

       “More like ten. The danger level is like that everywhere. Give me a second.”

      I pulled out a notebook and began doing some quick math.

      I was hunched over to stop the pages from moving in the wind. I assigned a value to the various colors for the danger levels. Since lower levels decayed slower, I made the numbers a logarithmic scale, meaning the higher the color tier, the less the corresponding number increased.

       “Alright. I think I can safely say that the decay rate is related to the amount of coast an island has, not its size,” I said. That meant the bigger islands would have their danger zones decay slower.

       “The timeframe?” Sir Killz asked.

       “If we consider a single spike in the danger level and it spreading out through the island while the island itself is at a high level… Hmm, a moment.” I focused on the math. “Alright, we are talking about twenty deaths at the same time. Working backwards, that would put things sixty days ago, or Day 85,” I said.

       “That’s a lot of assumptions,” Xena said.

       “The problem is the greater the impact, the longer ago it was. But twenty deaths at once is insanely high. You are looking at a Class-S showing up. Also, the island was probably hot already. Still, it’s just a bunch of guesswork,” I said.

       “That puts it around the timeframe the S-Class monster attacked,” Sir Killz said.

       “That’s why I worked things out with that in mind, not the other way around,” I said. There was a moment of silence as he thought that over.

       “Ah, I get it now,” Sir Killz said.

       “Still clear on the map. Looks like a waste of fuel unless we are going map-piece hunting,” Xena said.

       “You can see the monsters moving. The main islands could be wiped out. S-Class monsters can ignore safehouses to a certain extent,” I said.

       “No. There’s a group of people farming, most likely. That’s why the danger level is so high. The island’s so big, but it’s already this high and we haven’t seen anyone yet. How sure are you the decay rate is based off the coast?” she asked.

       “That only makes sense if there’s no large-scale Class-A farming,” I replied.

       “There has to be. This is too much land to give up. Since the danger levels spread out, then it makes sense if they’re farming in a rotation on the main parts of the island. Places they know less well or where the coastlines are left abandoned and act as barriers. Similar to how we’re using the smaller islands, so teams can’t island hop toward us if we’re farming deep in the Eastern Islands,” Xena explained.

       “Farming up to Class-A would do little to impact things. With the danger level so high, it would barely be a blip. The only danger is if a person died,” I said.

       “How close to the danger line are they?” Xena asked.

       “Hard to say. But I’d say closer to Class-S than Class-B levels,” I said.

       “Still nothing. Should we go ashore?” Sir Killz asked again.

       “So, are we going to look for map pieces or wait until we get the tracker?” I asked.

       “Wait for the tracker. Otherwise, it’s not worth our time,” Xena said.

       “Agreed,” I said.

       “Alright then. Back to Taveuni Island then?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Since the mainland’s clear, we can finish scoping out the island and checking for map pieces,” I said. It was surprising even to me how I’d become a treasure hunter now. I guessed after being here for so long, a person would take on all sorts of tasks.

       “There are a couple of smaller islands to the north of Taveuni that might be worth checking out. Also, the weather’s turning bad later today, so we should get to shore,” Xena said.

       “Alright,” Sir Killz said and began pulling away from the coast to make a straight line for our next destination.

       “I can’t wait until we get a ship,” Xena said.

       “Getting there. Just need more time,” I replied.

       “What are you at, 15,000?” she inquired.

       “Yes, almost sixteen,” I said.

       “Too bad it won’t go any faster,” Sir Killz said.

       “Ah, but the fuel. I swear this motorboat wants me to feel pain in my soul,” I said. It was literally burning a point a mile to move, incredibly painful. I didn’t even want to calculate how much we had already wasted on fuel since it would make me depressed.

      Some numbers were better left to ignorance.

       “I wonder if the ballista will be able to take out a Class-S?” Xena wondered.

       “Doubtful, probably useful as a repellent. Or long-range targeting of safehouses near the coast. That type of siege weapon is impractical. But it isn’t available in the regular list of weapons,” I said.

       “Really, I wonder if it has a special ability?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Hopefully,” I replied. We sat quietly and checked the map constantly. It was a habit that I made sure I kept up. It was all too easy to grow complacent and dead. Also, the map was incredibly useful for doing a quick check.

       “I kind of want to get sunglasses,” Xena said.

       “Really?” I asked.

       “Yes, you know what. I will,” Xena said. She purchased them for one point and put them on.

       “Perfect, you’re looking great,” I said.

       “I have internal sunglasses,” Sir Killz joked. If he actually got some, it would be a welcome change from how unnerving his eyes looked.

       “You know…hold up. Check the coast,” I said. We all looked, and there was a motorboat launching from the coast. I checked the map; we were already too far away for our maps to pick up a person. There was no curve to the water. This was not even a real world.

       That meant that the viewable distance was limited by a programmed haze. At ten miles, things became hazy. At fifteen miles, everything was a blur, hazy even on a clear day. 

       “Confirmed. One motorboat, moving in an intercept course,” Sir Killz said.

       “We have two repeating crossbows and a regular bow. Let’s get them ready,” Xena said. We got the weapons ready. “We never worked out motorboat fighting,” Xena said.

       “Because it’s insane,” I replied.

       “We got this.” Xena tried to calm me down.

       “I know. Just annoyed at the stupidity of people. Damaging the motorboat is next to pointless. That means we need to aim for the driver. If they are hit and yank the wheel, they’re liable to flip,” I said.

       “How much damage can the motorboat take?” Xena asked.

       “Each bolt or arrow that embeds will do about a quarter to a half point of boat HP. So, an incredibly tiny amount,” I explained.

       “Ten to twenty shots. That is a lot. I could use an explosive arrow,” Xena said.

       “That is 1,000 points,” I said.

       “It would work,” she countered.

       “Heads up, they are picking up speed, going over the standard. Should I push it?” Sir Killz asked.

       “The point consumption is brutal, and we are ready for a fight. Stay the course, don’t let them maneuver in front of us. Once they get close, put us in parallel at just outside crossbow range,” Xena said.

       “A straight shot, not an angled one. Right?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Yes. Keep things steady unless one of us calls evade. If someone says that, grab on,” Xena said.

       “Safety ropes. We can tie ourselves off.” Sir Killz suggested.

       “Then we would be dragged behind the boat and be a lure for monsters if we went into the ocean. You go overboard, you’re dead, no exceptions,” I said.

       “Alright, then pay attention,” Sir Killz said. Xena turned away from the other boat and took aim with her bow before shooting an arrow.

       “A test. I’ll need to do some ranging shots. Don’t change the speed, otherwise I’ll be thrown off,” Xena said.

       “Got it,” Sir Killz said.

       “I have a phone call. I’m going to take it,” she said, and I nodded.

       “Hello, Lord Fire,” she said, getting the person’s name from the display.

       “Xena. You are trespassing in my territory. I am going to have to ask you to come to a stop or else,” he said.

       “Burning points to catch up with us even when we are leaving? Someone is desperate. You are outmatched,” Xena said.

       “I’ll enjoy killing you and taking your points. Perhaps take some other things as well.” I listened in closely to what Lord Fire was saying.

       “You really want to risk a naval battle? I want some of the crystals you’re smoking. They have to be really good to make someone that crazy,” Xena said, and the line went dead.

       “Someone didn’t appreciate my wit,” she said.

       “We could have traded information.” I grumbled at the lost opportunity.

       “Some people are just stupid. Nothing you can do,” Sir Killz said.

       “Yeah. Alright, this is serious,” I said. We got into position as the boat drew closer and closer. I noticed they poured more fuel in their motorboat mid-chase.

       “How is the fuel?” I asked Sir Killz.

       “Have a quarter of a tank left,” he said.

       “Let’s refill now. We may waste some, but it’s worth a few points,” I said. I felt pained by wasting points, but didn’t want to take chances. We filled up the motorboat. Thankfully, we didn’t need to stop to refuel. The extra fuel almost instantly went bad.

      It couldn’t even be lit on fire or anything.

       I tossed the partially empty jug into the ocean.

      “I can confirm four on the motorboat,” Xena said.

       “How long till bow range?” I asked.

       “In range in about ten minutes,” she responded.

       “Is there any reason we should not attack right away?” I asked, and no one said anything. “Sir Killz, adjust our course to an intercept. Once in range, put us parallel and match speed at the expense of fuel.”

       “Aye, aye, Captain Hardcore,” he said with a grin.

       “Xena, you got the long range. If they go into overdrive. I’ll call it out and you grab on. I’ll cover with the repeating crossbow,” I said.

       “Aye, aye, Captain Hardcore,” she said with a grin as well.

      If I said something stupid, I knew they’d object, but combat tactics was where I got to take the lead. Sir Killz gently turned the motorboat to move toward the other.

       “They hit the overdrive, hold on ours. Xena, get at least one shot in then we’ll go to overdrive. Turn away from them,” I called out. Sir Killz changed directions to make it a direct pursuit.

      The overdrive button doubled the motorboat’s speed, but any mistakes could easily lead to it flipping or going out of control.

      Xena fired. “Hold on! Overdrive!” Sir Killz called out. Someone had been waiting to use the button after our initial test. I was sitting backward on a seat, with my knees on the seat cushion. I watched as the arrow barely missed the other boat to their left but was on track.

       “Can’t fire like this,” Xena said. That was not a problem.

      I brought up a repeating crossbow and angled it.

      I fired the first shot. It was slightly short and to the left. I had the range. I released the remaining rounds before handing the empty crossbow to Xena. She passed me a loaded one.

       I fired another five shots, four landed.

      The other boat turned slightly, and only one shot hit on the front of the motorboat, embedding into the paneling. The next five missed since they took evasive action.

       “Cut the overdrive,” I said and passed Xena the empty crossbow, taking the one she had just reloaded. They quickly began closing the distance. Xena got her bow ready but didn’t fire. I held off as well. Each bolt and arrow was an investment of points.

       I saw one of their people pull out a repeating crossbow and fire a shot.

      It was dreadfully short. They clearly had not realized the team on the defensive had the advantage in a motorboat battle. The issue was that any ranged attack would have trouble catching up to a fleeing motorboat while having a much easier time on the return, primarily due to how the system calculated the force applied to arrows and bolts being fired at the exact same speed regardless of how fast one was traveling. Therefore, unless the speed greatly exceeded that of the motorboat, the boat in the lead had a considerable advantage.

       “Alright, when I say, make a hard right. Hopefully, they flip. If they don’t, then they’ll be at close range and we can shoot them up.”

      The only problem with being in front was that the motorboat tilted upward while moving, making a rear attack incredibly exposed and offering more target area than the reverse.

       “Turn!” I called out. Sir Killz made a hard right.

      The entire boat tilted; I almost thought the water was going to come over the side. My stomach felt as if it was going to flip. Thankfully, he straightened out the boat quickly enough.

       The enemy boat quickly cut speed and turned.

      Water lapped over the side of their vessel as they tried to turn as well.

      “Fire!” I said.

      I unloaded five bolts at them, and three struck the hull. That was when Xena fired.

      Oh, shit!

      The explosive arrow landed just to the side of their boat, turning what would have been instant devastation into a painful death. Part of their motorboat had crumpled in and was on fire. “Bring us around,” I called out, and Sir Killz looped us around their crippled motorboat.

      Xena began firing regular arrows, and I unleashed another barrage.

      “Ahh!” one middle-aged woman screamed out as she was hit in the gut. She stumbled about and then fell over the side of the boat.

       “Map!” I called out to Xena.

       “On it, incoming Class-S!” she shouted.

       “Go! GO! GO! GO!” I shouted, and Sir Killz took off, even hitting the overdrive. I grabbed onto my seat, barely saving the repeating crossbow from going flying off the boat.

      We took off, and I kept my eye on the damaged vessel.

      The idiots should have grabbed that woman before she went overboard.

       “A lot of points?” I asked Xena.

       “Only a couple hundred. Not worth mentioning,” Xena said. We watched behind us.

       “Shit,” I muttered. A bunch of tentacles rose out of the ocean and dragged everything underneath the water. Those tentacles looked awfully familiar, but it was hard to say since it all happened in a matter of seconds.

       “Let’s not ever fight that. If we do, never on or in the water,” Xena said.

       “Agreed,” I said.

       “What was it?” Sir Killz had been focused on driving, and I explained what happened.

       “Damn. Too bad I missed that, but I don’t ever want to see another tentacle,” he said.

       “You get points for the other three?” I asked Xena.

       “Nope. They were killed by monsters. Checked the phone and they aren’t there anymore,” she said.

       “That is why you don’t fight on boats.” I muttered.

       “They probably had an easy run of things so far, or dominated on land at the very least. Probably little or no confrontations since the starting period,” Xena said.

       “Then they built themselves up too much or something like that. Perhaps part of a larger group on the island,” I said.

       “It would make sense,” Xena said and checked her map. I noticed her eyes go wide, and her mouth opened up in shock.

       “Sir Killz, how much longer until Taveuni Island?”

       “If we cut back to regular speed, then about half an hour,” he said.

       “Don’t cut back on the speed. Keep up the overdrive. Don’t stop, maximum speed,” Xena said. I checked my map and saw a monster following us. I couldn’t tell if it was B, A, or S-Class, without the Tier-3 danger upgrade to show S-Class monsters. I looked at Xena, and she nodded. This was unfair, stupidly unfair. I called hacks with how stupid this was.

       I began doing the math.

      A monster with lots of teeth, tentacles, and certain death was moving toward us at a breakneck speed. Our motorboat only went kind of fast. Could we make it to land before we all died?

       “We won’t make it,” I said with dread.

       “There has to be something we can do.” Sir Killz sounded nervous, and I didn’t blame him.

       “I have an idea,” Xena said. She purchased a barrel of oil, and my eyes went wide. Another 1,000 point purchase. She really was going all out. She got a rag and opened the barrel, and used the rag to spread some oil on the top. She then sealed up the barrel and lit the oil with a cheap lighter. Finally, she pulled out a knife and cut off the small finger on her left hand.

      “Tape it to the barrel.” She passed me a roll of duct tape. I taped her finger to it while she burned the wound shut while wincing. She then kicked the flaming barrel off the back of the motorboat.

      “How much HP?” I asked.

      “I should recover, but it will take a day. I have my HP set on slow heal.” She went with efficiency over speed. Risky, but it was her choice.

      “You think that will work?” I asked.

      “Probably not, but we just need to slow it down,” Xena said. I checked out where the barrel was on the ocean. It was hard to align both, but I figured the monster would be reaching it any moment now.

      Tentacles shot out of the water and engulfed the barrel.

      An explosion of black-tinted water erupted in a massive geyser.

      I thought I saw a couple of metal blades as well. We rechecked our maps.

      “Any luck?” Sir Killz asked while he kept the boat driving straight.

      “It’s retreating.” Xena and I both slumped back with relief. I felt the tension leave my body and confirmed on my map that the monster was slinking off once more.

      “How much does it take to kill that stupid thing?” Xena muttered. She had probably been hoping for the 10,000 points one received from killing an S-Class monster. There was a reason they were worth so much. It was a near-impossible task.

      “Three barrels,” I said.

       “Pffft,” Xena snorted at the stupid answer I gave.

       “Slow down now?” Sir Killz asked.

       “It should be fine. Most likely hiding in the ocean,” I said. The monster had already disappeared from our maps.

       “No. It could circle around. Burn the points. Let’s not take any chances,” Xena said.

       “Fine.” I agreed with her — no need to take a pointless risk. Still, the point loss was painful.

       “Aye, aye, Captain Xena,” Sir Killz said.

       “Thank you, First Mate Sir Killz. Keep her steady as she goes,” Xena said.

       “Wait, when did this boat become female?” I asked.

       “Boats are always female,” she said.

       “Uh, no. Wait, maybe?” Sir Killz said.

       “This one is,” she declared.

       “Alright, alright.” I held up my hands in surrender. We rode the boat in silence for a bit. I just couldn’t get over what a bunch of socks the other groups were. The ones we talked to were liars, and the people who didn’t want to talk were stupid. The only reasonable person had probably been that camper, but he was a camping sock and didn’t really count.

       “Thanks for spending the points,” I told Xena.

       “No problem, you’re saving for the ship and Sir Killz took a blow instead of me. Teamwork, right?” she said with a small smile.

       “Teamwork. We just might make it to the end solely based on that. It would be so stupid if we just won suddenly. All the other teams just self-destruct or are stupid,” I replied.

       “There is a much greater chance of that than I originally thought. I am almost tempted to ask you to get the scoreboard, to see how many are left,” Xena said.

       “Not interested. You know what you should do. Write a stupid obituary for Lord Flame.”

       “It was Lord Fire,” Sir Killz corrected. I just shrugged; I was terrible at remembering names. The only way I remembered all the island names was due to the tiny labels on the map.

       “What should I say?” Xena pulled up the display, and I thought it over.

       “I have a poem,” Sir Killz said.

       “There once was a Lord of Flame,

      Who always knew who to blame

      He burnt up his team in a fire

      And the situation became incredibly dire.”

       “I like it,” I said.

       “Poem it is,” Xena agreed.

       “If I die, make a witty poem in my memory,” I said.

       “Agreed.” Sir Killz gave me a thumbs up but kept his eyes facing forward to make sure we didn’t crash. The waves on the ocean were slowly picking up, and it was essential to be careful while driving at such a high speed.

       There were clouds slowly gathering in the sky. “Land ho,” Sir Killz said.

       “Alright, we can slow down,” Xena said.

       “Agreed,” I added in.

       “Aye, aye. Slowing down.”

      Sir Killz brought the motorboat back down to cruising speed.

      I noticed he gave the side of it a small pat. He really did like driving.

       “Urgh, I think I might be feeling a bit sick,” Xena muttered. The waves were getting choppier.

       “Only a few more minutes,” Sir Killz said. We reached the shore just as it started raining. I put away the motorboat, and we made our way to a building. Farming in the rain was annoying, and it also made it hard to hear and see what was happening. Also, after the action of today, we were happy with taking a small break.

       We did hike inland about a mile. None of us wanted a late-night ocean surprise. “My boots,” I groaned while we were sitting around the table.

       “Muddy?” Xena asked.

       “Yes.” She just chuckled at my response. Sir Killz was playing some solitaire.

       “Winning?” I asked him.

       “Hmm.” He just hummed at that. I looked at my combat boots and set them in the corner with the others to dry out. Water didn’t cause chafing, but it felt uncomfortable, like bugs crawling on my skin. Liquids were a big challenge for the system to model correctly, and we were given a heads up that they may be off. I was not going to pay for the shower now that I felt the rain.

       At least things dried out in about an hour if there was no source of water.

      It was nice not having to be in constantly damp clothes.

      The lack of sweat also helped, even though it initially had felt weird.

       “We are staying away from the main islands until we are geared up,” Xena said. I didn’t say anything and looked at Sir Killz.

       “Fair enough,” he agreed, and I nodded.

       “Let’s work out the route,” Xena said. I was tempted to tell her to do it on her own, but it was a group activity, and I wanted to keep an eye on where we were. If I didn’t participate, then I would not have a right to complain later.

       “Alright. Shouldn't be too bad. What's the forecast?”

       “Rain this afternoon and then sunny,” Xena confirmed. I nodded at that.
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      “Alright, are you ready for it?” I asked.

       “Hurry up,” Sir Killz said.

       “Don’t be a tease,” Xena added and gave me a light punch on the arm.

       “Five days ahead of schedule. I bring you the…Ship!”

      I purchased one of the most expensive items from the store. It was Day 195, and I had enough points in reserve to feel comfortable dumping this much on the ship.

      A bottle appeared and I noted it was the same size as the motorboat's.

      I checked the warning label.

      

      Xyloft Corp. Defiant-40-C2

       Speed 0-12 mph, recommended 10 mph for best fuel efficiency

       Capacity, 10 People

       Purchased by Eric Serpens

       To release, face the opening of the bottle toward the water with no obstructions. Remove plug.

       To return, place plug in bottle and then turn opening to face ship.

       Warning! To release or return the ship takes 30 seconds.

       Warning! Do not release onto solid ground.

       Warning! Ship self-repairs at 2 HP per day it is stored in bottle. Has max HP of 50.

       Warning! Ship is rated for combat.

       Warning! All non-ship items can be stored in the footlocker on the ship.

       Warning! If bottle is broken, ship cannot be stored.

       Warning! No key is needed to operate the ship and it can be stolen.

       Warning! The bottle and plug can be stolen, rendering it impossible to store the ship.

       Warning! Ship will capsize if more than 10 people are present on ship while it is moving.

       Warning! Using non-standard ammunition will damage the ship.

      

      I read the label out loud. “So, a footlocker. Finally, someplace to store our gear instead of dragging it everywhere,” Xena said.

       “It has a lot of HP. Go on, open it,” Sir Killz said. I began to release the ship.

       “A long wait time. It won’t be quick to release or return,” I said.

      The suspense built up. Finally, the ship was released. It was magnificent, made of metal with a walkway around the entire boat with no railing and a cabin in the center. There was a ballista in the front and one on either side in the back's larger open area.

       Near each ballista was a case built into the platform underneath where the weapon was mounted. Three bolts were already present in each case. Inside the main cabin, two bench seats along the side walls could sit three people each. Then there were four chairs facing forward. The chair at the front was where the boat was piloted and was slightly lower down into the boat.

       The driver would be able to look out the surrounding glass windows. There was also an extensive map display right next to the controls. I turned on the ship from the Captain’s chair farther back. The cabin’s lights turned on, and the map became activated.

       “At least two feet by two feet, damn,” Sir Killz said as he looked at the map.

       “Also, it has Tier-4 capabilities. Zoom and range by the looks of things,” Xena said. Each of the four main chairs had a map. A person could put a waypoint, and it would show up on all the maps. “This is for communications. A phone, and it is listed as Ship 1,” Xena explained for the chair to the right.

       “So, we have the first ship,” I said.

       “Perfect!” Sir Killz said.

       “This other chair controls the long-range telescope. Looks like eight times zoom.”

      Xena had gone over to the chair on the left and looked.

      That would be useful for seeing things outside of our range.

       “Loudspeakers, outside lights, fuel, and damage readout for the ship.” I explained the functions in front of the Captain’s chair. This meant that Sir Killz could only see the speed.

       “Alright, let’s test the ballista. Bring us out,” Xena said excitedly.

       “Aye, aye.” I took a seat in the Captain’s chair, and Xena took the chair on the left with the telescope display. Sir Killz brought us out, and the ship handled incredibly smoothly. “No overdrive,” he said.

       “That means a motorboat could intercept us,” I replied.

       “Let’s try out the ballista first. I don’t think anyone will want to,” Xena added. We stopped a quarter-mile away from the island. Given how detailed the map was, it was easy to zoom in and take an exact position. I went outside to the front of the ship with Xena.

       When she grabbed the handle for the ballista, a large display appeared. “Range finder, wind, current speed, this is amazing,” she muttered. This brought the ship from good to great. “Firing!” she called out and pulled the trigger. A 100-point ballista bolt was launched, and it arced slightly and then impacted the shore.

       “That is a lot of penetration,” I said.

       “It’s an instant kill to anything less than S-Class.” Xena reloaded the ballista, and we returned to our cabin. Sir Killz then brought us back to shore. We got off the ship and took a look at the large bolt Xena had fired.

       “Wow,” Sir Killz said, and I agreed with him. The bolt had sunk almost four-fifths of the way into the sand, and when we pulled it out, the front had splintered apart.

       “Even an S-Class would feel that,” I said.

       “They are hollow or something weird is going on with them. The bolt should not have splintered like that when hitting the sand.”

      Xena turned over the tail end and looked at the front portion, which had broken apart.

       “We won’t be able to collect them after firing, unfortunately,” Xena said.

       “The problem is ship-to-ship fighting. The target will be the gunners. While it might damage the hull, the ship can easily keep going. The range also means that there will be a lot of points wasted in trying to get in a lucky shot before the other ship, even with all the added features. That will just push out the range even more,” I said.

       “It will completely wreck any motorboat. Even if the boat isn’t destroyed, the force of the impact has a high chance of causing a loss of control and capsizing,” Sir Killz said.

       “We’re the only ship for now. If we encounter another, well, things will get spicy,” Xena said.

       “Did you notice anyone else with a Tier-4 phone?” I asked.

       “No. The phone does not appear to be a high priority,” she replied.

       “Time for my turn?” Xena asked.

       “Stop teasing us,” I said, and she gave me a grin. She purchased the map piece tracker.

      “Alright, it’s a heatmap.” She looked over her map. “We are a huge hot spot. It isn’t centered and seems to be drifting. You can pin someone to circle with a radius of about ten miles.” Not that bad.

       “There is a big hot spot near the center of Fiji.” That would be annoying. “Vanua Levu has at least three scattered locations with a concentration of map pieces. It also appears that a couple of islands might have a piece or two,” Xena said.

       “How many on the smaller islands and the teams, would you estimate?” I asked.

       “Fiji is similar to ours, so a third. There are four hotspots on Vanua Levu. I would guess maybe fifty or more each. Then the rest scattered on islands,” she said.

       “So, 150 or so unclaimed map pieces and about 550 claimed by other teams.”

      I considered the numbers.

       “What about Kandavu Island in the southwest?” Sir Killz asked. That was a great question.

       “More than other small islands, but still a small number compared to the major hot spots,” Xena said.

       “They got cleaned out or traded them to Fiji, most likely. What’s left is just what they’ve found since or hidden away,” I said.

       “What about the Eastern Islands?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Mostly cleaned out. There are a couple of stops we can make and take a look around. Probably pick up another ten or so pieces,” Xena said. We currently had 342 map pieces.

      We had tried to match them up a couple of times as a group, but I had mostly given up until we got a large batch. Xena still kept at it. I had to admire her tenacity.

       “The small islands to the northwest of Fiji look a good bet for a lot of unclaimed pieces. Probably about fifty. A lot of unclaimed pieces on the main islands,” she said.

       “Wait, there are unclaimed pieces on the main islands?” I asked.

       “Probably about eighty or so. The remaining twenty are split between the Eastern Islands and Kandavu Island,” she explained.

       “That raises the question of what Sir Killz should get at Tier 4. How close are you?”

       “Just a couple thousand left to go,” he said.

       “Fiji has a large group for sure. Four smaller teams probably in an alliance on Vanua Levu. Then the rest,” I said.

       “We should clear the Eastern Islands first, make sure nothing’s left. Really,” Sir Killz said.

      Xena let out a groan and complained, “What? No—Vatoa Island. We missed one!”

      We had been thorough in clearing the island out since it was so out of the way.

       “No, we already checked it, remember?” Sir Killz replied.

       “Let’s map out the ten islands. We are at Mago Island. Anything north or west of us?” I asked. From there, we got down to drawing out a route between the islands to pick up the individual pieces. It would take three days of just traveling.

      At least the ship was cost-efficient compared to the motorboat.

       Once done, we would head west hitting Kandavu Island, able to clear the entire island with just the ship.

      While it was large-ish, it was stretched out with no place farther than five miles from the coast.

       From there, we would also check out the nearby islands before heading to the northwest and that island chain. At that point, we should have picked up another seventy map pieces or so.

      After that, we would poke at the coastal areas, taking the free pieces, and keeping an eye on the situation. Xena estimated another thirty to fifty pieces could be picked up like that, putting our team around 450 pieces.

       Still, that was a long way off, and our plans tended to be changed once we were partway through them. I wanted some more points to get Tier-3 upgrades, and Sir Killz needed to acquire something in Tier 4.

       In the end, he decided to go with the homing lock. I thought it was a waste. But it was his choice, and not harmful. We set off right away on our new ship.

       “So, we need a name,” Sir Killz said.

       “The Unsinkable,” I joked.

       “Might as well name it the Unsinkable Two,” Xena added, and we all chuckled at that.

       “The Dominator,” Sir Killz said with a raised fist.

       “The Pointer,” I suggested. I was still feeling the pain of spending all those hard-earned points.

       “The Intrepid,” Xena grinned.

       “Hmm, that’s good. If you want a classic, then the Enterprise,” I proposed with a grin of my own.

       “That is a classic,” Xena said.

       “Isn’t it the name of a corporate battleship? I think it was Hexxar Corp,” Sir Killz muttered the last part. From his expression it was clear he was frustrated not being able to recall something so well-known outside of the simulation. At this point, after being so far removed for this long, I would assume most players had experienced that feeling.

       “It’s the name of a historical ship instrumental against the socks,” I explained.

       “You’re both wrong. It comes from a massive naval-going vessel in the pre-light era that dominated the oceans,” Xena explained.

       “Well then, sounds like a winner to me,” Sir Killz said.

       “That must have been massive. How big were the gazer emplacements?” I asked, wanting to compare it to the battleships that I knew about.

       “They didn’t have gazers back then. They used missiles or long-range artillery,” Xena said. There was a long pause, and then I burst into laughter.

       “Missiles…hahaha, oh my sides. Hahaha, you’re killing me.” I couldn’t stop laughing. That was so ridiculous. “Were they planetary missiles…? Ha…” That was the stupidest thing I had ever heard. I had heard a lot of stupid things, but missiles?

      I was even crying from how hard I was laughing.

       “I don’t get it,” Sir Killz said.

       “What is anyone learning anymore?”

      Xena shook her head, making me laugh harder for some reason.

       “I think you broke him. So, what are missiles?” Sir Killz asked.

       “I… I can calm down.” I couldn’t.

      I just burst into laughter once I thought of missiles once more.

       “Missiles are chemically propelled weapons, normally with an explosive. The advent of gazer weaponry, fusion power, and type-G mirror polarization, they quickly became obsolete due to gazers. You could say they are much slower and have much better aim than hyper cannons.”

       “Missiles, hahahaha.”

      The very idea was absurd!

       “Should we do something? Sir Killz asked.

       “He’ll burn out eventually,” Xena said.

       “Like a, ha... haa!” I couldn’t even finish the sentence.

       “He is definitely broken. Fix him. You did this,” Sir Killz said.

       “He’ll wear himself out, why don’t you get some fresh air,” Xena suggested. I made my way outside and clung to a handrail wrapped around the main cabin—no guard rails, but handrails almost as stupid as missiles. I burst into another round of laughter, and it took twenty minutes before I could think about them and not split my sides laughing.

       I finally made my way back into the cabin. “All better?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Yes, I needed a good laugh,” I said, trying not to repeat the cycle.

       “I thought you were going to die,” Xena said.

       “It was close. My SP was on the low side at some points,” I joked.

       “So, the Enterprise then?” she queried.

       “Agreed,” I said.

       “Maybe we can paint on the name?” Sir Killz suggested.

       “Why not, it shouldn’t hurt anything,” I said.

       “Just no orange,” Xena said.

       “No problem,” Sir Killz said.

       “But seriously, where did either of you go to school?” Xena asked.

       Sir Killz didn’t say anything, so I guessed it was up to me. “I was financially raised by the Altair Conglomerate to be a ship technician. I passed my basic tests to be a crew member on a ship and took a secondary education in life support mechanics. It was boring as hell, but the position was in demand and the fees for the training were low. I was able to pay off my debts,” I said.

       It was tempting to brush this question off, but trust was more important than ever. I was also curious about both their backgrounds, so I’d answered Xena’s question.

       Life support translated into shit maintenance, one of the least desirable jobs; even gazer techs ranked higher on the desirability scale. That was probably due to their hazard pay, but still, life support was very unpopular. At least it was safe and quiet, both things I preferred no matter what anyone else thought.

       “Don’t you have family?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Yes. My dad was a space tech. Died to cellular degradation,” I said.

       “Condolences,” Xena said.

       “Same,” Sir Killz said as well.

       “It was a long time ago. My mother was also a space tech, but she’s in critical care for cellular degradation. Long-term treatment isn’t cheap. What about you Xena? You sound shocked by my education,” I said.

       “I am a member of the House of Xarax, a distant relative from a house that is unknown for the most part, but still a member. Still, my education was covered by the planetary government of Cistix Seven. A big focus on history. How far back did you go?” she queried.

       “Just to the Sock Rebellion. Nothing really before that,” I said. Xena shook her head at that.

       “None of the lead-ups?” she asked.

       “Nope. Extra classes cost extra money. I was going for a technical certification anyways. That is where the real money is. Well, besides all of this.” I waved my hand in the air to indicate this made-up world.

       “What about you, Sir Killz?” she asked.

       “Pretty much the same as Hardcore, but I am with Transcorp instead of Altair,” he said.

       “Space or guts?” I asked.

       “Space. Gazer tech.” That would explain the cellular degradation he talked about having before. Gazer tech was as bad as it could get in terms of cellular degradation.

       “How many years coasting the void?” I asked.

       “Ten. But lost a lot of my pay on gambling,” Sir Killz said with a shake of his head. He had lasted longer than most. The average time until a gazer tech got cellular degradation was five years. He had some serious luck. “I did get some preventive treatments, but need the high-end stuff if I am going to keep going.”

       “What? You going to get a clone?” I asked. That was insanely expensive — no way any money from this game could pay for something like that.

       “Nothing so crazy. Just a full round of nano,” he said.

       “Shit, you’re screwed. You’ll need ships of money to afford that,” I said. It was less expensive than a clone, but a full round of nano was still brutal. It would be a struggle, but possible if he made the top twenty.

       “That’s why I’ve given up hope. I mean, even top twenty might not even cover the costs,” he said.

       “Nano, shit. That’s one step below the long-term treatments. Might as well try and raise funds to go all the way,” I said.

       “Not enough time.” He shook his head. “It’s nano, or I’m done for. The moment they disconnect me from all the support systems, I’ll probably have a week or two,” he said.

       “That sucks,” I said, not knowing what else to say.

       “So, what do you do for a living?” Sir Killz asked Xena.

       “Safety Officer. Historical training was a big part of it,” she said.

       “Explodanated anyone?” I asked.

       “No, but I saw someone get blown apart, or explodanated, as you say. Idiot built a mini-gazer and had tapped into the main power grid. Wanted to melt his ex-wife into nothing. We raided the building, but he wouldn’t surrender. Enforcement bot took him out, center mass. I am so glad I had enough seniority, so I didn’t have to clean up the scene,” she said.

       “Brutal. If anyone ever comes to kill me, I want it by explodination, no gazers,” I said.

       “Agreed,” Sir Killz added. Gazers were the worst way to go. You would boil apart. There were rumors that a person could feel their eyes bursting out of their skull before they died, so a single explosive round to the chest was far preferable. At least death would be quick and painless.

       “I am making a note of it,” Xena said with a shake of her head. “Still, most of the job was just talking to people and supervising the enforcement bots,” she said.

       “They must have recruited from a wide range to get all of us. Didn’t realize the scope was that large,” I said.

       “This is the first widespread test of time-scaled and long-term integrated VR with multiple people. It makes sense. Didn’t you read any of the news or science articles,” Xena asked.

       “Um, no,” I said, and she looked at Sir Killz. While he was looking away from her, I could tell he felt her gaze on the back of his head.

       “A little. Just to make sure about the policies and safety,” he added.

       “Figures,” she said.

       “I looked at the life support specs, but after that, it was all too complicated. I can tell you about the tubes they stick—”

       “How about no?” Xena cut me off.

       “All I’ll say is that everything is very well made and thought out on the hardware end. At least for the individual capsules,” I said. The integrated environment was the main reason this test was being run. It was turned into a game for money, publicity, and to push the system to its limits.

       Omnitrek had high hopes they could use VR and their capsule technology to create a moon-based storage retirement facility. They had pushed the individual technology to its limits, hence the ten-factored time difference, but it was everyone coming together in a shared environment that held big unknowns due to the amount of stress being put on the system.

       The main thing they had to prove was that the technology was safe beyond all standards. Since it would be set up for people who would be retiring, they would eventually die. The key thing the company wanted was proof that it was not the VR capsules or the environment that caused them to die prematurely.

       Sure, they sold individual capsules, which funded the research and was a relatively large business, but the time to get in and out was significant with all the hardware connections. Taking someone in and out of VR was just as expensive as the capsule itself, requiring a couple specialists to oversee the process. So, some famous reclusive designers and artists used the system, but there was only so much Omnitrek could do to liven up the internal environment.

       There was a sizeable computational cost to run everything. An individual system would struggle, but when linking multiple systems together, it became more cost-effective. Still, there were risks, and Omnitrek was taking things carefully and one step at a time to avoid any possible accidents.

       “We all made it past the two rounds of screenings and are now in the top 100,” Xena said.

       “Hmm, true. Perhaps there is hope. Who knows?” Sir Killz said.

       “A big payday for all of us, so here we come,” I said.

       “In another 2,805 days,” Xena said.

       “Don’t remind me. Honestly, at a certain point, there just is not enough to do,” I said.

       “Probably a stress test or something. I am going to get some fresh air for a bit. Keep the boat steady please.” She got up.

       “Aye, aye matey,” Sir Killz said.

       “Did you watch Space Swords growing up?” I asked.

       “Possibly,” Sir Killz said as Xena left the cabin.

       “What was your favorite episode? I really liked the one where they gazer the pirates. That was really over the top,” I said.

       “I had to wait until I was of age to watch that one. Excessive violence.”

       “Sure, their eyeballs exploded when they got gazered, but it was all done in a VR setting,” I said.

       “Blame Transcorp’s morality standards. Still, I loved it.” He gave me a thumbs up. “That episode where they raid the asteroid…”

       “Oh, the two-parter. That was good. Too bad Alexandria got juiced. I liked her,” I said.

       “It was all contained in the spacesuit,” Sir Killz said.

       “That’s why I just dealt with life support, not cleaning or space suits. I saw a juicing one time... Never again. I was sick for weeks,” I shared. That was a horrible accident, and I shivered slightly at the memory.

       “Still it was a great two-parter.”

       “Agreed. The show was so ridiculously over the top though,” I said.

       “That’s why it was great. I loved how they zipped about in that little ship, fighting terrorists,” Sir Killz said.

       “And socks. A good sock is a dead sock,” I added.

       “Indeed,” Sir Killz said.
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      “This player tag upgrade was pointless.” For 200 points, I could toggle a name next to the portrait of someone I had seen.

       “I told you,” Xena said.

       “I know, but still.” I shook my head. We’d been farming on various islands while we went around picking up the map pieces. I had been purchasing several upgrades of the Tier-2 and 3 variety. I leaned back in the Captain’s chair. That was probably the best part of the ship, how comfortable the chairs were.

       “Also, now that I’m complaining, this Proximity Warning is only good for a quarter mile and can only activate once a day like a scan to say how many are in range. Less, pointless, but still,” I complained.

       “I told you,” Xena said.

       “I thought it might have a hidden feature,” I said. Xena turned and gave me a look. “Got it, got it. You told me.”

       “Surprised you aren’t saving up for a Tier-4,” Sir Killz said.

       “I want all the features and time to get used to them. Sure, they are mostly pointless, but you never know. Also, you both have them. I can check the weather now,” I said.

       “Sunny, with a touch of sun,” Xena said, and while I couldn’t see her face, I knew she was rolling her eyes.

       “So how goes the plotting?” I asked.

       “Good. Take a look.” She handed me two large sheets of paper that were hand-drawn maps. The first one showed the island of Vanua Levu and had colored boundaries and movement estimates with dates. We were tracking where the enemy teams were moving. It was only an approximation, but created the opportunity for an ambush.

       I flipped to the Fiji map. The map pieces were remaining in place near the center of the island next to a freshwater lake. There was a small settlement of some kind. I confirmed the location on the map. “No movement?” I asked.

       “The heatmap fluctuates, but it all averages out to that being the center point,” Xena said.

       “It’s really close to Mount Tomanivi,” I said, comparing the movements to the map I could pull up on my bracer’s display.

       “That isn’t a natural lake, as there’s a dam to the south. Also look at the terrain and roads,” Xena said.

       “Rough but not impassable,” I said.

       “The issue isn’t the land, but the water. They can place a ship on that lake,” she said.

       “We have the first ship,” I replied.

       “True. But they can easily accumulate the points. In addition, there would be no monsters on the lake except flying ones. They could kill off all the water-based ones by opening the dam and then replugging it. Monsters won’t appear right next to a person,” Xena explained.

       “They’re fortifying,” I said.

       “Probably have six to eight teams of four. Rotate out the teams while keeping two at base,” Xena said.

       “How would they stick together?” I asked. There was a long silence at that as we tried to work it out.

       “A strong leader,” Sir Killz said. We looked over. “Someone got twelve or so people together and they laid the beatdown on the rest, or promises to take them all the way, but they are using the other teams to get ahead themselves.”

       I tried to wrap my head around something like that. I felt a headache coming on, even though that should be impossible. It reeked of too much drama. “They all can’t believe that?” Xena said.

       “You’re thinking everyone is like us. Willing to see the big picture or even capable. I bet most of those are struggling,” Sir Killz said.

       “That would be a lot of people. The level of danger from all those would be immense,” I said. 

       “Their bracers.” Xena snapped her fingers when she said that. “A group captures a person, threatens to kill them if they don’t take off their bracer. Some comply and then they are put to work. The only food is through the bracers, so people collect points and then are carefully watched while given the bracer to buy things.”

       “That makes a horrifying amount of sense,” I said.

       “So, they have to keep a stronghold to hold onto the bracers. The map pieces are just the extra thrusters on that ship,” she said.

       “That leaves them open to an attack,” I said.

       “Perhaps, but the bracers will be heavily defended,” Xena replied.

       “How can anyone operate without the map?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Have a team leader from the main group and a bunch of minions. Still, they have a stronghold. We would have to go full ghillie and max out everything else,” I said.

       “We could escape by the Rawa river with the ship,” Sir Killz said.

       “That could work. We can use the motorboat instead. More easily maneuvered and less likely to bottom out,” Xena said.

       “With the forecast, we can hit them when it is raining, blow the dam with a barrel of oil and take the river all the way to the coast,” I said.

       “That river near there is too shallow. Look at the width,” Xena said, and I checked on the map. “They could easily cut us off. No, we would have to cut to the east where the two branches come together.”

       “We should scout the river to check its depth,” Sir Killz said.

       “It will be a huge time investment. Also, the danger level of the area will be high. That makes sneaking all that way there even more difficult,” I said.

       “So, day 400 or 500 then,” Xena said.

       “Possibly. We still have to deal with Kandavu Island and the chain to the northwest. Fiji will not be simple,” I said.

       “Still good to think about it,” Sir Killz said.

       “Also, they have the most map pieces. We take them out. Then we’re loaded,” Xena said.

       “If they get a map piece tracker while we are approaching, what then?” I asked. There was silence at that. “We won’t have the time to observe and then sneak into the base. We’ll have to go in hot.” I shook my head at that idea.

       “One person waits with the ship with the pieces we have, and two go in. We use the Tier-4 phone to arrange a pickup and coordinate.”

       “Doable. The challenge is if that lone person is attacked. They can’t stay out on the ocean at night, and they will also be tracked. Let’s collect the other pieces, keep monitoring their movements and make a decision,” I said.

       “Hmm, I’ll need to think about this,” Sir Killz said. I wished him luck.

      If we had unlimited points, then I would suggest that we fly the Fireball over the base. Two parachute in, leaving via bikes to the person in the plane who would prep a large trap in case of pursuit. Then everyone escapes on a ship or the plane.

       That would be a horrible investment of points.

      We were at a good place right now, and wasting points would be a step backward, even if it was for an assault to get map pieces. Just sailing around, other teams would have a tough time targeting us. The ship provided a substantial level of security regarding travel, both for safety and points consumption. It had more than paid for itself, in my opinion.

       Xena put the two maps tracking the other large teams’ general locations away, and we relaxed. It was a long journey to reach Kandavu Island, and we would swing by the smaller islands to the northeast of it first and collect any map pieces.

       Xena and I would go ashore while Sir Killz would keep watch using the ship’s boosted map functions. If anything showed up, he would give us a call and come pick us up.

      Xena had marked out where the map pieces most likely were.

      Once we got close, our large amount would obscure the other pieces in the heatmap.

       The smaller islands went quickly, and we located two lockboxes.

      She had done an outstanding job narrowing things down.

      We then came up to Ono Island, the smaller island to the northeast of Kandavu Island and part of the trail of smaller islands extending away from Kandavu to the northeast.

       We found a third lockbox and settled down for the night, having a small impromptu contest trying to open them. Xena won hands down. Sir Killz came in second. I was the unfortunate third place. Thankfully, there was no need to keep watch since we were in a safehouse.

       Sure, an S-Class could come roaring through, but at a certain point, the risk of that happening compared to us all getting a full night’s rest made the risk of an S-Class take a back seat.

      After surviving two encounters, we had a fair amount of confidence.

      There was also the fact that none of us liked the night watch.

       “Alert! Alert! Alert!” I got up and shook myself out.

      One of the weird things was that stretching didn’t do anything. There was a hard limit to my movement, and that was it. It became marginally harder to move just before the limit, but didn’t feel like real stretching, where you were forcing your body beyond its limits.

       “That alarm is annoying,” Sir Killz said.

      He was not a morning person, and let out a groan and rolled himself out of bed.

       “I find it invigorating. Gets the blood pumping,” Xena replied. She immediately got to work, putting her hair up in a bun. When we were in a safehouse, she liked to let it go free and it became a frazzled mess. Somehow, she sorted it all out and made it a nice compact bun.

       “Bars and water.” Sir Killz groaned every time he ate the stuff. I didn’t blame him. After so long, it was a form of torture to eat it.

       “You know, I want to propose something. Once we hit 500 map pieces, we should have a celebratory meal,” I said.

       “I second that motion,” Sir Killz added on quickly.

       “Really?” Xena gave me a look.

       “My mouth is dead. This stuff is as bad as nutrient paste when some of the compressors malfunction; trust me, I know. I had to do taste testing,” I replied.

       “Very well, motion heard and accepted. Celebration dinner at 500 map pieces,” Xena said.

       “We should come up with other milestones,” Sir Killz said.

       “Why don’t you make up a list and we can vote on them all at once?” Xena suggested.

       “I like it. 1,000-day mark. Killing an enemy.” He quickly began listing stuff off. Xena handed him a piece of paper and a pencil. I started putting on each piece of my gear; at least it was all cleaned and repaired from the safehouse. I had left my ghillie suit and repeating crossbow in the footlocker on the ship. It made my pack a little lighter.

       The only real reason I kept my pack were the three light spears and enhanced piercing spear I kept on the back. I had managed to make a new one after losing the original to the S-Class monster. We then all left the safehouse once the monsters moved away for the day and got the ship out.

      The motorboat was also stored on the ship.

       We had deemed it less of a risk than keeping it in one of our packs. Also, Sir Killz carried the ship with him. We repurposed a lockbox for protection. Once opened, it would not lock anymore, but was simple enough surrounding it with some cloth to keep it cushioned for an additional layer of protection. We also put cloth on the inside to stop the bottle from moving around.

       Now Sir Killz could roll over right on his back, and the bottle inside the lockbox would be fine. It could also resist attacks not boosted by essence.

      The Enterprise plopped into the ocean water next to a dock, and we all got into the ship.

       Sir Killz immediately took off, headed for Tiliva on Kandavu Island. It was a small village, but it would be our first area to check. We kept our eyes on the map as we traveled, but it was quite calm. The pieces seemed to shift from the east side to the west side of the large island. Xena had mostly given up on precisely tracking their movement. She did use the time when the large group of pieces was not present in a specific area to map out where individual pieces might be.

       We found one lockbox in Tiliva, in a hidden compartment at the top of a dresser. Xena had a sixth sense for these things since I would have had to rip the building apart first to find it. We then began our journey clockwise around Kandavu.

       We picked up two more lockboxes in small villages before going to the first chokepoint.

      The island was like a barbell with two lumps on either end, and a long middle with someone gripping it, creating two chokepoints less than a mile wide, from coast to coast.

      The first one in the east was wider, but the second had an adjacent island.

       “Still nothing,” Xena said.

       “The danger level is quite high. The group must be pushing their farming to the limit. If we did a full day of farming on the island, they would probably be in trouble.” By trouble, I meant calling down an S-Class.

       “What is our next stop?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Muani, at the tip of that small hook after the second chokepoint,” Xena said.

       “Ah, I see it,” Sir Killz said.

       “Should we go between that small island and the mainland or circle about?” I asked. I was looking at the second chokepoint that had the small island right to the south of it.

       “Around of course. No need to take risks with our range,” Xena said.

       “Agreed.” Sir Killz added. We all then picked up on the danger circle.

       “Nalotu.” Xena was the first to figure out the name of the location.

       “That is on the north side of the island,” I said.

       “Muani is far enough away they won’t pick up on us. I doubt they have Tier-4,” she said.

       “They might. It’s hard to say this long into things. Even minor changes could have a huge impact on the points gathered. On the upper end, they have Tier-4 range,” I replied.

       “No matter, we’ll circle around; nothing else we can do,” she said.

       “We could land at the chokepoint and walk to the north side,” I suggested.

       “That would be daring,” she replied.

       “I’m afraid they might make a run for it,” I said. Xena and Sir Killz thought that over for a bit.

       “If they are hiding all the way out here, that’s likely. Especially since it appears they were raided in the past,” Xena said.

       “Changing course,” Sir Killz said, and we moved toward the chokepoint.

       “Minor movement from the other team, nothing that appears to be a reaction to our presence,” Xena said. We reached the chokepoint and unloaded. It was annoying to wait for the ship to be put away and the bottle packed, but it was too valuable to risk.

       We then began walking the half-mile to go from coast to coast. “Still nothing,” Xena said as she regularly checked her map. I was doing the same. We reached the far coast and got the ship back out and in the water.

       “A mile offshore?” Sir Killz asked.

       “A quarter mile would be the best distance for the ballista and to intercept a motorboat,” Xena said.

       “The math is complicated. Just catching up with a motorboat is near impossible,” I said.

       “Alright, quarter mile out,” Sir Killz said.

      It was pleasant sitting in the ship in comfort while looking at the vast map display. All I needed was a delicious drink and some music to really enjoy the experience.

       “Shift offset to put us at the western edge,” I said, and followed my own recommendation.

       “Still no movement. Are they blind or laying a trap?” Xena wondered.

       “Anything on the telescope?” I asked.

       “No,” she said, then paused for a moment. “They are in the fields to the southwest and southeast of town. I am counting six,” Xena called out.

       “Confirmed, six people. Go in hot or talk?” I asked.

       “Talk and trade for the map pieces. We will use the phone,” she said. We sat in silence as the ship moved toward Nalotu.

       “Got one team on visual,” Xena said. I got up and looked at her display. “They are farming. Class-A monsters.” I watched as a sword user managed to kill a giant minotaur.

       “Essence?” Xena asked.

       “Hmm, hard to tell. Minotaurs have good agility and movement. Getting disemboweled by a sword is not a surprise. They are not processing either,” I noted.

       “They see us,” Xena said. I backed up out of her way as she went over and sat in the communications chair. I sat down where she had been and kept an eye out with the telescope and the map. They soon spotted the Enterprise out in the ocean and pointed at us.

       “I’m seeing Green Child, Frank, and Unity,” Xena said, checking her phone. I tried to match up the names to the people I was looking at.

       “I would say Frank. Hard to tell who the names match up to,” I said.

       “Calling now, cut engines,” Xena said.

       “Aye, aye, cutting engines,” Sir Killz said as Xena placed the call.

       “Hello, this is Xena. Am I speaking with the leader of the group on Kandavu Island?”

       “Ah, no. I mean, the leader is Unity,” Frank said.

       “Thank you. I’ll place a call to her now.” Xena hung up and made another call. I confirmed the names to their appearances.

       “Hello, this is Xena. Am I speaking with Unity, the leader of the group on Kandavu Island?” Xena asked.

       “Yes, this is Unity.” It was the sole woman in their group. She appeared young and had gone with long black hair, free to move in the wind. “You are the people in the ship?”

       “Yes. I am part of the group in the ship. We would like to conduct a trade,” Xena said, skipping the niceties.

       “I am guessing you want the map pieces?” Unity asked.

       “Yes,” Xena said.

       “We only have eleven. I would put the value at 100 points each.”

       “I think you’re overestimating yourselves. Do you believe your team could survive a full assault?” Xena asked. There was a long moment of silence.

       “I see. Pay up or die?” Unity asked.

       “One repeating crossbow, no bolts, for all your pieces. No holding anything back. If you do, we’ll know,” Xena said.

       “The map piece tracker?” Unity asked.

       “The map piece tracker,” Xena confirmed.

       “Dammit. Deal. Not like we are close to getting all of them. Perhaps we could discuss an alliance,” Unity said.

       “Against whom?” Xena asked.

       “Ah, Fiji has united. Our two teams are affiliates, but we don’t have much of a chance against all the people on the main island. I doubt we’ll be able to go all the way alone. They collect tribute and are growing stronger. I was thinking we could team up to take them on,” Unity suggested.

       I shook my head now. Sir Killz just shrugged. “Let’s do one thing at a time. We will come in toward shore and you can send someone in a rowboat out the remaining distance. We won’t be landing,” Xena said and gestured at Sir Killz. He started moving the ship toward the coast.

       “The other team has the map pieces. It will take time for them to show up,” Unity said.

       “No problem. We can wait just off the coast. You can call them and arrange things, and I’ll give you a call back in fifteen minutes,” Xena said.

       “Alright,” Unity said, and they both hung up.

       “I am voting a hard no on any alliance,” I said.

       “Why?” Xena asked.

       “It reeks of desperation and drama. We have been thinking about taking on the large group already. Also, our main advantages are in long-range and asymmetrical combat. Joining a group for an assault cuts into our combat efficiency,” I said.

       “I can see the benefits of using them as a distraction. But there are real risks. If they are basically farming slaves all the way out here, that means they are either really clever or really incompetent,” Sir Killz said.

       “I am leaning in favor, but it has to be handled carefully,” Xena said and looked at me.

       “Extra carefully. We should expect a betrayal at all times,” I said.

       “Hardcore, you worried?” Sir Killz asked.

       “I made it this far. If I am going to die, it is going to be by at least two S-Class monsters fighting over me. No stupid betrayals. No drama.” I was drawing my line in the sand.

       “You keep an eye on things,” Xena said, and I nodded.

      She was encouraging me to speak up, but it was two leaning in favor and myself being a no. This meant we would go forward, but she wasn’t discounting my opinion on the issue. At least that was what I hoped. I had to be careful not to assume things.

       I rechecked the telescope. The group had moved. I zoomed out and began scanning the area, then checked the map. “They are moving inland and meeting up with the other team,” I said.

       “We are safe out here on the ocean. Also, it is only a little bit past midday. We can easily outpace them and hunker down in a safehouse if we need to,” Xena said.

       “I don’t like their plotting,” I said as I kept scanning the island. “I don’t like it at all,” I muttered.

       “They can’t do anything. We have superior movement and range,” Sir Killz said.

       “If it were me and I wanted to fight, I would stay on the island and lay out an ambush. Our danger circles are close enough they will have an extremely hard time telling how many of us there are, but they will be hesitant,” I said.

       “What do we do if they do decide to hide?” Sir Killz asked.

       “I go in with the ghillie suit. You two stay on the Enterprise and keep an eye on them so they don’t make any major moves. I go in and assassinate them all,” I said.

       “That could work, but you will be incredibly exposed. Why not send two to the island?” Sir Killz asked.

       “You can’t drive and fire the ballista at the same time. Still it’s a huge risk,” Xena said.

       “It’s our only real option. Unless you can make a mile or more shot?” I asked.

       “Quarter mile and even that is a challenge. At a mile, I would need to arc the shot and a lot of practice,” Xena explained. We sat in silence for a while, considering our options.

       “Call them back?” I asked.

       “Hmm, twelve minutes. It will put some pressure on them,” Xena said and placed the call to Unity.

       “Hello Unity. Have your teams come to a decision?” Xena asked.

       “We are still discussing things. Can you give us more time?” Unity asked.

       “Unfortunately, my teammates are becoming impatient. Hardcore over here wants to kill all of you. A repeating crossbow for only eleven pieces is a good deal,” Xena said.

       “The other team has five pieces and they want something as well,” Unity said.

       “Two knee guards,” Xena said. I gave her a look, but she ignored me. That was another 500 points.

       “I’ll need to talk it over—”

       “Are you in charge or aren’t you? I am not going to go any higher. That is 1,500 points worth of stuff for sixteen map pieces. So yes or no.” There was a long moment of silence.

       “Yes,” Unity finally said.

       “Perfect. We will hold position, so send someone out with the map pieces in a rowboat and we’ll trade,” Xena said.

       “And the alliance?” Unity asked.

       “We are considering it. We will stay in touch once you get a Tier-4 phone. It’s too early for us to make a move on Fiji right now,” Xena said.

       “Alright. Frank is heading on over,” Unity said.

       “We will speak again. Take care,” Xena said and hung up.

       “I can see someone moving through the town toward the rowboat.”

      I kept checking my map and matching the danger circle to the person’s position.

      They got into a rowboat and began heading out.

       “I can’t see any ranged weapons, but he has a fairly large cloak. I don’t like it,” I said.

       “It does smell of a trap,” Xena said.

      She then placed a phone call to Frank, and the person paused in their rowing.

       “Hello Frank, this is Xena on the ship. Once you get close, I am going to have to ask you to carefully turn around and open your cloak, for safety reasons. About fifty feet out,” Xena said.

       “Alright,” he said and hung up. He then continued rowing.

       “I’ll make the hand off. You cover me,” I said to Xena.

       “Alright. You get the knee guards, and I’ll get the repeating crossbow,” she said.

       “Hmm.” It annoyed me to have to waste 500 points, but I could live with it.

      I bought the items and took the crossbow from Xena, put them all into a sack which only cost a point, and went outside. Xena took up a position on one of the side ballista at the rear of the boat. I noticed she had her sunglasses on as well.

       “That is far enough, let’s see under your cloak,” I called out.

      The ocean was very calm, so the person should have no problem showing what was under his cloak. But he didn’t stop rowing, making out he hadn’t heard me.

       “Call him, Xena,” I called out.

       “He isn’t picking up,” she said, and we both looked at the person getting closer. I quickly put in a call to Sir Killz. “Move us away from him slowly.”

      Sir Killz turned the ship a little and began heading away from the person in the rowboat. He finally stopped and looked behind him, seeming surprised we had moved.

       I also noted his free hand over his bracer as if he was ready to buy something. He shook his head and placed a call. “Are you getting anything?” I asked Xena.

       “No,” she said. The man finally stopped with the call and opened up his cloak. Xena placed a call to him, and he picked up this time. I stood near her so I could listen in.

       “Is there a problem?” she inquired.

       “No, just some confusion,” he said.

       “I am going to have to ask you not to open up your display or touch your bracer. I might get nervous and accidentally shoot you,” she said.

       “Got it,” he said. I had Sir Killz stop the ship, and he finally reached us.

       “One repeating crossbow and two knee guards.”

      I handed the bag over, and he looked.

       “Alright, let me go back and get the map pieces,” he said.

      There was a moment of silence at that.

       “You don’t have them on you, right now?” I asked, just to be clear.

       “Unity said we had to be sure before risking them,” he said. I pulled up the repeating crossbow at my side, and he quickly held up his hands.

       “Whoa, hold on man. I—”

       “No talking. You say a word or twitch, and I’ll kill you. Hand that bag back to us. Then you will take off your bracer and return. Once you get the remaining map pieces, you can have your bracer back,” I said.

       “No way. I am not—Aagh!”

      I shot him in the leg, and he collapsed to the bottom of the rowboat.

       “I said no talking. We were going to trade. Since you don’t have map pieces to trade, you broke your word. There is now a penalty, and that penalty is your bracer. If you return with the map pieces, you can get it back. Hand the bag back now.” He did and gave me a glare.

       “Take out the repeating crossbow and he can take the knee guards. Your bracer now or you can go swim with the monsters,” I said, never letting my aim waver off him.

      He looked around for help, but there was nothing.

      He handed over his bracer to Xena and began rowing back.

       “I had some hope for them. We clearly had the advantage, so why play games like that?” I sighed.

       “Because they were looking for their own advantage or thought they could do a silly trick,” Xena said.

       “The stupidity is enough to kill an S-Class.” I shook my head, and we returned to the cabin.
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      Frank returned about half an hour later with the sixteen map pieces, and after some discussion, we returned his bracer along with the repeating crossbow. Xena didn’t accept any more calls.

       “It’s to make a point. They tried to mess with us, so we messed them right back,” she said.

       “Surprised you drew such a harsh line,” I said.

       “I don’t have time to waste with socks like that. To borrow your terminology, it would be a drama-fueled nightmare of pointlessness,” she said.

       “I say we should move on and not bother with the remaining map pieces on the west side of the island,” I said.

       “It will be a long time before we come back since we are looping to the north and then to the east, basically the complete opposite corner from this island,” Xena said.

       “The nonsense of what just happened repels me,” I said.

       “Don’t give up on us now, Hardcore. I say we go for it,” Sir Killz said.

       “It doesn’t seem too dangerous since we have the greater range,” Xena said.

       “Alright. I’m probably just being silly,” I said.

       “That is the strength of a team. To level out the crazy ideas and take the optimal path,” Xena said.

       “Hmm,” I hummed. “How many more points on this island outside of their range?” I asked.

       “Three. We can get it wrapped up and then camp out in the safehouse in Nambukelevuira. Urgh, that was a mouthful. That town on the west-most point,” Xena said.

       I looked at my map and the name of the town. “Nam-boo-ka-lev-ooh-era,” I sounded out.

       “You are messing it up,” Xena said.

       “Anything more than three syllables is too long,” I said.

       “Name-book-ell-e-voo-era.” Sir Killz tried to sound it out.

       “Stop, stop. You are making things worse,” Xena said.

       “At least we are only staying there one night,” I said.

       “So, the new map pieces, anything good?” I asked.

       “Just one with a curved line on it, but it has some coast,” Xena said. I quickly went over and looked at it.

       “I should be able to calculate the center point of this circle. Give me a moment,” I said, and took the piece. “Just need to find out what piece of land this is,” I said.

       “Probably one of the two main islands,” Xena said.

       “Yes, look. It’s part of Fiji’s south coast,” I said and pointed out the specific location.

       “That’s it,” Xena confirmed.

       “Perfect, alright. Give me a moment.” I broke out a ruler and carefully measured the holographic display, rechecked my previous equations, then plotted the radius of the circle at a right angle to the curve to find the center.

       “Kandavu Island, no.” The center was overshooting a bit. “Galoa Island, near the chokepoint we crossed over. The one we didn’t want to pass by initially,” I said. I pointed it out to Xena and then went over to Sir Killz, who was driving, and pointed out the location.

       “It’s a small island, but still a lot to search. How precise can you get?” Xena asked me.

       “It’s a little bit tricky. The distances are huge, measured in miles. Getting just an island is a huge achievement. Narrowing it down to a patch of ground on said island, near impossible,” I said.

       “But it is possible,” Xena said.

       “I would need a super large map of the active area. Then I would need to carefully trace the portion of the circle onto said map, making sure it precisely matched up. Then I could draw a perpendicular line from there. From both edges of the curved circle anyway, to try and narrow things down,” I said.

       “So large map, what else?”

       “Very large. A large table. A straight edge, about as tall as me. That should do it,” I explained. Xena was already looking through the store. “Also, I would need to map this out on land. While the Enterprise is steady, this would need to be exact.”

       “A large physical map and straight edge are available in the tools portion of the store. We can get those when we land for the night,” Xena said.

       “Seems awfully lucky to get a piece for a location nearby,” Sir Killz said. Xena and I paused at that. I had almost lost my head in the math; that was a sock move.

       “You’re thinking a trap?” Xena asked.

       “How hard is it to replicate what you did, Hardcore?” he asked me.

       “Anyone could do it,” I replied.

       “Then why aren’t they on the island?” Xena asked. We thought over that for a bit.

       “They already found the location,” I said. My teammates looked at me. “Galoa Island has an above average danger level. They were probably camped there for a while and recently found whatever was there. Then they left and started farming on the main island.”

       “That is why they didn’t want to give us any of the pieces. But then they became worried since we had the map piece tracker. Then they gave us all of them.”

      Xena had figured out the drama side of things.

       “The curve of the arc would go like this.” I pointed out where the circle should be. “Any ocean pieces for the southwest portion of the active area?” I asked.

       “Four,” Xena said. We compared the color of the ocean to their estimated locations.

       “These are all for this one location on Galoa Island,” I confirmed.

       “Agreed,” Xena said.

       “So, what kind of trap are you both thinking?” Sir Killz asked, getting us back on track.

       “I say we just leave. Whatever is or was there has been found. There’s no rush. Our best bet is to get as many pieces as possible,” I said.

       “We need to know what is there to plan out our next moves,” Xena countered.

       “Can we reverse a trap?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Possible, but we’ll have to search an area. It will be noisy and take time. We would need to take a safehouse nearby and then sweep all the safehouses on the island to confirm no one’s there. After that, it becomes a race to find the location versus the other team attacking us. Or we could go after them right away,” I said.

       “Going after them would take time, a lot of time,” Xena said.

       “Yes, it won’t be simple or slow. That’s why I don’t want to deal with it. We are in a strong position, and time plays to our advantage,” I said.

       “I disagree,” Sir Killz replied, and we both turned toward him. “The map piece finder is a ticking bomb. Eventually, the other groups are going to deploy kill teams after us. At that point, things will get rough.”

       “You are thinking about a ship-versus-ship battle, where everything’s in play,” I said.

       “It will come down to points. A large group will have a deeper reserve to pull from and be able to keep launching ballista shots. Even if we’re ten percent more skilled, if they have thirty percent more points, we’ll be in trouble,” he explained.

       “We can’t just let time slip by. I thought we were aiming for the top?” Xena asked.

       “They have a group of six. Our advantage is the Enterprise. Once we leave this ship, we’ll be hard pressed. If they left a static trap, that will be even more complicated, a risk versus reward. If they already located whatever was at the location, the reward’s lost a lot of its value but has a much higher risk attached,” I explained.

       There was a long moment of silence as my teammates digested what I had just said.

      “It might be worth playing a long game,” Sir Killz said.

      I was surprised he was the one to change his mind. I thought it would have been Xena.

      “If the other team took something, we should move in and kill them. Either way, that means a confrontation,” she said. I thought that over, and it was a reasonable conclusion.

       “Alright. If we are going to move in and take them out, then I need to think.”

      I looked at my map. “They’re based in Nalotu currently. We are swinging around Kandavu Island to the west. What do you see on your heatmap?” I asked Xena.

       “Nothing. We have their map pieces,” she said, and I mentally cursed.

      We had taken the best means of tracking them.

       “Damn,” Sir Killz said as he just realized as well.

       “A direct assault. We get geared up and just charge in. Any attempt at an ambush would just be too difficult unless we know where they are,” I said.

       Xena examined her personal phone. “That doesn’t tell me much.”

      She shook her head. The phone had a range of forty miles.

      “We turn around now and attack. We are only half an hour away. We return and attack,” I said.

      “What about the lockboxes?” Xena asked.

      “Find them later. We need to attack now if we want to take them out,” I said. Sir Killz turned and looked at Xena. She gave a nod.

      He spun the Enterprise around and pushed the speed up to the maximum.

      I did a check of my gear. I would be using my piercing spear number two as my primary weapon. Getting essences was such a pain. I considered my shock spear.

      It was a good backup, but this would be a quick and brutal fight.

      I needed to conserve my SP and noted Xena readying her bow.

       “I can drive for a bit. You get ready,” I told Sir Killz.

       “Thanks,” he said, and I looked where we were exactly but we were not back in range yet.

       “Ghillie suits?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Yes. We can hide if we need to, and ambush. We just have to kill three and then we’ll be even in numbers,” I said.

       “Just have to watch out for the counter-ambush,” Xena added.

       “Yes,” I replied. We were at the point where we had lost sight of them before, and still nothing.

       “All done,” Sir Killz said.

      I let the walking pile of grass take the driver’s seat and put on my own ghillie suit.

       “Anything?” I asked once I finished securing everything in place.

       “Nope, they moved,” Xena said.

       “Moving in on the treasure location, most likely,” I said.

       “Or they could have taken a motorboat and relocated,” Xena said.

       “Anything on the tracker?” I asked.

       “Nope, they gave us everything, got rid of their remaining pieces, or are hiding with one or two pieces near another map piece,” she explained. We went past Nalotu.

       “Got them, they are by the chokepoint,” Xena said.

       “I see, they are on land, at the airstrip,” I said.

      We had crossed the chokepoint farther to the east, but there was an airstrip running north to south, shore to shore, at the chokepoint’s western edge.

       “Think they have a plane?” Sir Killz asked.

       “No, that would be insane. If they had a plane, they could tell us to suck eggs and just fly away,” I said.

       “They see us. We have an incoming call,” Xena said.

       “Don’t take it. Anything we say will only help them,” I said.

       “We can get some information about them,” Sir Killz said.

       “After how everyone has been lying or backstabbers, I have lost faith in humanity,” I replied.

       “I am taking it. It will keep them off guard until we hit the shore. I’ll cut the call then and we can move in,” Xena said. She looked at me, and I just gave an exaggerated shrug. I was losing more of these impromptu votes, something I didn’t like.

       “Xena, you changed your mind about that alliance?” Unity asked.

       “Yes. Tell me about the forces on Fiji,” Xena said.

       “There are eight teams of three. They rotate in and around a main base near the center of the island by a lake.” The location matched up at least. “There are another two teams besides ours on other islands, to scout and spread out, hunting for monsters.”

      That put the group’s total at thirty-six, counting these six.

       “How does that even work? Wouldn’t there be infighting?” Xena asked. The map showed they were all moving into ambush positions near the airfield. This would be incredibly dangerous.

       “Everyone agreed to make it to day 2,500 before we fight amongst ourselves. Also having peace gave time for everyone to get oriented. Still, that is why I want an alliance. How many people do you have?” That was such an obvious probe.

       “Enough.” Xena then hung up.

       “Land a quarter mile up the coast.” I walked over to Sir Killz and pointed out the location. “I’ll get off and should be hidden by that small outcropping of land. You two take the ship and maneuver in front of the landing strip here.” I pointed at the map again.

       “Then what?” Xena had come over.

       “Then I move in on them. If you see a shot with the ballista, take it. Just draw their attention.” I rechecked their positions. Their danger circles were shifting, but I was not that worried. They would not spread too far out in fear of us taking them out one by one. “They will probably hide in an attempt to encircle our team once we land. That is why we won’t land.”

       “Then you kill one or two and we come in while things are in chaos,” Xena said.

       “Exactly. I am going to take a repeating crossbow,” I said and got out the weapon from the footlocker.

       “Will come up on first position in two minutes,” Sir Killz called out.

       “Alright, I’ll jump off. Don’t slow down,” I said.

       “Good luck. Call for help if you need it,” Xena said.

       “Thanks,” I said.

       “You got this, Hardcore,” Sir Killz said. I left the cabin and stood at the back of it, making sure everything was secure. The shore was awfully close, and there was a small piece of land jutting out just ahead. I quickly went to the side of the Enterprise and jumped off, slowing down as my feet barely touched the ground with my head still above the water.

       I slowly walked to the shore and checked my map again. My danger circle was hidden, and no movement from the enemy team. I walked slowly to a building and headed around the side. I then got the repeating crossbow ready and started moving through the forest, keeping a close eye on my speed.  I thought about how I didn’t leave verbal time codes anymore when fighting, or monologues. It had become a chore in which I’d lost interest.

      It just seemed so pointless with no feedback, and I would prefer to devote my mind to killing and surviving. It had been a good idea, but it was just not worth it.

      I quickly focused more on my surroundings and dropped this line of thought.

       The ghillie suit was insanely powerful for stealth.

      If it had not been this overpowered, I would never have risked something like this.

      The critical building to reach was the building next to the runway. One would have a great viewpoint from there and easily see the north coast where the Enterprise was.

       If I were going to put a spotter somewhere, that was where I would put them. The problem was all the trees to the west of the building where I was coming from; a smart tactic would be to have a secondary watch in the forest to prevent an ambush. I paused and made a call.

       “Moving to position. Any people on the airport building?” I whispered to Xena.

      She didn’t respond as we had planned.

      The bad part of the phone was it couldn’t control the sound that came back through it.

       “One,” she said, and I cut the call.

      I then moved right away, still slowly, and it took fifteen minutes to see the runway through the trees and foliage. I had maneuvered more to the south to hopefully avoid being spotted by the enemy team looking north at my teammates, and now, I rechecked the danger circles.

       I carefully checked above me and moved to the edge of the tree line.

      There was a road and then the building. A waist-high fence was surrounding the runway. It hit me how nothing ever really grew here, while I looked at the cut grass and dead grass clumps around the runway. It would be perfect for hiding in. I spotted the person on the roof with a bow in hand.

      They were looking north but occasionally glanced around.

      I kept a close eye on their head to see if they looked anywhere in particular, and saw there was someone to the northeast and northwest. That left three unaccounted for.

       I didn’t dare check my map since the hologram would be incredibly visible, so I backed up and made sure I was under a couple of bushes. I made another call.

      “Target northeast of airfield, behind tall tree. Fire in sixty seconds. Now.”

      I hung up and began mentally counting, but the map indicated danger circles.

       At the fifty-five count, I began to move, and at sixty, there was the sound of an impact.

      A second after that, I had cleared the tree line and quickly crossed the road.

      I hastily circled the building and reached the ladder to the roof, where I climbed up and spotted the person on the roof, talking to someone else on the phone.

      They took two bolts to the backs of their heads, killing them instantly. I promptly dropped down next to the corpses and slowly began freeing the bolts, one eye on the ladder while I checked positioning.

      There was a lot of movement going on.

      I heard someone coming up the ladder and had finished reloading my bolts, taking aim.

      I took another enemy in their right eye and quickly made a call on the phone.

      “Three down, land now. Coming to you.”

      I stood up and leaped off the north side of the building, making a run for it. I heard shouts go up as I ran for the coast and there was a gap in the fence in front of me. Two of the enemy team had taken up positions — one with a shield and sword and the other with a spear.

       I brought up the repeating crossbow as I ran toward them, but the spear wielder had enough presence of mind to move behind his comrade.

      I unleashed a bolt which the sword user intercepted with his shield. The second missed to the right, so I fired a third, and at this close range, it crushed into his shield.

       “Explosion bolt!” I yelled out. They panicked and froze, and I was past them.

      There was a path to the shore, and I heard them pursuing me.

       “Down!” I saw the boat in front of me, and Xena on the forward ballista.

      I dived to the ground, tossing the repeating crossbow to the side. I felt the breeze over my head as the massive bolt flew past. I rolled and picked up the repeating crossbow.

      I looked behind me while lying on the ground and saw one of the people who’d been chasing me positioned there without a head. It had been completely ripped off.

       I unleashed my crossbow’s remaining shots at the second enemy who had stumbled and was looking at his friend. My bolts struck him, and then one from the ship ripped off half his side, killing him. Checking my points, at least one was worth a couple thousand, a nice change from the smaller numbers I’d typically seen.

      I got up and made my way back to the Enterprise.

      “You okay?” Xena asked.

       “Still alive. Should be two left,” I said.

       “They are running away. Unless you want to chase?” Xena inquired.

       “No. It will take a while to loot, but nothing that great,” I said.

       “We should leave. The island was hot, and this just went nuclear,” Xena said. I was glad someone was thinking. I was still stressed out by the fighting, the running, and the last bit of conflict. I helped push the Enterprise back into the ocean and climbed aboard.

      Sir Killz took off right away as we entered the cabin.

       “Nice job,” he said.

       “The end was a bit much, but you two did great. Any issues?” I asked.

       “Nope,” Sir Killz said.

       “Nothing at all. Good thing ambushing them,” Xena said.

       “I figured once I was inside their formation, they wouldn’t notice another danger circle. The only risk was them seeing me, but your shot was timed perfectly,” I said.

       “S-Class moving into the area,” Xena said after looking at her map.

      I went over to look through the telescope.

       “Can’t see anything on land or the sky,” I said.

       “Let me look,” Xena said, and I switched places with her.

      She referred to her personal map a couple of times.

       “Nothing, perhaps an invisible monster,” Xena said.

       “That would be horrible.” Sir Killz let out a groan at that.

       “Just keep driving us away. We can circle around, get the map pieces, and then spend the night on Galoa Island,” I said.

       “If the people run, they might run in that direction and drag the S-Class with them,” Xena said.

       “Always more problems. We can barely make Ono Island if we push it,” I said.

       “Let’s go,” Xena said, and Sir Killz adjusted course.

       “Did your eyes help you spot anyone?” I asked Sir Killz.

       “At a distance not really, since they were behind cover,” he said.

       “See-through instead of heat would have been better.” I thought aloud.

       “Get a lot of points?” Xena asked.

       “A couple thousand, you?” I asked back.

       “Same. Sorry, Sir Killz, you can shoot the ballista next time,” she said.

       “It’s fine. You two can just buy the fuel for the ship and the extra things at Tier 4,” he replied.

       “Well, time to get the last few things in Tier 3,” I said and made my purchases in the store.

       “You get the support, viewer, and income tracker?” Xena asked.

       “Yes.” I opened it up and took a moment to look over everything again. It was a lot.

      Not super rich or high-tier medical care, but enough not to have to work anymore.

      “It looks like I am pretty popular.” That was just half a percent of profits off my personal channel. There was a sudden urge to win and get that one percent of the total profits. My producer was going all out, at least. I kind of felt bad for not leaving any more verbal time stamps.

       “How much?” Xena asked, and I told her. “What? That is five times what I have made,” she complained.

       “Ten times compared to me,” Sir Killz added. I guess my channel was the go-to one to watch.

       “I am lucky my producer is amazing. Also, you two have been helping out a lot,” I said.

       “Then how about we add everything up and divide it evenly,” Xena said.

       “Is that even allowed?” I asked, and there was a long moment of silence as we thought about it.

       “Hold on. We have the agreement buried in here somewhere,” Xena said. She began digging through all the options in the holographic display. “Here it is, Contractual Obligations and Licensing Agreement.”

       She began reading through it and, after a minute, gave up.

      “I have no clue,” she said. I looked at the file myself. It was composed of tiny little letters, gigantic words, and what appeared to be an endless length.

       “I give up also. I’ve found my arch-nemesis,” I said.

       “Contractual agreements?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Yes, that thing is composed of pure evil. If it could be weaponized into a monster, it would be double S-Class easily,” I said.

       “It’s insanely dense. Probably because this is a test of time acceleration in a group setting,” Xena said. I just shook my head and checked my map. It was better to keep things simple. At least that horrible document had distracted my teammates from how well I was currently doing.

       I took my time to go back into the store and look over my options. It was time for an HP upgrade, so I spent 1,500 points to raise my HP storage from 5 to 20. That would provide a much better safety margin. For SP to increase from 500 to 2,000, I would need 30,000 points. A long-term investment, perhaps.
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      “That is the last of them,” Xena said. We had spent a day farming monsters on Ono Island to let Kandavu Island cool off. We had already spent most of the day recovering the final lone map pieces on Kandavu Island and were working on figuring out our next move.

       “Time to find the treasure spot. If they had anything, it should have dispersed,” Xena said.

       “Hmm.” I was still annoyed about not finding anything. I tried to recall the people I had killed and didn’t see anything unusual. Still, there were two left, and one was the leader Unity. “Hopefully, it is something good.”

       “You think the two of them fled there?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Maybe. Still, we’ll be able to spot them,” I said.

       “Unless they buy a ghillie suit,” Xena said.

       “Staying still for that long with guarantee of an ambush is pointless. We just need to clear a safehouse anyways, since they won’t dare remain outside at night,” I said.

       “It’s possible though,” Xena replied.

       “Maybe. I would say there’s a lot more luck and nerves involved. The monsters won’t seek out a person just lying still but any movement or action will draw them in. Also, they are moving about as well. If a slime starts to move over your position, you must move, or you’ll die,” I said.

       “So, it is possible?” Xena asked.

       “Yes,” I said.

       “You think they will be that angry at us?” Sir Killz said.

       “Don’t underestimate a truly angry person. I keep expecting one of the buildings we were clearing to be trapped,” she said.

       “Still too soon and they fled southeast,” I said.

       “Maybe. Probably just your paranoia rubbing off on me,” Xena commented.

       “That is a good thing. Galoa Island will not be simple,” I said.

       “How should we clear it?” Xena asked.

      The island was shaped like a massively tilted table with a large lump on top and very stunted legs, the top facing southwest. There were a couple of buildings on the north leg and a large settlement on the west side of the island where the table portion meant the lump.

      The settlement had a small inlet with a bridge going over part of it.

       “We burn everything.” Xena looked at me in surprise, and even Sir Killz turned to stare at me. “Anything important from the system won’t be destroyed or will come back in ten days. We burn it all, then camp out on Kandavu Island right across the small stretch of water for ten days. The safehouses will come back and anything else. Also no one will be able to cross the water in a ghillie suit,” I explained.

       “Can we even start a firestorm?” Sir Killz asked.

       “I have checked lighting plants on fire. There’s a measurement related to flammability based on the time since it last rained. We’re going to have rain tomorrow, which means today everything is at peak flammability,” I said.

       “But plants don’t spread fire, do they?” Xena asked.

       “The fire causes a check to be done on close objects to see if their flammability number is low enough for the fire to spread based on heat. Notice how it is always cooler after it rains,” I explained.

       “But temperature and flammability have nothing to do with each other. Right?” Sir Killz said.

       “They might only have a weak relationship and there’s another underlying cause, such as moisture,” Xena said.

       “That is true for the real world. But here, there’s no moisture, all dry heat. The moisture only appears when it rains. If something is wet, it won’t catch fire, but as the temperature goes up, items dry out. The real test is if a hot item can be wet, and the answer is it can’t,” I explained.

       “Really? That seems… very odd,” Xena said.

       “It’s to regulate everything. There is no evaporation, which means everything must have a moisture value. Constantly adjusting all that puts a strain on the system. That is why they just raise and lower everything at once in an area.” They looked confused. I had investigated this quite a bit in my spare time between D-Class monsters while farming.

       “Think of it like this. If moisture and temperature are independent, then why is the ocean always cold, or the bottled water? We don’t use it as a cooler since we buy our food from the store and temperature is regulated. Try this. Buy two bottles of water and leave one in the sun and another in the shade. They will be the same temperature.”

      I explained a simple test they could do.

       “Alright,” Xena said and set things up. “This would prove that temperature is related to moisture which is also related to flammability. Then why do I feel warmer in the sun?” she asked.

       “That is a trick. Anything in the sun gets its temperature raised. But water can’t change, which means the moisture level can’t change. That is the inverse of flammability. Objects have an easier time catching fire when they have a higher temperature,” I said.

       “That seems like a lot to skip or not model like the real world,” Sir Killz said.

       “There is the trick. Most won’t notice or push the limits of the system. It also comes down to a matter of resources. Calculating out separate values for temperature, moisture, and flammability, then combining said values to make new values for everything is resource heavy. Instead, temperature is the deciding factor,” I explained.

       “I think I get it. For the bottled water, the temperature starts low. Then it tries to equal the environment, finds an enclosed space, and no way for the water to disperse,” Xena said.

       “Exactly. Even if you heat a bottle of water over a fire, nothing happens. It’s heat locked, since the system can’t remove the water in a sealed environment, but it also can’t change the temperature of water,” I said.

       “That is insane.” Sir Killz muttered.

       “It really doesn’t change much, except that it means today, the day before it rains when the temperature is higher, everything has a higher flammability,” I said.

       “How high?” Xena asked.

       “It’s hard to work out since every object has a multiplier regarding flammability. It also appears to be rather random and generated at the time an object encounters a flame. Except the oil, that has a very extreme multiplier, which makes it super easy to catch fire,” I explained.

       “I won’t ask how you figured all that out, but wouldn’t the VI in control of everything limit fire to prevent a slowdown?” Xena asked. That was a good question. Anything impacting stability could warrant a direct intervention.

       “Possibly. Since all those values are generated when an object is touched by fire. It might model things out, but you’re probably right. As the fire spreads, the flammability multiplier would change to limit the spread,” I said.

       “We just go in with eyes open then. Hey, could water bottles be used as shields?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Only against fire. They’re still affected regularly by physical damage,” I explained.

       “That would be too broken.” Xena shook her head.

       “We have to take some risks. Now that their group is shattered, they will probably be more afraid of S-Class monsters and regrouping, compared to us,” Xena said.

       “Then we should camp out on one of Galoa’s safehouses after clearing it carefully for any traps,” I said.

       “That still means we need to find the treasure location,” Sir Killz said.

       “Any chance they’d miss it?” Xena asked.

       “Possibly. Hard to say. Searching the island won’t be simple. Assuming it’s not something buried in a location and visible, then you’re talking about ten feet of visibility in forested areas. In addition, going by ourselves will be risky, so that means we all need to comb things,” I explained.

       “There’s no way to narrow things down more?” Xena asked.

       “Again, the problem is narrowing down something on such a large scale to something so small. I can’t use the ocean pieces to help either, since I need their exact position like the land piece we have. That was one of the reasons I want to leave. We waste time by looking for something, and this isn’t going to be a short task. We are talking days or weeks,” I said.

       “Weeks?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Yes, we might not even find anything,” I said.

       “You’re sure the center of the circle is Galoa Island?” Xena asked.

       “Fairly confident, enough to make a gamble on, but not the certainty I’d bet my life on. The point could end in the water near the coast and require salvage,” I said.

      There was a long moment of silence as my teammates considered everything.

       “Then why did you go along to fight the other group? Also, I thought they were hiding something from how you explained things,” Xena asked.

       “Anyone with a basic understanding of geometry and math would be able to work out what I did. There was also their questionable behavior. Again, there could be something obvious on the island, or something hard to find. They could also have been taking a break to farm up some points before going back to look for themselves,” I said.

       “I see, but they would definitely be able to work out the general location?” Xena asked.

       “Yes. It’s basic math. Both of you should have covered something similar in school,” I said.

       “Never paid much attention. That’s why I am a gazer tech,” Sir Killz said.

       “It was covered, but a long time ago. Aren’t you a believer in the Numericon?” Xena asked.

       “Merely a read believer, not an adherent,” I explained.

       “Still, you’re more qualified to work out the math than anyone else,” Xena said.

       “Perhaps. But they had six people. Even if they couldn’t work things out, they could easily purchase a book from the store,” I said.

       “All right. I’m leaning toward spending the rest of the day looking things over and then leaving,” Xena said.

       “Makes sense,” Sir Killz said.

       “Agreed,” I added.

       “Adjusting course now,” said Sir Killz.

       “We should sweep the small town and then the few houses here and here.” I pointed things out on the ship’s map for Xena. “We can hike across the land,” I said.

       “We should check the other points, just to do a quick sweep.”

      She pointed at the other leg of the island and to the south of the small town.

       “Then we land in the north, head southeast through the terrain to the other end of the island. Then swing around the south coast up to the village,” I said.

       “That works.” Xena agreed with me. I went over to Sir Killz and pointed stuff out on the map for him too. With our destination sorted out, the drive there was quiet. I kept consulting the map for any sign of the remaining two. Examining with Xena, they were still showing up on her Tier-3 phone, meaning they were within forty miles.

       “I should have held off on upgrading the phone.” I let out a small sigh. That had been a mistake.

       “You didn’t see them, and the unlimited range of Tier 4 is useful,” Xena said.

       “I still have Unity. Just not the other one,” I said.

       “I caught sight of him in the telescope. He also had a big beard,” Xena said.

       “A beard? That is surprising,” I commented. Most chose to go with LasPil treatment, or their parents got it for them. It was also a mandatory requirement to work in a lot of technical positions. Hair was unsanitary, and there were even baldies who believed in having no hair at all.

       “We are almost there. Time to get ready,” Sir Killz said.

      I’d kept my gear on when we had stopped at the various locations to look for the lockboxes. It just was not worth the hassle of switching in and out.

       We reached the north portion of Galoa Island and the couple of buildings there. Sir Killz carefully put away the Enterprise, and we set off. There was nothing to worry about, according to our maps. We avoided the monsters while scanning for any clues.

       “I love the danger circles,” Sir Killz muttered.

       “It really makes finding people a lot easier,” I responded.

       “See anything with your eyes?” Xena asked.

       “Nope. Nothing,” Sir Killz said. We continued our planned trek, went all the way to the southwest and then began walking slightly away from the coast’s south edge.

       “I hate walking through the forest. Wish we could track people,” Sir Killz complained again.

       “Plants regenerate after a day,” I said.

       “But buildings don’t regenerate at all, except safehouses,” Sir Killz commented.

       “Yes. It prevents mass devastation of any kind from changing the landscape,” I said.

       “That makes no sense,” Sir Killz said.

       “Buildings use more resources since people mess with things inside them. They are only kept around based on what currently is. Plants are part of the terrain, which resets back to the base and is mostly static. That means when the system generates terrain, it doesn’t have to worry about updating said terrain on what’s happened there,” I explained.

       “You really looked into the technical side,” Xena commented.

       “It’s interesting how everything is made to appear real but isn’t. Like a vid or a holo,” I said.

       “Perhaps… Hold on. Look.” Xena pointed through the trees.

      There was something white there that stood out.

       “Careful, be ready,” I said quietly. We spread out better to still cover each other while avoiding being caught up in a single attack. I took the lead with my shock spear and shield but there were no monsters nearby, so at least we were clear in that regard.

       We arrived at a white pillar in the ground, twice the height of a person and about as thick around as a barrel. The surface was rough, providing some shading and depth to the unnaturally white pillar.

       “Not a monster, unless it is an S or A-Class,” Xena said.

       “Cover me,” I said and walked up to it. I tapped the pillar with the edge of my shield — no reaction. I then poked it with a finger, and a display suddenly appeared in front of me.

      BEACON A-2

       Status: Active

       Toggle Status: ACTIVE/OFF

       I explained what the display said to my teammates. “Any updates on your map?” Xena asked.

       “It’s a marked location now and the status of the beacon is showing up. That is it,” I said.

       “Finding all the beacons and turning them on will probably do something. There’s at least one more,” Xena said.

       “Probably four, with pairs linked. We have four locations based on the map pieces,” I said.

       “Let me take a look.” I backed off, and Xena poked the pillar.

      Sir Killz quickly followed while I kept watch.

       “Well, that was disappointing,” Xena said.

       “But informative. I can’t believe we found this,” I said.

       “It’s fairly noticeable. As long as we have a general location, it shouldn’t be too hard to locate,” she said.

       “The challenge will be having all four pillars active at the same time and ensuring we gain an advantage,” I said.

       “Probably unlocks a central location. Summoning a building, unlocking a tomb, raising a temple out of the ocean; there are a lot of possibilities,” Xena said.

       “Whatever happens probably won’t be quiet either. Think about it. This map piece and treasure hunt is a huge plot point. While there isn’t much going on, it ties a lot of different groups together. Either everyone will get a message, something will appear on our maps, or something else will pull people to a central point,” Sir Killz said.

       “That seems likely,” Xena said, and I was forced to agree.

       “That is tomorrow’s problem. We need to get to a safehouse before it gets dark. Keep your guards up. We also need to check for traps at the safehouse,” I said.

       “Agreed,” Xena said, and we set off. We made our way to the town on Galoa Island, where there was a single safehouse. I looked around carefully as we approached but everything appeared to already have been checked, which was not surprising. There was nothing on my map.

       We reached the safehouse, and all looked at the single door.

      “Hold up,” I said and checked a nearby house and came back with a broom. “Cover me,” I said. The first thing I did was carefully check the door handle. The movement didn’t appear to be off. I unlatched the door and opened it just slightly so the latch caught on the frame and wouldn’t close, allowing the door to be pushed open.

       I then stood back and carefully pushed open the door with the broom while protecting my head behind my shield. The door swung open. I let out a small huff of relief. “No problem—"

      The shockwave from the explosion pushed me back a couple of steps. If we’d entered, we’d either be dead or awfully close to it.

      I stumbled backward and fell to one knee; my head was ringing.

       “You okay?” Xena asked.

       “Give me a moment… Cover for me,” I said as I tried to focus.

      I noticed the front of my shield was impacted by several metal shards, probably shrapnel mixed in with the barrel of oil used for the trap. That was both evil and clever.

       “Nothing,” Xena said.

       “Got nothing too,” Sir Killz said. I finally got back to my feet, having only lost 4 HP from the explosion. That could have gone a lot worse but I felt slightly cooked and squinted at the map as best I could. I was about to close it after seeing nothing but then checked the danger overlay.

       That was not good — a two-layered trap.

      “Retreat now! Go!” I called out, not wanting to waste time on explanations. I ran toward the entrance of the inlet to this modest village connecting it to the ocean.

       “What’s going on?” Xena shouted out as we ran.

       “All the lower-class monsters have fled, danger overlay,” I called out.

       “Socks!” Sir Killz said after he checked.

      We reached the inlet, and Sir Killz got to work getting the Enterprise out.

       “They must have killed a bunch of monsters after the trap went off. The danger level on this island was already high. Still it was lower than the last time we checked,” I said.

       “They wounded monsters and bled them, killing a bunch at the same time. Perhaps they were packed in the corners of the safehouse to either side of the door. Bind them up with enough rope,” Xena said. The ship materialized, and we quickly got aboard. “We have incoming. Class-S on an intercept,” Xena said. The map displayed it moving over the land, and Xena quickly went to the telescope as Sir Killz pushed the Enterprise to max speed.

       “Oh no,” she muttered, and I went over to look at her display.

      It was a flying monster, looking like a large human with broad wings, red skin, and horns.

      The most horrifying aspect was the number of glowing white eyes on its body.

      The monster had no gender—but was highly dangerous.

       “Sir Killz, keep up the speed. We have incoming,” I said.

       “Got it.”

       “We can do a group call on the phone. If we need to take evasive maneuvers, I’ll call out,” I said.

       “Good thinking,” Xena said, and we all got connected.

      Xena and I went outside and readied the two ballistae on the rear of the ship.

       “RAAAWR!”

      The monster let out a roar, white beams shooting from all its eyes.

      We had enough distance that only three hit the Enterprise and the plating from which the ship was made had melted a bit. I didn’t want to get it with that.

      The attack speed was near-instant, but almost all the attacks totally missed.

       “What was that?” Sir Killz asked.

       “A wide-area attack. Its attack speed is instant, so we can’t dodge it,” I said.

       “Understood,” he replied. I was already doing the mental calculations and guesswork.

       “It will catch up with us in about five minutes. At half that time, the attack cluster will be too dense,” I said.

       “Alright, time for some target practice. Keep things steady,” Xena said.

       “Aye, aye.” Sir Killz replied, releasing the first shot but sending it high and to the right. She hastily reloaded and aimed again while I stood ready for close fire support. The monster kept heading directly for us, the many eyes all over its body beginning to light up once more.

       Xena fired again. This time, the bolt impacted the S-Class monster in the right leg.

      The entire limb was ripped off in a shower of white blood and the monster was slowed down, but only slightly. I could see the wound regenerating.

       “The wings, shoot the wings!” I called out, a panic rising in my voice.

       “Got it,” Xena said. The monster was about to fire again, and I noted that it had lifted an arm up to aim its lidless white eye in the palm of its hand. I quickly went into the store, buying a tower shield, then moved over to Xena, all taking just a few seconds.

       I spun and held the shield up between us and the monster. It fired, and a corner of the shield melted off, and another beam cut into the deck right next to my foot. Still, we’d survived. “Thanks,” Xena said as I stepped to the side so she could see.

       She fired a third time, and now, the bolt hit the monster’s right wing and ripped a massive hole in it. “RAAAWR!” the S-Class roared, plummeting toward the ocean as it tried to keep itself aloft with its remaining wing.

       Xena fired a fourth time. The monster’s other wing was hit, and it disappeared into the ocean. “It’s still alive,” I muttered, eyes focused on the goddamned map yet again.

       “We can kill it,” Xena said.

       “No. It had regenerated a quarter of its leg the last I saw,” I said.

       “We have a chance. A real chance. A flying monster offers double points,” she said.

       “Fine,” I said. “Sir Killz, bring us around.”

       “Hold on,” he said, and I quickly grabbed onto the handrail circling the cabin. The entire boat took a steep turn, the ocean water almost coming up onto the deck, and I felt ill.

      Thankfully, the Enterprise quickly straightened out.

      Xena went to the front of the ship, bought more bolts, and made sure everything was ready. I went into the cabin and got my two heavy spears.

      The piercing variant would be my starter, followed by my shock spear.

       I left the tower shield inside and took up a position on top of the cabin—an unsteady one but it would give me the best flexibility in terms of response.

      “There, the water is smoking,” I called out and pointed.

       The monster’s white blood was burning on the water’s surface, and I eyed the map another time; the creature was somewhere right ahead of us. “I don’t see it,” I called out.

       “I don’t see it either,” Xena said.

       “It’s right in front of us, under the water. About two lengths of the Enterprise,” Sir Killz said. He could partially see through the water. Xena purchased a jug of oil, quickly stuffing a rag into the jug’s opening and lighting it. She then tossed the jug out into the water like a grenade.

       A loud explosion ensued.

      The oil jugs were fragile, so when the hurled one hit the water, it fractured, the lit rag igniting the oil. The blast was mostly on top of the water, but there was still a minor shockwave. The monster burst out of the waves but its wounds had mostly healed, and it could fly again.

       Xena fired the ballista, and the bolt took the monster in its upper chest.

      There was an explosion of white blood and red flesh as the bolt ripped into the monster and burst out of its back, streaming fragments of tissue and shards of bloodied bone behind it.

      “Moving forward,” Sir Killz said, and the Enterprise began advancing.

       The monster was hovering in the air as its wings kept flapping.

      “Stopping,” Sir Killz called out, and the ship went into a slow reverse, the monster now right in front of us. The water just in front of the ship was burning with white flames, and as the blood dripped from the monster hitting the water, the blood caught fire.

       “Die!” Xena yelled. The monster jerked its head to the side, and the bolt missed. It shot forward and rammed into the ballista mount, tearing the entire thing from the ship, slamming Xena backward. I jumped off the cabin and edged ahead once more, thrusting out and upward.

      The monster tilted to the side, and I hit its right shoulder instead of its chest.

       It raised its left palm right at my face, and I saw how its white eye had begun glowing, so I put all my weight behind me, leaping to my left while clutching onto the piercing spear. The monster was forced to spin, white blood splattering down onto the deck from its wounds, and catching fire.

      It created a spectacular sight, only the heinous stench of the burning flesh and blood reminding me of how horrific this really was—as I was numbed to sights like this, completely cold inside.

       A beam was emitted from the hideous beast’s palm.

      The thing had focused more power into a single attack, a death assault, in its desperate attempt to fight back.

      The beam had cut deep into the cabin’s windows, leaving a melted gash through them.

      My head hurt. I brought up a hand and realized there was blood coming out of my head’s right side. Where was my outer ear? The skin and cartilage were torn free.

       “Hardcore! Beta one!” Xena called out. Oh, that was important. I closed my eyes.

       “Ahh!” I screamed and collapsed to the ground as it felt as though my skin was disintegrating. The pain... Everything was biting and burning. I could hear roaring.

      This was it.
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      “Urgh,” I groaned.

       “Easy. Easy. You took a beating,” I heard someone say. The voice was muffled.

       “Who?” I asked.

       “This is Xena. Just relax. We are safe at the moment.” That was good. “I used the blinding powder I had been working on. Then Sir Killz came out and hit the beast with his axe. Almost cut off its head. I managed to take your shock spear and kill it. Right now, we are in a safehouse on Kandavu Island, in the west part. That hard-to-name town,” she said.

       “Day?” I asked.

       “It’s Day 239. In the afternoon.” I had been out for two days then. “You took a bad blow to the side of your head and my burn powder didn’t do you any favors. You need to buy some HP. Can you open your eyes at all?” Xena asked.

       “Yes.” But even my eyelids hurt. I didn’t know how that was possible.

      “Help open right,” I gasped out but even my throat was burning. I shifted my body slightly to make my right eye easier to reach. Whatever she had enhanced that powder with, it was toxic.

       “We wiped you down multiple times, but that stuff was my holdout attack, meant to burn out an enemy’s sensory organs.” I got that and felt her hands on my face as she forced my right eye open. It burned so much. I reached my left hand toward my bracer.

       I had enough points for 14 HP and purchased all of it. Almost immediately, everything felt better. I released a shallow sigh. “You okay?” she queried.

       “I feel better. I’m at -31 HP now. What did you do to that powder?”

       “You know about the limit of ten essences per item? I enhanced a bunch of small batches of powder and then combined them into a single large pouch. Since there is a set size of powder that can be enhanced, this allowed me to get a larger batch. Most of it settled on the monster, which dealt it tremendous damage. You got caught in the edge of it,” she said.

       “Points?” I asked.

       “20,000,” she said.

       “Nice,” I replied.

       “Alright, get to the good stuff.” Sir Killz came over. “How are you feeling?” he inquired.

       “Holey.” I touched the side of my head. It was bandaged, and I carefully removed the dressings and looked in the mirror. My teammates were respectfully quiet while I did so. It was an exceptionally clean cut but the blood and visible bone where the cartilage had been torn clean away made it look worse. Thankfully, it was already regenerating.

      “So, what is the good stuff?” I asked.

       “With all those points, I purchased the Tier-4 database covering Class-A and S monsters,” Xena said.

       “You processed the monster,” I said.

       “Yes, got the Tier-4 processing tool. We got three essences from it. According to the database, the flesh, the blood, and the soul,” she said.

       “We got all three?” I asked.

       “Yes. Stored them with the blood we got from tentacles. Apparently, if the monster isn’t dead, it only counts a Class-A and only has a fraction of the potency,” she explained.

       “Hurry up. Tell him,” Sir Killz said.

       “With the database, we know how they can be used. The black blood grants vision boosts into the spectrum of the living. The monster we killed was called the White-Eyed Demon. Anyways, the blood gives a person a weak ability to shoot beams from their eyes for SP, and the flesh essence grants a person advanced regeneration. Each HP does five times the work. So, it increases the potency of HP, but in effect just multiplies the number by five.”

       “The soul gives an object the nature of the White-Eyed Demon. It was unclear, but appears to make an object gain some independent combat ability, possibly beams or something else,” Xena said.

       “The question is how to divide everything?” Sir Killz said.

       “Limitations?” I asked.

       “Can’t mix from S-Class monsters in the same category. So, the blood of the White-Eyed Demon is out for Sir Killz. Each person has three slots,” Xena said.

       “The essence from the black blood would enhance my vision. Since it’s only a portion, it’s a Class-A essence but can still enhance a person,” he said.

       “Well then, the essence should go to you,” I said. That made sense. I was glad my team had waited for me to give my opinion.

       “Alright. I won’t be polite about it,” Sir Killz said.

       “We can split the last three portions from eyes. What were you thinking?” I asked Xena.

       “Ah, well, we haven’t really gotten into it yet. No rush. We can think on it for a bit.”

       “No, might as well get things over with rather than dragging them out,” I answered. There was a long moment of silence as we each considered things. “Honestly, I’m most interested in the blood or soul portion,” I finally voiced.

       “I thought you would want regeneration from the flesh essence,” Sir Killz said.

       “It’s useful for sure, just prefer fractionally more attack power compared to defense,” I said.

      Also, once I had filled up my HP, I’d be pretty capable even without the boost from the monster essence.

       “That’s good, since that’s what I wanted,” Sir Killz said.

      His brush with death had evidently impacted him more heavily than my close shave.

       “What about you, Xena?” I asked.

       “I was interested in the blood essence for the beam powers,” she said.

       “That’s fine. It all works out.” I grinned for a moment and collapsed on the bed. My body still hurt tremendously, especially my head. I didn’t have the energy to argue or have a discussion.

       “Alright, time to hand them out. Just pop them in your mouth and swallow,” Xena said while getting out the essence container, basically a case with ten slots. A person could drop the essence into the slot with the processing tool, and it would not decay.

       She pointed out the three essences Sir Killz was getting. I took the white marble she indicated. “I need points for a new heavy spear,” I said.

       “Oh, sure,” Xena replied.

      I quickly pointed out the heavy spear I preferred, and she purchased one. I took it and then used my processing tool to touch the essence and move it onto the tapered portion of the weapon.

       I assembled the spear, poking it gently against an empty chair. No reaction. The shock spear would have done something. I looked at Xena; her eyes had become the polar opposite of Sir Killz’. “See anything?” I asked.

       “I can see better and zoom in if I focus on one spot for a while,” she said.

       “What about the trigger for the eye attack?” I asked.

       “No idea,” she said and kept looking around, careful to avoid staring at either of us. I checked my bracer to look at the map.

      

      WEAPON INTERFACE

      White-Eyed Demonic Spear

      Select Upgrade: Pierce, Aura, Energy

      Select Effect: Explosive Impact, Disintegration, Repulsion

      

      The notice immediately popped up; I had unlocked a hidden feature and couldn’t help but smile.

      “Check your bracer,” I told Xena.

      “I have a weapon interface,” she said.

      “I got the same,” I replied. I explained my options.

      “I don’t have options like you do. I can set the trigger for my attack. A hand sign, verbal command, or a set of movements,” she said.

       “You need something simple, not complex. I would say touching a finger below your eye.”

       “You can do a wink.” Sir Killz tried to demonstrate a sexy wink but just looked creepy and as if his eye and half his face were having a seizure.

       “I’ll come up with something. There’s some daylight, so I am going to check it out,” she said.

       “You two go. I need to eat something,” I said.

       “Oh, hold off. Celebration dinner. Xena’s treat,” Sir Killz said.

       “Everything is my treat now?” She let out a fake huff.

       “Hey, you raked it in with all those points. Don’t be stingy. My precious Enterprise was damaged,” he commented.

       “Just this once,” Xena replied. I lay back down as they went out to test things, considering the options. It was not a simple choice, and no explanations were given.

      Still, the names were descriptive, so I wasn’t too worried.

      I needed to make my choice on what was most useful for my combat style.

       My teammates soon came back inside. “How was it?” I asked.

       “Hmm, so-so. It uses 100 SP per second. The damage is amazing though,” Xena said.

       “That is rough. So just a couple of seconds then,” I said.

       “Unfortunately, yes, until I can upgrade my reserves. So many points.” She shook her head. “So, your new spear?” she asked.

       “I was just thinking about it. I’m leaning toward aura to enhance the durability of the weapon, and disintegration for the utility,” I replied.

       “No explosive impact? That seems as though it would have more effect?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Too much collateral. If that white blood fell on any of us in large quantities, we would have been in trouble. Better to melt things,” I said.

       “What about energy?” Xena said.

       “Not that sure. Perhaps having an independent SP reserve.” I guessed.

       “You should choose that and repulsion,” Xena said.

       “I get energy for SP, but why repulsion?” I asked.

       “It will increase the impact of any wound. You stab something, it is pushed apart,” she said.

       “Similar to explosive impact,” I said.

       “But probably constant. Also, you’ll be able to withdraw and stab again,” she said.

       “The issue is utility. We have oil for explosions, and disintegration can be used for other things than attacking monsters,” I said, having made up my mind. I selected the options and the heavy spear glowed. I checked the weapon interface in my display again.

      

      WEAPON INTERFACE

      White-Eyed Demonic Spear of Energetic Disintegration

      HP: 5/5

      SP: 500/500

      

      I had the option to display the values next to my own. I quickly activated that, and shakily stood up. “Careful,” Xena said.

       “I’ll be fine,” I replied.

       “Outside,” Sir Killz demanded. I nodded and followed my teammates outside in a slow shuffle in bare feet and underwear, stabbing out at the side of a tree next to the safehouse. I saw Xena’s melted portion in the tree and my attack hit it, and the area around the strike began to smoke and melt. It went up to about half a foot away from the impact point.

       I pulled the spear back. In the two seconds of the attack, it had lost 200 SP.

      The weapon had the same regeneration as a person.

      “It went partway into the wood. It wasn’t just the surface,” Sir Killz said as he looked at the site of my attack. “Less penetration than Xena’s but more area.”

       “I’m going to try something,” I said and struck again, counting off the seconds. After I hit four, I pulled the spear away and checked the SP. The spear’s SP had gone to zero, and mine had gone down by 100. I explained what had happened to my teammates.

       “Useful. An independent SP supply,” Xena said.

       “It’s a power drain unfortunately and no way to turn off the ability,” I said.

       “One strike will kill anything,” Sir Killz said, and I agreed with him. A half sphere had turned to goo and melted down the side of the tree. The destroyed portion was still emitting smoke.

       “I guess it transforms the solidity of an object while having a gas effect,” I said.

       “That seems right,” Xena said as she poked the goo with a stick.

       “I think I need to rest a bit.” My body and head still hurt tremendously. I had only pushed through because I had gotten caught up in the excitement, and also didn’t want to look weak. I walked back inside the safehouse and put my new heavy spear to the side before collapsing. Everything ached, and I soon went to sleep.

      We could have a celebration dinner tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      “That is the last one,” Xena said, pulling the map piece out of the lockbox and setting it on the table. “That puts us at 421, the largest group out of anyone by a good margin,” she said.

       We had cleared out the Northeastern Islands in the active area. Some islands were just a patch of sand and rock sitting out of the water. Thankfully, map pieces were hidden in lockboxes, hidden in buildings. With the tracker, it was easy to quickly skip a lot of pointless searching.

       The challenge had been the lack of safehouses, but we had dealt with that in the past.

      The islands’ danger level was also low, so we could farm on them as we searched, just like the arrangement we had in the Eastern Islands.

       I had mostly healed up and was at -4 HP, but also had more than 2,000 points in reserve. There was no reason to waste points when I could just wait things out and heal up naturally.

      Or as naturally as anything else in the Game.

       “We have another location. The choices are to go after the two main islands or to the next location,” I said.

       I’d been incredibly proud of working it out.

      The partial circle intercepted the edge of the map. From there, it was using the coloration of the ocean and several water pieces. Xena helped quite a lot with that. I could position the piece with the lines based on all the water pieces we had in the map’s northeastern portion.

       It also helped that there was only one island on which the partial circle could be centering once I narrowed things down a bit. The problem was that my measurements were imprecise enough that I couldn’t narrow things down to a specific point on the island.

       Cicia Island had five times the area of Galoa, meaning it would take a long time to try and find the pillar. Unfortunately, all the circle portions for that location would be in the water.

      I felt proud of having figured out the most challenging location, in my opinion.

      “Other teams could be tracking our movements. You had the location as Cicia,” Xena said.

       “Yes, it was one of our farming locations in the Eastern Islands. Fairly flat and clear,” I said.

       “Oh, you mean the one with the road around it, shaped like a circle as well?” Sir Killz asked.

       “That one, exactly,” I confirmed.

       “If we go there directly, it may clue other teams in. We could hit Vanua Levu on the way,” Xena said.

       “Their movements?” I asked.

       “Still the same. The four groups on Vanua Levu move about but seem to be keeping to their areas. Hard to tell with the heatmap unless they make big movements or none at all. The group on Fiji still has them concentrated at their base,” Xena said.

       “I was thinking we make a move on their main base,” I said.

      Xena and Sir Killz looked at me in surprise.

      “We are well equipped. We can get close in the ghillie suits. It would take about two days to cross through Tier-4 range,” I said.

       “Still, there’s the problem of being outside. The nearest town is a mile away through rough terrain. A Tier-4 range has a radius of eight miles. With our Tier-3 stealth and careful adjustment of our danger circles, we could get in six miles before having to move slowly.”

       “That one mile is just the right distance,” I said and pointed out a town on the map.

       “It’s the only town. If I were the group, I would have burned it down,” Xena said.

       “I was thinking something more intense. Instead of approaching from the northeast and that town, we come from the north where the lake extends. There are farming buildings scattered about, then we hit the lake. It has enough nooks and crannies, and we can stay on the ship,” I said.

       “That…” Xena trailed off as she thought it over some more.

       “Interior water isn’t the same as the ocean. It isn’t super dangerous at night,” Sir Killz said.

       “Exactly. We can buy some camouflage tarps and use the ship as a base,” I explained.

       “With the motorboat, we can move quickly or retreat,” Xena added.

       “We move in just to the west of the base and put the ship in one of these back areas. We can move the ship in at extremely low speed and keep the ghillie suits active,” I said.

       “Wait, that works?” Sir Killz seemed surprised.

       “Yes. We can test it a bit, but it works,” I said.

       “It would allow us to get close without having to walk slowly. It would speed things up greatly. Even if we’re discovered, the ship is overpowered,” Xena said.

       “Exactly. So, we land and then cross the quarter of a mile or so to their base. There are a couple of large buildings. It shouldn’t be that hard to pinpoint players down when we can observe their danger circles. We observe for three days, and then attack at the best time,” I said.

       “The spy drone. It would be perfect. We would want the advanced one that has a thirty-minute charge,” Xena said.

       “That is 10,000 points,” I winced.

       “It would be the only way to visually observe things and pinpoint the map piece location,” she said.

       “That could work, but the charge is very short,” I responded.

       “We can use our map to observe movements, and we need the drone to get us a visual layout,” Xena said.

       “That leaves escaping,” Sir Killz said.

       “Back north by ship or boat. We can get almost three miles,” I mentioned.

       “I was thinking more of a quiet escape if possible,” Sir Killz offered.

       “Unlikely, we’ll have to go in hot. I doubt they’ve left the pieces in an unsecured area,” I said.

       “Once we’re exposed, going back into hiding with ghillie suits is not an option,” Xena said.

       “Hmm. It leaves us exposed. Our strength comes from the ship, and without it we are in a far more difficult position,” Sir Killz said.

       “There’s another thing. Since we found that monument, there might be other map-related objects. Sure, the location is centralized on the main island, but everything is near the coasts,” Xena said.

       “At the end of all of this, we’ll be pushed toward a centralized location near the main mountain. Still, the argument’s valid. That’s a major water feature and there’s a dam nearby,” I said, and we all thought about what kind of hidden object there could be.

       “We need a plane,” Sir Killz said.

       “Urgh.” I felt the pain from all those points and wouldn’t have been surprised if I had lost HP from that statement.

       “I agree. We get a plane. It will allow for a rapid escape,” Xena said.

       “Where can we take off from?” I asked. “There’s nowhere available at the center of Fiji, and it is incapable of handling a plane on that rough terrain. Even the few roads are full of twists and turns.” Everyone considered their maps.

       “I guess a plane is out. We will have to run for it or use bikes,” Xena said.

       “No vehicles,” I muttered, slightly annoyed that land vehicles were missing from the store.

       “We talked about going downstream by breaking the dam, but that has too many risks. Also, the road would be faster. The motorboat only works if we can get up to speed,” Xena said.

       “We take the motorboat and escape to the north across the lake, getting about three miles then cutting to the east. Right here. Less than a quarter mile from the water to the road.”

      I pointed out the location.

      “We can easily buy a bike then, for 100 points each. Then we ride all the way to the coast.”

      “There might be a problem,” Sir Killz said.

       “What?” Xena asked.

       “I need to learn how to ride a bike,” he said.

       “You never used any of the exercise equipment?” I asked.

      There were exercise rooms on ships to help keep people active.

       “Not the bikes, and they have auto stabilization. I tried a bike in the tutorial and fell over,” Sir Killz said.

       “There’s time to practice. We also need to store up on points for emergencies,” Xena said.

       “Seems like we have a plan then,” I said.

       “Hmm, seems like it.” Xena let out a hum.

       “Still a lot of work to do. A lot of points. Another celebration meal?” Sir Killz suggested.

       “After we succeed. Any luck with that coastal piece?” Xena asked.

       “No. Sure, there is some land, but the line on it is small.” The line was cutting across the corner of the map piece. It was too small, and we couldn’t match up the location exactly.

       “I can’t believe we missed a pillar on that island,” Sir Killz said.

       “They’re big, but not super big,” Xena said.

       “That raises the question of where the other two locations are.”

      I unrolled the large paper map I used for treasure hunting. Xena then got out the piece with what appeared to be two tranches of land barely coming over the edge.

       The goal was to match it up to somewhere on our large paper map.

      We also didn’t have the orientation of the map piece, making things even more difficult. It was a useful way to pass the time in the evening.

      If there were no map pieces, each of us would probably do our own activities.

       While the shade of the water was a clue, it was not precise.

      The land portions were incredibly small — just two little nubs. I had divided the large paper map into a 32 x 32 grid, but there were portions in which I couldn’t draw a grid line. Only when I had a piece matching exactly to some land would I draw in the lines.

      Even then, there were still a lot of lines and a lot of land through which they crossed.

       I’d been considering purchasing a book to study about economics. I had time to kill — a lot of time, as we were less than one-tenth of the way through. Perhaps I would take up cooking, but it was dubious how much the system could model cooking properly as a highly valued and elite skill. A good cook was more valuable than any kind of tech.

       “We could heat Fiji up.” I broke the map-staring silence and my teammates looked up at me. “We could hunt a bunch of Class-A monsters on the outskirts of the island to put pressure on the large group. Force them to move.”

       “We could also get caught up in all of that. We got really lucky last time,” Xena said. After looking at the Class-S database, she had quickly crushed any idea of trying to lure and kill S-Class monsters. The White-Eyed Demon was killable.

      Mr. Tentacles, or the Grasping Horror of the Deep, were massive. We could easily have gotten one or something worse, and been screwed. S-Class monsters could certainly be killed, but each was unique, and it was random which one would show up.

       The favorite one Xena had talked about was the Void Dragon.

      Massive, insane armor, vaporizing things with its breath. The weakness seemed to be the fact it almost had no regeneration. The fact it was three times larger than the Enterprise meant that one had to aim for its eyes, right next to its void-spewing maw and massive teeth.

      A repeating crossbow would barely do anything to that monster, so I would have to use a piercing spear to get deep enough.

       Even that was not guaranteed to kill it.

      Then, it could blink to shield its eyes and move rapidly, making it a lost cause. For every S-Class that had a good chance of being killed like the White-Eyed Demon, there were at least five others on which it would be near impossible to land a killing blow.

       “True. Still, it is an option,” I said.

       “A dangerous one. Escaping from an S-Class pursuit is troublesome. Even if we won the last fight, you ended up injured. The one before that, Sir Killz was taken out. Even with the essences, it is losing prospect. We could get the Maw Dweller,” Xena said.

      Everything seemed to still at that.

       It had been a unanimous vote that the Maw Dweller was the absolute worst S-Class monster, a slime that had the property of mouths and was completely invisible until it attacked, at which point, a mouth with teeth with other mouths nested inside would open and engulf the target, shredding them to bits. If any person looked at the monster, it would disappear, meaning they would have to strike blind at the invisible maw while it was attacking.

       Once wounded, it would remain visible, but the database had no pictures of what was behind the mouth, and the unknown was the scariest. We speculated that this was the S-Class we hadn’t seen on Kandavu Island, a horrifying thought.

       “True.”

       “What about this?” Sir Killz pointed out a piece of land, and we all looked.

       “No, that jutting part is different,” I pointed out.

       “Ahh,” he groaned at the failure. I didn’t blame him.
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      “Nothing yet,” I said. I had purchased the Tier-4 range upgrade in preparation for the mission, and Xena had gone with the tracker to narrow down the location of the enemies by their danger circles. Sir Killz had purchased the Tier-4 spy drone that could be controlled by the bracer, giving an incredibly detailed picture. It was also extremely quiet and camouflaged well against the blue sky, but the main issue was that it was limited to thirty minutes a day.

       We had tacked on a side mission to the main one, and would also be looking at Mount Tomanivi. Since it was the final location, we first wanted an idea of what the place looked like if things reached the time limit. It was about seven or eight miles to the north of the lake, a good initial point to push forward toward the lake and our infiltration. The main road was to our west, cutting through the middle of Fiji, moving in from the east.

       We came in near the bay at the northeast of Fiji in the town of Barotu, making our way east, rapidly traveling on foot over the rugged terrain toward the active area’s tallest mountain.

       “Still nothing,” I said after another minute. That was the rate of map checking I undertook. Since I had the largest range, I had to be the one to check.

      The phone was useless since unless we met the people or both had Tier-4 phones, then they would not show up in the contact list. The one bad thing about all of this was that we had to split up since the map pieces would give our locations away too easily.

      That was why Sir Killz was staying with the Enterprise toward the north of the island, while Xena had the Best of All Times for our escape.

       Sir Killz, meanwhile, was patched into a group call to keep him updated, and he was to keep quiet unless something showed up on his end. He was also to keep moving along the coast to keep his position unclear, with greater preference toward the west until it was time for us to escape.

       “Motorboat, a group of four,” Sir Killz said.

       “Evac?” Xena asked. It would take us a while to get to the coast.

       “No. I got this,” he said.

       “Understood,” Xena said.

       “Map clear,” I repeated, needing to keep checking things on my end.

       “They are attempting to call the ship. Ignore?” Sir Killz asked.

       “You can take the phone call while keeping our line open so we can hear what they say,” Xena said. Sir Killz could let the ship drive in a straight line. The problem was that it would not adjust itself in rough weather or be able to maneuver until Sir Killz returned to the driver’s seat.

       “This is Sir Killz of the Enterprise. Am I speaking with Star Sword?” I already hated the name.

       “This is Star Sword. I request you to come to a stop so we can talk,” Star Sword asked.

       “I’ll have to refuse, Star Sword. If you wish to pull back, we can keep up communication by phone,” Sir Killz replied. There was a moment of silence at that.

       “Very well. We are breaking off pursuit. We want you to be aware that Fiji is under the control of the Ten Star Alliance. You are asked to leave the island’s waters and maintain a distance of five miles at all times,” Star Sword said.

       “Do you think you have the authority to command me and the crew of the Enterprise?” Sir Killz asked.

       “This is a warning,” Star Sword said.

       “I ignore your warning and the Ten Star Alliance. Your deeds hold no renown compared to our own. For we have the Demon Slayer herself, able to split the heavens themselves. We also have Hardcore whose calculations border on the realm of prescience,” Sir Killz said without giving away our games, winning himself a Hardcore point for that.

       “You may have a ship, but we have numbers,” Sword Star said. The fact that I could tell he was thrown off his game meant he was clearly struggling to regain control of the call.

       “More points, excellent. Also, free meat. The bars get tiresome after a while. You know what? I think you should give me one of your people as tribute and become my slave,” Sir Killz said.

       “You want a fight?” Star Sword seemed surprised.

       “Yes! Unless you’re an S-Class monster, I have no fear of you. Last I checked, you were a player. Target practice with the ballista is always fun,” Sir Killz said. I kept checking my map, and we were still in the clear.

       “Fine, just you wait,” Star Sword said.

       “They hung up and are retreating. That was fun,” Sir Killz said.

       “Good job. No chance of allying with them after what we are about to do,” Xena said.

       “I am going to circle Fiji to stay out of range while adjusting my speed to be at the north when you escape,” Sir Killz said.

       “Alright. Careful on the loop, as they might try and send multiple motorboats at you or another ship,” Xena said.

       “True. Don’t take too long,” Sir Killz said.

       “Map clear. Good job. I liked my description,” I said.

       “Just having some fun,” Sir Killz said.

      I rather liked that kind of drama—the type that hit other people and avoided me.

       “We need to keep moving. Keep your eyes open if anyone approaches, and keep us updated,” Xena said.

       “Aye, aye,” Sir Killz said. I didn’t say anything, but we all realized it was a good thing we left the map pieces on the ship.

      If we had taken them with us, then we would have been completely exposed.

       “I got a danger circle,” I replied after rechecking my map and coming to a stop.

       “Direction?” Xena asked.

       “On the road to our west, it appears,” I said.

       “Checking monster movement. The danger level is high, but not catastrophic,” Xena said.

       “They are pushing the farming to the limit most likely. Surprised we didn’t see more on the coast,” I commented.

       “Danger levels spread out across land. So, they would not need to spread out that much,” Xena said, and I nodded.

       “We are in the clear. Proceeding at stealth pace,” I said. It was torture to go slow, but we had to carefully manage our speed since even the slightest moment of visibility could reveal us.

       “There’s the mountain,” I said as we came to a clearing, looking up at Mount Tomanivi.

       “We are on pace to reach the village before nightfall,” Xena said.

       “I am counting five danger circles spread out in a close area near the town,” I said.

       “A forward base. Assume counter formation two,” Xena said. That meant several satellite teams were providing in-depth defense and interception capabilities, rendering the approach even more complex. Counter-formation one was the assumption that they would all stay at the main base, only mobilizing out during the day.

       With only the single road, we had made the right choice by coming in through mountainous terrain. We kept slowly moving, and at least at the slower pace, I could keep my map up while traveling. I had mastered the step count: take a step and count to two as quickly as possible mentally before stepping again, thus keeping the speed to the required level to remain hidden.

       Xena followed me, not saying anything about the pace, but if she was half as annoyed as I was, then she probably wanted to rip off her feet. It was criminal to walk this slowly but eventually, we began to reach the top of the mountain.

       “They are still a ways away from us and clearly farming,” I confirmed.

       “Look up. The peak.”

      I did, and there was a white pillar.

      “A white pillar on the peak.”

      I quickly began doing some mental calculations.

       “It may be a map piece location.” While we had found one, we identified the island of a second. The water coloration gave some vague clues as to where the location was, and the highest mountain in Fiji did have the possibility of being another.

       “Maybe, eyes open,” Xena said. We climbed up the mountain and didn’t see anything unusual besides the white pillar. I poked at it.
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      Xena poked the pillar as well and told Sir Killz what we had seen. On our maps, the location was marked as well as an ocean level tracker, currently reading zero.

       “At least we know how things end,” I said.

       “This is especially important. Equal to the map pieces,” Xena said. I checked the store.

       “There’s a height map in here,” I said.

       “We can purchase that later but we need to keep going before it gets dark,” Xena said. There was a trail to the village; we took it rather than trying to fight the forest.

       “Yes,” I said. We continued onward and my mind couldn’t help wandering as we made the slow trek. If the water level increased, all the outlying islands would be completely pointless. Vanua Levu would be able to hold on for a bit, but the decreasing land would make things difficult.

       There was also the possibility that monsters would be pushed by the water as well, potentially making things incredibly dangerous. “Watch it,” Xena said. I had been slowly picking up speed.

       “Sorry, over-thinking,” I said.

       “When we get back,” Xena said.

       “Got it, map still clear. Clear, Sir Killz?” I asked.

       “Clear. No sign of activity,” he said. We continued our way down the mountain, made our way to the village, and it was evening by the time we reached the first building.

       “They are splitting into groups of two and three. Only two safehouses in the village,” I said.

       “We can take that building.” Xena pointed to one looking reasonably intact, though several other buildings appeared wrecked.

      We got inside and put up a curtain. “No bed.” She let out a small sigh.

       “Probably taken. You want first or second watch?” I asked.

       “First, no alarms,” she said.

       “Got it.”

      I made sure mine was turned off and determined that it already was, but it didn’t hurt to double-check. I attempted to get comfortable, but it was difficult.

      It felt as though I had barely put my head down before I was woken up.

       My watch was uneventful as I kept staring at my map and had time to think about the ocean level increasing. If the top of that mountain were to be the final point water would touch and the water increased equally each day, meaning a half percent increase from the total height.

      I really needed a height map.

       Still, meaning at Day 100, there would be no outlying islands, and everything would be underwater. Only the two main islands or large islands nearby would then be sitting above the ocean level. Then it hit me. One could use a safe tent on the ship.

       That would be obvious, meaning the active area would probably also decrease, or the danger level was based on ocean depth. That made more sense.

      Everything outside the active area would have an incredibly deep drop-off in the ocean level.

       When the water level increased, so would the danger level, forcing people near the remaining pieces of land. Sure, they could hide on the second main island, but things would get worse and worse, forcing them to flee to Fiji and the higher terrain offered here.

       The land could be shaped in improbable ways, allowing a massive trench or drop-off that we couldn’t see when we’d stopped by Vatoa Island.

      The danger level sharply curved upward just off the coast, in water too deep to see into. It would be risky driving a boat that close since the danger map was a heatmap.

       A monster could reach its tentacles out of that depth while we were still ‘technically’ safe.

      There was no point in taking unnecessary risks, and now, it was all clicking together, a nice feeling. Unfortunately, it didn’t take that long to do and I had a lot of time left on my watch.

      I looked at my map for what seemed like the millionth time, trying to match up that one piece in my mind. Finally, it was half an hour before dawn and time to carefully shake Xena awake.

      “Time to get up,” I said.

      “Urgh,” she groaned. “I feel stiff. See anything?” she asked.

       “Just some monsters wandering about. Nothing that poked us,” I said.

       “Well, time for some bars and bottled water.”

      She sounded resigned, and we ate and drank, and once dawn hit, we carefully made our way out of the building and went south before shortly veering west to hit the road while avoiding the enemy team. Once on the road, it was just a matter of slowly walking south. We eventually came into range of the base where the map pieces were being kept.

      “I count eight danger circles,” I said.

      “Probably two more once we get close. People with Tier-4 stealth,” Xena proclaimed.

      “Maybe, or they’re living in ghillie suits,” I said.

      “That is why we are going to watch for a few days,” Xena said, nodding sagely.

      We made the north end of the lake by later afternoon, and this was the most dangerous part of the entire operation. We both hunkered down by some rocks, and Xena purchased an orange pop-up tent for 1,000 points. Though it barely yielded enough room for two, we both crawled in.

      “This is comfy,” Xena said.

      “Don’t worry, I won’t get any ideas,” I answered back.

      “Please, this is nothing compared to everything else we’ve been through. When you have to take off a person’s clothes, there aren’t many secrets left,” she teased.

      “You two better cool down before the forest catches on fire,” Sir Killz’ tone cut in over our group call. It was going to be a very long night.

      Several monsters were moving nearby, but thankfully none approached either of us.

      The next day, we got the motorboat out and set off very slowly across the lake, which turned out to be more of a river that expanded massively because of the dam.

      That meant there were a lot of twists and turns, with smaller islands sticking out of the water.

       I was driving while Xena kept watch on her map.

      “There are ten people for sure,” she said afterwards. “Saw some movement. Perhaps elite members with ghillie suits,” she speculated.

       “A ranking system?” I suggested. “Top people near the leader get to wear the suits as a badge of honor and to hide their locations.”

       “Hmm. Perhaps,” Xena replied, her expression showing she was musing on what I’d said.

      We eventually came to the inlet a quarter-mile away from the base, and here, Xena got the spy drone out sending it up. I carefully watched the screen right behind her, looking on with interest as I saw a large building come into view, with several smaller buildings scattered around nearby.

      There was a person on the roof also scanning their map intently, and there were a couple of windows, but closed. Finally, there was a pair of personnel on patrol.

      “There appear to be permanent guards,” I said. “They aren’t farming.”

      Xena appeared surprised at that.

      “Probably in the afternoon or a late start. A number of the danger circles haven’t moved at all,” I said.

       “Then a morning assault tomorrow morning, and extraction in the evening. Sir Killz,” Xena said.

       “Got all of that. Will be ready for exfiltration tomorrow afternoon. Position one,” he said.

       “Any idea on the exact location of the pieces?” I asked Xena.

       “No. We need intel,” she said.

       “The roof. We move in and use a ladder to get up. Capture the person on the roof and force them to talk. If they don’t give us trouble, we just tie them up and trap them,” I said.

       “You’re making it sound so simple but a trap like that would be really difficult. But killing them would take out their danger circle,” Xena said.

       “The forecast tomorrow’s clear,” I said, noticing her interest pique. I turned to look again.

       “Look, they are finally moving out,” Xena said.

      We watched a group of five head out to the east, and both deeply exhaled in relief.

       “Surprised they are not in a safehouse and using that big building,” I said.

       “It could have a pillar in the inside. Recalling drone, almost out of power,” Xena said.

       “Alright. Let’s rest up,” I said.

      I purchased a one-use tent, and we spent another uncomfortable night in it.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, we were moving once again at the crack of dawn.

      We shifted slowly toward the building, and a quick purchase of a ladder allowed us to reach the roof from the outside. We climbed up and hid ourselves by the roof exit, waiting for someone to come up—and we didn’t have to wait that long. A bleary-eyed young man came stumbling out.

       I immediately stepped out behind him and wrapped my left arm around his neck, holding a knife to him while my right hand clamped over and covered his mouth. Xena stepped out in front of the man. “Shout, struggle, or touch your bracer and you die. Blink twice if you understand…”

      She turned to me.

      “He understands,” she confirmed, then took up talking to him again. “Now don’t you speak unless I ask you question.”

      The male figure obeyed, and she addressed me a further time. “You can remove your hand.”

      I moved it, hearing the assertiveness in her tone.

      “How many of you are in the building?” Xena asked him, and I knew what game she was playing now. The idea was to ask some questions to which we already knew the answers, and if he lied, then I would need to kill him unreservedly and immediately.

       “Umm, counting me?”

       “Yes,” Xena said in a clipped tone.

       “Ten.”

       “Now, tell me… How many are part of your group?” Xena asked.

       “I don’t know. I really don’t. But it’s more than thirty, split in teams of five. My team is rotating through headquarters.”

       “Why are you all staying here?” Xena asked.

       “There is a pillar that gives off 100 points a day to the first person that touches it.”

      Well, now.

      That would explain things.

      “Where are the map pieces?”

      “In the vault, where the pillar is. There are two guards at all times and only the leader can go into the vault.” Xena then got him to describe the layout of the place. Once he was done and we’d learned everything we wanted, we carefully tied him up and gagged him.

      “I’ll go melee, so you cover me,” I told Xena, and she nodded. I slowly moved into the building. There were two top floors and a basement, and we knew the vault was in the basement.

      There were two stairways on either side of the building, the south being sealed off, thus limiting vertical movement to the north stairway. We made our way down, Xena right behind me, and soon reached the basement level without encountering anyone. Now came a hallway that led to the vault. The guards were down this hallway and I tried the door but found it locked.

      I melted off the handle and lock and pushed the door open.

      There was no one.

      I looked at Xena, and she shook her head.

      There was also no movement indicating we’d been discovered.

       We moved forward now, and there were several rooms.

      We found two people in the first in a fairly compromising position, sleeping on the bed.

      I then noticed multiple crys-vials, indicating some people were wasting points on drugs that would only serve to mess them up something fierce. There were drugs available in the game, but once people were sent to the White Room, there was nothing like that.

      So, I closed the door and moved on.

      The next room had another two in a similar situation, while the third only had a single person, and I saw the room was decorated, noticing some store-bought items as well.

      These were tell-tale items, and so this was most likely the leader.

      We went into the room and began searching. The safe quickly became obvious, and I gingerly set up my spear near it so I would melt only the door and nothing behind it.

      My spear was out of SP, however, making me wince, but we got the safe open.

      There were a number of crys-vials and a stack of map pieces, and I also noted the point jars.

       Xena took the map pieces and quickly gave a cursory count, nodding at me. We moved onto phase two, in which Xena purchased a barrel of oil and set up a time-delayed fuse for two minutes. With that complete, we moved on again; there was no point in sticking around and looking for the pillar. That kind of benefit only worked if we sat about. We didn’t care about our danger circles and just kept on moving, reaching the stairs and making our way up.

       “—telling, urgh!”

      I stabbed the person in the head who had just come into the stairway, killing him immediately. Watching his head dissolve was incredibly disgusting as blood burst from all over.

      I quickly yanked my spear out.

       “Attack!” The person he had been talking to dived to the side as Xena sent repeating crossbow bolts through the doorway.

       “Go!” I said, and we moved up the stairs.

      There, the person on the roof was still tied up, and we reached the ladder when the barrel of oil exploded.

      The entire building shook.

      We reached the ground, running south across the open area toward the edge of the lake.

      “Things just went nuclear!” Xena called out.

      “Just run!” I shouted back. We passed some trees and bushes, went over the road, reaching the shore. Xena quickly got out the motorboat, and we hopped on.

      I took the wheel and punched things into overdrive.

       “Hang on tight!” I shouted.

       “S-Class moving on their base. My points went up three times,” Xena said.

       “I got one, so that makes four out of ten killed,” I said.

       “I only got a couple thousand. They clearly weren’t stockpiling,” Xena said.

       “They were drug addicts. Sir Killz, everything clear?” I asked.

       “Yes, coming up the west coast now. Will be at Korovu in the afternoon,” he said.

       “I have a call incoming from the person in the stairway,” Xena said.

       “Might as well take it,” I answered.

       “Maybe. But it just might make them madder,” Xena replied.

       “Your choice, just hang on tight. Going to have to make some sharp turns ahead.”

       Xena took the call while I listened in with one ear.

      “You asshole. You’re dead!” The other person on the call was pissed.

       “Camping out on the secret point pillar, clever. But it left you vulnerable. What S-Class monster showed up, by the way?” Xena asked.

       “I have your name now. You and your little companion are at the top of the kill list now. You messed with the wrong people. Once I find you, I’m going to skin you slowly. That way, you can heal every day and it becomes a living nightmare. After a few days, you’ll be pleading with me to let me take your under—”

      Xena hung up on him, then dialed back into the group call.

       “Pleasant person,” I said.

       “I’m Demon Slayer Xena. Those socks wish they were half as awesome as us,” she said.

       “Absolutely. Pursuit?” I asked.

      I didn’t have time to stand there examining the map since I needed to keep my eye on the narrow coastlines.

       “Two people are moving up the road, but it’s pointless. The rest scattered in other directions,” Xena said.

       “Good. S-Class?” I asked.

       “Not after us, thank goodness,” Xena said. 

      “Agreed.”
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      “The enemy team ahead is taking positions on the road,” I said. We had biked to the north.

      “That was a fast response. Still the two people behind as well,” Xena added.

      “We need to break off the road and head northeast where it curves around and heads off uphill. We’ll also adjust our offsets to make it look as if we’re moving forward. We’ll have to buy new bikes,” I said, thinking through exactly how we would make this happen.

      “Not a problem. Let’s go,” Xena said. We both adjusted our offset, then biked toward the northeast and off the road, crossing open ground before coming to a stream. Thankfully, it was shallow despite being quite wide, and that was when the terrain did become too rough for bikes.

      So, we were forced to leave them behind and move up the hill.

       We reached the road but had bypassed the enemy team of five.

      “Simple,” I said, and we purchased new bikes and set off again.

       “SP is burning up fast,” Xena said. “We’re burning so much.”

      She looked slightly downcast, and a fraction anxious.

       “Then let’s stop and walk. We can drag the enemy team behind us,” I ventured.

       “But isn’t that risky?” Xena turned and asked.

       “I doubt they have another team able to intercept us in time. We just need to get past these mountains and then the land opens up big time into fields. We can easily take a side road to bypass any blockades,” I said.

       “Why would we let them follow us at all though?” Xena asked.

       “We really can’t outpace them and if we run into another team, we need SP in reserve,” I replied. We kept moving north and soon passed the mountains, a straight shot to the coast.

       “Shit! Sorry, they have another ship. I’m being forced to retreat,” Sir Killz said.

       “Are they in pursuit?” I asked.

       “Looks like it. They are angling to force me away from the coast, anyway. There’s also a motorboat. I count ten people,” Sir Killz said.

       “Move away and out into the ocean. Loop far out of sight and then come back in, aiming for Volivoli. And we’ll move up the coast,” I said.

       “That gives the coastal teams a chance to intercept us,” Xena said.

       “How are they this coordinated? I was sure that would have been a decapitation strike,” I said.

       “Hey, guys, there’s an issue,” Sir Killz cut in. “The water is flat here,” he said, and I now realized exactly what he meant.

       “The water is flat,” I echoed in the same tone as Sir Killz, looking at Xena.

       “Head directly away, and spend the night on one of the little islands. We’ll lose our pursuers and rendezvous on the west coast. I was thinking Natawa would be a good option,” I suggested.

       “Wait—we’re overthinking things. We have the motorboat, so escape to the west and then to the islands in the northeast. We’ll take the boat and have to burn fuel to reach you,” Xena said.

       “That works. By moving west, you’ll drag the people after you away. Once we reach the ocean, we’ll be safe.” I never thought I would say something like that.

       “Yes, that works,” Sir Killz said. “Just as you say. It’s a good plan.”

      Xena and I picked up our paces again, burning through SP.

       “Should we try and lose them with the ghillie suits?” she queried.

       “They will catch up quickly, plus this area is open. I’m sure they can see us even now. We can’t put enough distance between us from the point at which we disappear,” I said.

       “An ambush?” she queried.

       “Maybe, but it will give them time to get ahead of us. We just need to reach the coast,” I replied. The enemy team was managing to keep up with us—and  now, they had also purchased bikes and we were unable to gain on them.

       “An increase in SP regen would be a huge help right about now,” I lamented.

       “Next time. It’s something we should invest in,” Xena responded. I saw some trees either side of the road and smiled; a most evil idea had just come into my head.

       “See those trees… Can you buy some wire?” I asked Xena.

       “Ah, got it.” It took half a minute to stop, buy the wire, and tie it from tree to tree just off the ground before we took off again at speed. “I didn’t spot them,” Xena said.

       “That turn in the road and the clumps of trees are enough to at least make things difficult for them. If they were looking at their maps at the time, they’ll have seen us stop there, but hopefully they weren’t checking during that moment and still just think they are gaining on us.”

      There was a bit of back and forth in the distance between them and us when one side went slower to recover SP.

       “They’ll hit it in about three minutes,” Xena said, her eyes wide as though envisaging what would happen to them then.

      We kept on pedaling.

      “They all stopped. You get any points?” Xena asked.

       “No. Shame,” I said. Our lead gained, but the enemy team was soon in pursuit.

      Instead of going slower, at our next break, we stopped for a while to recover SP and then took off again without leaving a trap. They slowed down massively where we’d stopped, increasing our lead even further. Eventually, we reached a river awfully close to the coast, where the road passed right next to the water. Here, Xena got out the Best of All Times. We hopped in and took off down the river and soon reached the ocean while the enemy team was left far behind.

       Sir Killz had circled around, and we all boarded the Enterprise.

      “We did it,” I said aloud, having a hard time believing everything had worked out so well.

       “Head for Vanua Levu, full speed. We can rest in a safehouse there,” Xena instructed.

       “Let’s see those map pieces,” Sir Killz said. After some sorting and counting the amount, we found we had ended up with a total of 710, meaning we’d gained 289 from our raid.

      We quickly sorted out the pieces with lines.

      Sir Killz had gotten comfortable letting the ship just drive straight on its own.

       “That’s obvious, it’s where we’re heading,” Sir Killz said.

       “That means there’s a point on the northwestern islands, somewhere around the village of Teci.” I quickly worked out things on the large paper map.

       “Turn around?” Sir Killz asked.

       “No, we can head there tomorrow. I want to rest,” Xena said.

       “Agreed,” I added. I got to studying the remaining pieces and the large paper map. “If we connect the new spot and Cicia Island, comparing it to the point we found on Galoa Island, there’s most likely a point above. Where the two lines intersect would probably be where the treasure is located. Well, I hope so anyway.”

       “Here. Look at these two islands. Yacata and Kaibu. They match up with the piece we have,” Sir Killz added. We all compared them and confirmed they matched up.

      I immediately got to work projecting out the center of the circle.

       “The fourth location on Rabi Island, on the east side of Vanua Levu. That means if we link up all four, there’s an intersection somewhere near Koro Island.”

      I pointed at the island on the map.

       “That’s a lot of options,” Xena said.

       “The question is, what are the steps we should take next?” Sir Killz said.

       “Do we even need the map pieces anymore?” Xena asked.

       “Maybe. We still need to buy the upgrade to combine them though,” I said.

       “Alright. I’ll go for that since I’m closest for points. We should probably head back and do the one on the northwestern islands. I can get enough points and acquire the upgrade, and we can ditch the pieces after that, so won’t be tracked,” Xena said.

       After that, we settled down while I looked over the paper map for any clues. We reached Vanua Levu and a safehouse, finding there was no other team in our range, which was nice. We then each spent 60 points on a nice meal and a drink.

       “I can’t believe steak is this amazing,” I said and let out a contented sigh.

       “What? You haven’t had steak before?” Xena asked.

       “No, obviously!” I said, sharing a look with Sir Killz.

      He jumped in adding, “Because we worked on spaceships. It was all nutrient gel.”

       “What did you eat growing up?” I asked.

       “Agri-corp crops for the most part. Bread, pastas, vegetables, and fruit. Very rarely meat since it was so expensive, but it was always a treat,” Xena said.

       “Ah, ground food,” Sir Killz said. I nodded.

       “What, you never had any of that?” Xena asked.

       “If you’re a sock to pay for the transport fees… But that’s how the corporations get hold of all their wage slaves, by hooking them on foodstuffs. Don’t even need crys-vials,” I explained, and Xena looked at Sir Killz.

       “It’s true. They are just offering people choice. But then you’ve got to consider the transport fees, eco fees, loss reduction taxes, and everything else. What you were eating was probably a tenth of the cost and twice as good as what we would have gotten. Better just to stick to the nutrient paste, I reckon,” Sir Killz said.

       “Ah, this stuff is too good.”

      I wasn’t really hearing Sir Killz anymore at this point, just unable to help relishing every bite, savoring another mouthful of steak. It made my salivary glands water and my tastebuds dance.

       “But a body can’t survive on just nutrient paste, can it?” Xena asked, her brow knitting.

       “There are mandatory vitamin pills that balance things out. And some crazy people even get mods,” I said.

       “Another trap,” Sir Killz said.

       “Of course, they even say it’s a trap.” I shook my head and rolled my eyes.

       “Mods, how are they a trap?” Xena asked. It was weird having to explain things everyone in my circle already knew.

       “Say you get a new arm. High strength, nerve integration, a common model, and maybe something newer. At first, you will be able to work more, but in ten years’ time, the model will go obsolete and finding or making parts will come at a premium cost,” I explained.

       “There goes all the invested money. But then the kicker is they have to strip out the old parts, and that’s a lot harder than putting new stuff in. Integration resistance,” Sir Killz added.

       “Costs triple, and now you’re losing money,” I explained.

       “At least being explodenated is quicker, if messier,” Sir Killz said.

       “Being gazed would also be kinder. Not by much, but still way better to end it,” I added.

       “Why would you compare mods to being killed?” Xena asked. Sir Killz and I just looked at each other and then back at her.

       “Um… You really don’t know?” Sir Killz asked.

       “I wouldn’t ask if I did,” she said. “Would I?”

       “Well… The thing is…”

      Sir Killz trailed off, still appearing a little taken aback to even be asked.

      I spoke up instead; it was only fair to explain it properly to Xena.

       “The mods deteriorate,” I ventured. “Often, they cause sporadic nerve activation signals, in turn leading to what’s known as mod-generated psychosis, or MGP. No one ever talks about it—kind of taboo, if you like, since mods need to be replaced eventually. But what do you do if you don’t have the money for that? Better just to die than suffer the MGP degradation of the mind,” I said with a shake of my head. I then took a long drink of orange juice, covering for the fact even I had run out of things to say anymore. It was odd, a distasteful topic set against the delightful flavor of the tangy orange. The taste was marvelous and I could drink this stuff forever.

      And it covered up a most uncomfortable and awkward silence between us all.

       “The only ones I know who get mods are older people,” Xena said at last, after some thought.

       “Those aren’t rated for work. Sure, you can get a poor mod that lasts fifty years, but what is the point? I mean, you know sooner or later, it’s going to give up on you.”

      Sir Killz rolled his eyes as he said all that. “Like living with a time bomb inside of you.” His voice had softened now and was barely audible, as if mentioning such a terrible topic made it all the more real and might let loose among us the awful degradation of which we all spoke.

      “That’s correct,” I added. “They are just placeholders and quality of life improvements. They aren’t even real mods.”

       “Then there is the risk of losing humanity. That can get nasty,” Sir Killz said, his demeanor expressing real abhorrence.

       “I had to handle a case like that once,” said Xena quietly into the space, as if addressing herself more than us. “The woman lost everything and was sent to process raw ore in a steel mill.”

       “That would do it. Go over the 30% benchmark and you’re finished,” I said.

       “I heard rumors that a prison planet is going to be set up for people like that,” Sir Killz said.

       “Pffft, that’s pointless gossip!” I retorted, unable to hold it back. “Everyone always says a prison planet will be happening and it never does. People have said it for years.”

       “Who knows—they might just stick criminals in here,” Xena said.

      We all chuckled at that. This place was a near paradise, even with the monsters and players out to kill us. The idea of prisoners just sounded quite amusing and soon, my guts ached from laughing.

       “So, the ocean level. Opinions?” I asked after calming myself down.

       “Honestly, I think we should start hunting down other players more. Why just keep hanging on and waiting for the end?” Sir Killz said.

       “The remaining ones aren’t socks. We’re talking around thirty from Fiji and another twenty or so from Vanua Levu. I doubt there are any other groups besides them,” Xena said.

       “Everyone is trying to be careful, so they end up in the top twenty,” I said.

       “That gives us an opening unless some groups come after us,” Sir Killz said.

       “Hard to say. Fiji might, but they might also be trying to secure that point pillar. So stupid.” I shook my head.

       “Why? It’s free points,” Sir Killz observed.

       “Yes but it’s only 100 points a day,” I answered. “We can make more from farming and it’s only for a single person, a trap to lure people in, like you mentioned earlier about the vitamin pills. Still, it will probably be a hot spot at the end of things.”

       “The remaining land will heat up. Kill anything and S-Class monsters will come out every which way,” Xena said.

       “We could set up the boat as a base. Put in on land and wreck it,” Sir Killz said.

       “Maybe deep in the forest and out of sight? But I was thinking of something even more evil,” I responded and gave a grin.

       “What?” Xena asked.

       “Get on with it, Hardcore,” Sir Killz said.

       “The plane. An hour in the air only costs a single point, and we only need 4,800 points to stay aloft the last 200 days,” I said. There was a moment of silence.

       “No way,” Sir Killz said. They both went into the store to look.

       “Well, damn,” Xena muttered.

       “That is broken,” Sir Killz added.

       “I know. Even if the fuel gasket’s outside, something can be rigged up. With three of us, we can take turns flying about, out of reach of everyone,” I said.

       “An S-Class monster would be called down,” Xena commented.

       “That’s the great thing. They would have to catch up because that plane is fast at 100 miles per hour,” I explained.

       “Most S-Classes would struggle. That’s ridiculous,” Xena said.

       “And if I had to guess, the plane can’t be refueled while in flight,” Sir Killz said.

       “Probably, but it was a neat idea,” I said with a grin and got two nods.

       “Soon, we’ll have treasure. Maybe a Tier-5 store?” Xena guessed.

       “I say a gun or gazer,” Sir Killz said wistfully, the way a kid dreams of a candy bar treat.

       “An airship.” I threw in my hunch for good measure.

       “That’d be awesome,” Sir Killz agreed.

       “A pet. A pet dragon,” Xena said, off on a tangent.

      We all smiled. She had a way of lightening every topic at times.

       “If we are talking pets, then I want Mr. Tentacles,” I joked.

       “The most horrible of them all, the Maw Dweller!” Sir Killz exclaimed.

       “That thing would eat you—or you would lose it,” teased Xena now.

       “I still say there is a beautiful girl on the other end of the maw,” Sir Killz said.

       “Anyone with a mouth like that isn’t beautiful. I would say more ravenous.”

      We all chuckled at my joke.

       “Wish there were some kind of music,” Xena said morosely.

       “You can buy a disc player. I think it’s in tools,” I offered with enthusiasm.

       “What? I am such a sock for missing that!”

      She went in and soon had a disc player purchased and on the table next to our finished meal.

       “The Star to the Right.”

      She paid more points to get a disc of the song.

       “Really?” Sir Killz asked. It was a classic, if a touch dated.

       “You can buy your own music and play it if you want,” Xena said.

      But I always preferred a nice book myself.

      

      
        
        
        Running away from destiny

        Seeking to be free…

        Solar heat warms the ship,

        Facing the blackness,

        This is our fight

        Sailing the void,

        Over to the right.

      

        

      
        We face the black and find the stars

        Speaking to our souls;

        This night will end one day

        Even if we are dead,

        We come from stars and fire

        Ships sailing the void and night

        Sent out in the darkest hour.

        The path is not for cowards

        Running toward a star,

        Finding our freedom,

        Breeze cools my face

        Facing the light;

        This is our home

        Landing on rock

        Over to the right

      

        

      
        We face the black and find the stars

        Speaking to our souls;

        This night will end one day

        Even if we are dead…

        We come from stars and fire,

        Ships sailing the void and night

        Sent out in the darkest hour,

        The path is not for cowards

        Building a home,

        Protecting our crops,

        Family warms my soul

        Doing what is right.

        This is my dream

        Building a future

        Over to the right.

      

        

      

      

      It was a nice song.

      “Where did that come from?” Sir Killz asked.

      “It was originally meant as a joke on one of the first colony ships that aimed for a star and mis-aimed their ship, ending up at the star one light year to their right. It was a huge issue due to colonization rights and almost started a war,” Xena explained.

       “Before the Sock Riots?” I asked.

       “Yes, so you never heard of it?” she queried.

       “Exactly,” I said.

       “It’s a recent song and I always liked the strong beat,” Xena said.

       “It was good. I prefer some symphony though. What about you, Hardcore? Some even heavier metal than Xena?” Sir Killz said. “Death Metal?”

       “No. I prefer a good book personally. But if there is music, anything with a beat and that gets my blood going,” I said.

       “I should have guessed that,” Sir Killz said.

       “Play that song again. It was relaxing,” I said.

      At least it was more relaxing than listening to Sir Killz droning on right now.
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      “Incoming from the southeast. At least twenty, large group. Retreat to west coast,” I said over the group phone call.

      “Moving now,” Xena said.

      “Aye, aye,” Sir Killz added. We all began retreating, and the nice thing about the northwestern islands was that they were long and skinny, so it was quicker to run across them than to sail around. We reached the far side, and Sir Killz got out the Enterprise. We got aboard and took off.

      “I think they’re after our map pieces,” Xena said.

      “I agree. You have enough points?” I asked.

      “Yes. Buying the combination upgrade. It can be activated at any time and will consume all the pieces in my possession,” she said.

      “Then the pieces go back into the active area for others to find them. So, you can hoard them to gain an advantage and risk tracking, or save them all,” I said.

      “This is basically what we were planning anyways,” Xena added.

      “Agreed,” I said.

      “Go for it,” Sir Killz said. Xena pulled out all the map pieces and activated the combination upgrade. She did this twice more, and soon all the map pieces were gone.

      She pulled up the map on her display.

      “That makes things easy to find future pillars,” I muttered. The curved, angled portions were clearly visible and there was no center point shown, but it was easy enough to work things out based on the location of the partially curved circles.

      “Check the tracker,” I said.

      “We are losing heat rapidly and everywhere else is heating up. We’re in the clear,” Xena replied, her voice animated.

      “Perfect. Now we just need to deal with our guests,” I said.

      “They seem pretty determined and it will be hard to lose them unless we switch to the motorboat,” Sir Killz said.

      “I say we fight. The ship in the lead has the advantage,” I said.

      “Indeed. Swing us toward the southeast. They’ll try and cut in close, so we just need to keep sailing away on the open ocean,” Xena said.

      “Alright, a quarter mile?” Sir Killz asked. “What do you think?”

      “About that,” Xena said.

      “Alright, they are going to get close when they angle toward us but should be late on the turn,” Sir Killz said.

      “I was busy while I was hunting monsters and have a surprise,” Xena said, out of the blue.

      “What?” I asked.

      “This.” She pulled out a ballista bolt from her pack. “Enhanced with goo essence. It was a pain and a half. But when this hits, sticky green goo will erupt from the impact and coat the nearby area. It’s also slightly flammable, so follow that up with some oil-coated bolts,” she added.

      “Damn, that is clever. And here was I, just fiddling with my shield all this time!” I exclaimed.

      “Stay sharp, they’re closing their distance,” Sir Killz said. Xena and I went outside and she took up one of the ballistae at the rear of the Enterprise.

      “They aren’t calling us,” I noted.

      “Probably upset at what we did,” she said, and I reviewed my map.

      “Twenty people. They must be aiming for a boarding action or something,” I responded, then shook my head.

      “If they all die, it will be a huge blow to the player count. That’s a third of the remaining people,” Xena said.

      The enemy ship fired a bolt but it sailed right over our heads.

      It impacted the water with a loud splash, sending up some spray. Their ship was trying to rapidly turn to catch us, the most dangerous part.

      Xena fired.

      The goo bolt hit the left side of their ship near the waterline.

      I handed Xena the prepped bolt. I had a jug of oil to the side into which I dipped the bolts’ tips and then handed them over. Xena loaded the bolt, lighting the tip on fire using a disposable lighter.

      The enemy ship fired again.

      The bolt hit the cabin, shattering some of the glass to our left. “Close,” I muttered as the Enterprise rocked slightly.

      “Poor tracking,” Xena replied.

      She fired and the hits created a deafening cacophony.

      The bolt hit their ship, driving in a hole near the waterline, and the goo lit up in flames.

      Her enhanced eyes had improved her aim markedly, and so I handed her another bolt.

      The enemy ship had people panicking, rapidly purchasing buckets to scoop water and put the fire out.

      The person on their front ballista fired again.

      They had managed to hit the Enterprise on its hull, much closer toward Xena and me this time.

      Xena fired again.

      This bolt barely missed their front ballista, impacting the front of the cabin and I heard screams as people were injured. The boat turned slightly before correcting its course.

      That was when Xena used her eye power.

      They had purchased a jug of oil now too, evidently preparing to copy what we were doing.

      Xena’s attack struck that jar of oil, and her eye beam attack acted as a physical onslaught.

      The jar of oil didn’t explode, however, but burst all over their deck.

      Everyone on their ship panicked, chaos ensuing.

      The person on their ballista was impressive in ignoring the chaos. I raised my shield in front of Xena and myself.

      Thankfully, the bolt hit the hull again, awfully close to where it had been hit before.

      Xena fired another lit-up bolt.

      It hit their front deck and ripped off a man’s foot through which it seared. The front of their deck went up in flames, and now, their ship was burning fiercely from the goo and the addition of their own oil.

      “Sir Killz, spin us around and present our left side. Hardcore, front ballista,” Xena said.

      We were going for the kill, so I followed her with the jar of oil to our ship’s front as it turned toward the enemy ship.

      They fired, but their shot went slightly to the side, impacting the water.

      Xena fired the loaded bolt right away.

      It impacted the chest of a male player and exploded his entire torso across the front of their ship; both halves of his body seemed to be moving about as I handed Xena the next bolt.

      The enemy ship fired.

      The glass at the front of our ship was shattered.

      “Take us farther to the right. Hardcore other ballista,” Xena called out after I handed her another bolt. I quickly moved to the back of the ship and readied the ballista.

      Xena fired again, damaging their ship’s side.

      I fired but this time, it was entirely luck.

      My shot took out the corresponding person manning one of their ship’s rear ballistae, blowing his body apart. His hands and arms were still grabbing onto the ballista and there were more screams.

      The person on the front fired again.

      We took another shot near the waterline.

      “We are losing speed. Too many hits!” Sir Killz called out. That was bad.

      “Just keep going!” Xena called back, and she fired.

      She took their ship near their waterline as well.

      I fired again, taking out a man trying to put out the fire on the side of their ship, ripping off his whole right side.

      I loaded the next bolt but saw the half-body stumble about while he screamed and toppled overboard.

      “We are dropping to half speed!” Sir Killz cried out in alarm again.

      Xena delivered a shot to their ship, right down at the waterline.

      I fired again.

      My shot went fractionally wide but grazed the person manning their front ballista.

      He stumbled off to one side and stepped in the oil fire before jerking back.

      It was his bad luck that their ship hit a wave right at that moment and dipped, sending him spinning off and around, ending up hanging off the ballista at the front of the ship.

      “Nice shot!” Xena said. Yep, all skill. Nothing else to see here!

      Xena fired again and took their ship in the hull in the same spot she had already shot, and the entire vessel now began listing heavily toward the left.

      I fired, hitting their hull as well.

      “Get us out of here,” Xena said at last.

      “Aye, aye. Nice shooting,” Sir Killz said.

      Xena clearly decided she wasn’t quite done yet despite her words, promptly delivering yet another crippling blow, and now leaving their left deck almost touching the surface of the roiling water. It not only appeared angry, but also filthy and stirred up from all the melee.

      I fired and struck their cabin in its roof, and there were a lot more screams of pain. Someone managed to fire a single shot from a repeating crossbow but didn’t have the range, sending a pathetic shot straight down into the water. Meanwhile, the shooter on their front ballista managed to recover but also accidentally fired off into the ocean. They seemed panicked and fractious, eager to fire anything, and any which way, with abysmal results.

      But we were mostly calm and composed, sensing and smelling our sweet victory already.

      Xena and I both fired another final shot for good measure now, delivering the ultimate death knell to their godforsaken boat. Vile water was flooding up onto their deck, ebbing and flowing, and each time it receded, its next wave only brought it back all the stronger. Progressively, the sea came and swallowed more and more of the deck. By now, in fact, most of their ship was wrecked and on fire, a blaze of orange flames chasing a spiral of thick black smoke toward the heavens.

      Their front person no longer even managed to have a shot targeted on us, and the rear ballista had a hard time getting enough angle to aim our way with how badly their ship was now tilting.

       I returned to the cabin with Xena, gazing at the Captain’s chair that had shards of glass and the remains of a bolt deeply embedded in its wooden sides and frayed fabric.

      “That is annoying,” I muttered.

      “We should switch to the motorboat and put some distance between us quickly,” Xena said.

      “Agreed,” I said back to her.

      “Alright, cutting engine. Let’s go,” Sir Killz said.

      We went outside and got the motorboat in the water. The group on the other ship was doing just the same thing again, but they had two motorboats where we possessed just the one.

      We had to wait to recover the Enterprise, meaning that we were still aggressively being pursued even though we were first in the water.

      “They left at least two people behind,” Xena said.

      “The hate is real,” I said.

      “So now what?” Sir Killz asked.

      He stared at me in particular, as if he thought the answer might be written on my brow. Awkward. A long moment of silence ensued in which only the sound of the motorboat was present, a relentless loud hum sending a vibratory buzz beneath our feet and hands that clung to the rails.

      “Let me get my bow ready. Reduce speed to close the distance until I say,” Xena said.

      “Got it,” Sir Killz said, seemingly relieved to have heard a decision of some sort.

      He got us the right distance and then sped up to maximum to match the other motorboats. Xena took aim. The arrow curved through the air, hitting the front of one boat, digging into the hull.

       She fired again, and both boats turned slightly to the side, causing her to miss.

      “I’m going to rest to get my SP back up. Arrows are pointless,” she said.

      The chase continued, and I had to pay for more fuel as Xena rested.

       “Alright. I am going to target the driver,” Xena said.

       “Go for it,” I answered.

       “You got this!” Sir Killz shouted. Xena carefully looked at where she wanted to aim and then made a hand sign with her left hand.

       “Fire,” I heard her whisper.

      The energy beam continued for four seconds, striking the left motorboat’s driver in the right arm and then his head. He jerked the steering wheel to their left. Since both boats had to follow us in a straight line or fall behind, they were close.

      The one boat sideswiped the other. A person made a grab for the wheel to regain control and twisted hard the other way. The entire boat went sideways and then flipped.

      People were thrown into the ocean as the boat hit the water upside down. They were all dead.

      The boat that was clipped regained control. “Cut speed!” Xena called out.

      I readied a repeating crossbow while the other boat quickly caught up to us, but they were still in a state of slight shock at what had happened. “Die!” I shouted, unleashing a barrage of bolts, all of which successfully contacted the front of their motorboat, one even cracking the windshield.

      Xena wasn’t done even now and fired an explosive arrow, and BOOM—it slammed into the front of their motorboat. They instantly lost speed, sputtering, and now their boat was on fire too.

      She fired again, spending another 1,000 points remorselessly and determined.

      The front of their motorboat appeared thoroughly wrecked, and they were gradually sinking.

      “Go, leave them,” Xena said, and Sir Killz took off.

      Unfortunately, a rowboat was only a single point. It was bad news for them as S-Class monsters would be in the area, possibly two with all these deaths. I watched as people scattered in the orange death boats, and their danger circles disappeared one by one.

       “That is annoying. Six survived,” I complained as we went out of range on the map.

       “You want to hear something even worse? I didn’t pick up any points,” Xena complained.

       “You destroyed a ship and a motorboat,” I said.

       “Not direct enough apparently. How much did you get?” she asked me.

       “About 5,000,” I said.

       “Next dinner is your treat then,” she said, smiling widely.

       “Agreed,” Sir Killz jumped in.

       “Agreed,” I finished with a smile of my own.

       “That was a bit risky, but worth it,” Xena ventured.

       “Some of those bolts were awfully close,” I mentioned.

       “They wanted to cripple us and most likely board us, using advantage in numbers. Also, aiming for a person on a moving ship is difficult,” she said. That was absolutely true. That was why she never aimed for the person on their ballista on the front of their ship. Each missed aim would weaken us if they kept landing shots.

       “I hate to brag. But did you see my shooting?” I inquired.

       “Want a shooting competition or something?” Xena asked, flippantly.

       “No, no. Just saying I landed some shots,” I retorted.

       “Hmm. They were good shots. Were you aiming for the people?” she asked.

       “No! I mean, of course. The cabin at least,” I said.

       “Your dumb luck gave us a huge advantage,” Xena said.

       “Not dumb luck. A convergence of skill and ability,” I said.

       “Alright, whenever you’re ready for a shooting contest, let me know,” Xena said.

       “No problem. So, we have two beacons A2 and B1. Do we head toward Koro Island where there is an intersection or find the other beacons first?” I asked.

       “Beacons,” Xena said.

       “Treasure,” Sir Killz said at the same time.

       “We need the beacons to activate to find the treasure,” Xena countered.

       “The beacons might just reveal the location to a number of groups. We have a lot of time. It is doubtful that any group will get enough map pieces in the next 100 days. Better check out Koro Island first.” Sir Killz countered.

       “The only issue is that Koro Island is large, and the intersection of the beacons isn’t clear. I only have one side of each line. The variance is huge,” I said.

       “A compromise. We find the beacons but leave the one on Cicia Island off. It is probably the most unlikely to be found. Also, we can see what happens when two linked beacons are turned on with the other one,” Xena said.

       “That works,” I replied.

       “Alright. Rabi Island first, so that means we are spending the night on Vanua Levu—” Sir Killz said.

       “And we can go after the groups on that island,” I interjected.

       “Not worth it. I am tempted to hide out for the remainder of the time. Just max out our stats and come into the final portion ready to go,” Xena said.

       “We should max out the Tier-2 caps. That would be 1,500 points for HP and 30,000 for SP. Then we should increase the regen. Say, two purchases for HP and SP, and that’s another 40,000 points. Then another two purchases for aura, strength, and perception, for another 60,000 points. So about 132,000 points,” I said.

       “It would be good to prepare like that. SP is more important than ever with special abilities,” Xena said.

       “I’m about to do something… I’m going to purchase the Tier-4 scoreboard,” I said.

       “Really, you’re going to spend 10,000 points on that?” Xena asked.

       “Yes. I want to know how many people are left,” I said.

       “Hmm, that is a good reason,” Xena said.

       “Do it,” Sir Killz said, clearly impatient.

      I made the purchase, pulling the new upgrade up on my display.

       “It can sort by total points or kills. Let’s do points first.” I pulled up the list. “Congratulations, Xena. You’re in the number one spot.”

       “Oh, that is nice,” she said.

       “I’m in third. A person named Hal Grothar is in second, and our Sir Killz is ninth. There are a total of thirty-seven on the list but it doesn’t list point quantities,” I added.

       “I’ve earned about 98,000,” Xena said.

       “90,000 for me,” I added.

       “78,000,” Sir Killz said, and all this intel was giving us an idea of where people stood on the rankings compared to ourselves.

       “Not that much spread in the top portion,” I commented.

       “People who are weak in mind will have died off. Those left will be focused on going as far as possible. Now the kills,” Xena said.

       “Your boy Eric’s in the number one spot, and I’ve killed thirty-one people I think.” It was hard to remember, with how long it had been since the start. It was Day 357 now. At least my bracer tracked the day and time. “Xena comes in at fifth,” I said.

       “Only twenty-three kills, I think,” she said.

       “Then Sir Killz comes in at fifteenth.”

       “I honestly can’t remember what my kill count is. I figured I’d lost out to you,” Sir Killz said.

       “The number on this ranking is also thirty-seven,” I said.

       “That means seventeen more need to die for us to reach the top twenty,” Xena said.

       “I’m tempted to say let’s kill the enemy groups on Vanua Levu,” Sir Killz said.

       “Hmm, that doesn’t sound so bad. But I’d rather push ahead and farm up for safety. There’s no need to risk things and hunting people down will be tiresome,” Xena added.

       “The only way we could find them is if they have map pieces—or by searching the entire map,” I said.

       “Better to improve ourselves and then stake out a position on Fiji near the end. We can buy some books and live in comfort there for quite a while,” Xena said.

       “Still, we are so close,” I mused.

       “I want the treasure first,” Sir Killz mentioned.

       “Hmm, that works. Come on, gazer,” I said.

       “Where is Unity on the list?” Xena asked.

       “Unity is eighth in terms of points, fourth in terms of kills,” I answered.

       “Fourth! That is higher than me. Impressive,” Xena said.

       “Only because all your ship and boat kills didn’t count. The system broke. Hacks,” I said.

       “It is what it is. Still, she isn’t simple and will be carrying a grudge. I suspect several others will be after us,” Xena said.

       “True but let them come. One by one preferably, without any traps,” I added.
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      “This is the spot.”

      I prodded at the map and the spot in the ocean just off Koro Island’s southeast coast.

       “You sure?” Xena asked.

       “Yes. Right next to the town of Nakodu and the landing strip there. Definitely in the water,” I said.  “Right there.” I pointed again with my index finger, then lightly tapped the map surface.

       “That is interesting,” Xena said.

       “Could it be another location?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Maybe, but I couldn’t tell you. You only need three points to determine a circle and we have four pillars. Now, the pillars come in pairs—or the lines on the map link said pairs and that is where they intersect,” I said.

       “You sure your calculations aren’t off?” Sir Killz asked.

       “I would be offended by that assertion but I triple-checked my work. Since we have all four pillars’ exact locations, this alignment is accurate to the footprint of a large building. There’s no chance that the point is on the island where the lines connecting the pillars intersect,” I explained.

       “It is a central island and a fairly equal distance from both major islands. The general location makes sense, but the ocean…” Xena said, obviously thinking it all through.

       “There could be a treasure under the water,” I said, and there was a long silence at that statement. No one would volunteer to go into the ocean. That was only asking for death.

       “Activating the pillars must do something,” Xena said.

       “The problem is it may alert other people if all the pillars are activated,” Sir Killz said.

       “Yes but I say we do it. There’s no other choice. If other teams find out, they will just kill each other off, which would be a win for us in itself,” I said.

       “I agree with that. We’re at a dead end and I’m not volunteering to go in the ocean. Not even if there were to be a gazer weapon on an airship with dragon pets for everyone,” Xena said.

       “Alright, let’s do it.”

      We left the small town where we had spent the night on Cicia Island and made our way to the last pillar. Xena had the honor of activating it since she had the upgrade that combined her map pieces. All our phones went off suddenly, and we all picked up.

      

      The lair of the Sea King has been opened. Those who dare to tread its depths will find treasure and rewards. Those faint of heart will die and forever be lost beneath the waves. 

      

      That was it.

       “The map,” Sir Killz said. There was a large danger circle around Koro Island, centered over the part in the ocean that I’d identified.

       “That sucks,” I complained.

       “That is it. Really. All that stupid work and it unlocks for everyone. For everyone!” Xena then poked the pillar and turned it off in a fit of rage.

       “The danger circle is gone,” Sir Killz said. Xena poked the pillar and turned it back on. All our phones rang again with the same message. She turned the pillar back off.

       “Interesting,” I said.

       “He who controls the pillars controls the entrance. You go inside the lair, pillar is turned off, and you’re trapped,” Sir Killz said.

       “Maybe. Well, time to get going,” Xena said.

       “It’s going to be a party,” I said.

       “A murder party,” Sir Killz added. We got on the Enterprise and headed toward Koro Island on a ten-hour trip, meaning we were getting there late in the afternoon.

       “We all geared up?” I asked.

       “Yes,” Xena said.

       “All good.” Sir Killz added.

       “All clear on the map. Wait. Three danger circles to the north. Now there are five in Nakodu,” I said.

       “Go in hot?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Probably, see anything?” Xena asked.

       “Don’t see either of the teams or ships,” I said, looking through the telescope display. I focused on the dungeon’s location and noted a stone pillar just below the water’s surface. “Don’t head closer or it will give it away,” I said.

       “No phone calls,” Xena said.

       “The other teams on the shore of the island can see us,” I said.

       “We have fast incoming,” Xena said.

       “A plane.” I spun the telescope around. “A plane from the direction of Vanua Levu,” I said.

       “Hard to tell but looks like four danger circles,” Xena guessed.

       “Almost half the people are here,” Sir Killz muttered.

       “Assault the landing strip?” I asked.

       “We won’t make it in time and we’ll be exposed. Sir Killz, drive us around and eventually take us past that stone pillar in the water,” Xena said.

       “Aye, aye,” Sir Killz said.

       “Incoming call. Taking it,” Xena said. “Hello.”

       “This is Ralph Danger. Who do I have the pleasure of speaking with?” he inquired. I checked the scoreboard.

       “Thirteen, twenty,” I said, putting him in the lower middle of the remaining people.

       “This is Xena. What do you want?” she demanded to know.

       “An alliance. You clearly have complete domination on the ocean with that ship. I have four others in my team and we currently control Nakodu,” he said.

       “With another team to the north and a plane landing, that won’t last long. I think a blockade sounds like a better option,” Xena said.

       “It’s getting late. Do you really plan to stay out there?” Ralph Danger asked.

       “No, but we can easily reach another town before you do. Looking at your kill count, you rank quite low. To survive this long, you have probably had other people do the deed instead of yourself,” Xena said.

       “You are the team who shattered Fiji. I have heard people talking about you.” Ralph Danger said.

       “About how I am the most amazing player,” Xena said.

       “More like that you and your team are a bunch of raging socks who deserve to be put down.” Ralph Danger said.

       “Ouch, that hurt. Burned me right in my soul. When you have something to offer, I might consider an alliance,” Xena said.

       “How about the location of the lair?” Ralph Danger said.

       “I figured it was somewhere in the area. Have you narrowed it down?” Xena asked.

       “Yes, but you would know since you opened it right?” Ralph Danger asked.

       “Naughty, naughty. Trying to squeeze little old me for information. I can confirm that the lair is in Nakodu, but you already knew that.”

       “The large danger circle pointed here or close enough. That is why we should team up. Fifty-fifty split even though we have a larger team.” Ralph Danger said.

       “I think I’ll pass for now. Have fun playing with everyone else.” Xena then hung up the call.

       “There is a doorway under the water. My guess is that the entire thing raises up out of the water if the beacons are activated,” I said.

       “How this is perfect,” Xena said.

       “How so?” Sir Killz asked.

       “We are the only team that knows the location of all four pillars. We can constantly turn the lair on and off. That will drag teams to the location,” Xena said.

       “That is evil. We are only at Day 360, so we can spam it for years until people get tired of the phone calls and ignore the entire thing,” I said.

       “Exactly,” Xena said.

       “The danger circle remains on the map if the lair is open though,” Sir Killz said.

       “That will drag people here. We have to spend the night here, but then we head toward Rabi Island. It’s only about five hours away. Hold up,” Xena said and checked her bracer. “Someone just put a homing lock on me,” Xena said.

       “Isn’t that a 10,000 point upgrade?” I asked.

       “Yes it is,” Xena said.

       “The counter only costs 25,000 points if I am remembering right,” I said.

       “Only costs,” Xena muttered. “That stings.”

       “At a five to two ratio? That is fairly cost effective,” I said.

       “Don’t underestimate the craziness of people with a grudge.” Sir Killz added.

       “Well, we need to get rid of it before we go to any pillars,” I said.

       “This is annoying,” Xena said. “Why target me?”

       “Everyone thinks you’re in charge.” Sir Killz replied.

       “Aagh.” She let out a loud groan of frustration. “What a waste of points.”

       “A victim of our own success,” I said.

       “Another call coming in. Looks like everyone is talking to everyone. Hello.” Xena picked up.

       “Hello. This is Blood Thorn.” Another over the top name. “We are interested in discussing a collaboration for mutual benefit. We came in on the plane. Who do I have the pleasure of speaking with?” I grinned as I realized something. I let Xena know he was sixth and eighth for kills and points respectively.

       “This is Xena. A bit of a surprise since you were one of the last teams to arrive,” Xena said.

       “We were exploring some of the outer islands. Took a while to get to an airfield,” he said.

       “So, no ship. You went with a plane and a motorboat. Now you’re under pressure from all the other groups. Let me guess Ralph Danger?” Xena asked.

       “Their team is controlling the town of Nakodu. We are hemmed in and require cover to escape to the ocean.” Blood Thorn said.

       “The team of three to the north, they are with Ralph Danger?” Xena asked.

       “It appears to be the case. At least they are matching movements to block the north and south. The plane isn’t simple to take off and they could attempt an intercept. That means our only option is the coast. Where your team currently is.” Blood Thorn said.

       Xena looked at me, and I nodded. Sit Killz gave a thumbs-up as well. “Alright, my driver is moving into position near the coast of the airport. Hopefully, that will force the other two teams to back off,” Xena said.

       “Thank you. What town are you taking over since we don’t want to overlap,” he asked.

       “The one just south of Nakodu, but we are only staying a single night. After that we are leaving. Just one question in turn for helping you,” Xena said.

       “Alright, ask,” he said.

       “Can you refuel the plane mid-air?” Xena asked.

       “Nope. I had thought of that myself. The fuel cap is on the outside and locks while the plane is on. Try to refuel mid-flight and no more plane.” Blood Thorn said.

       “We will provide cover, feel free to let the other teams know,” Xena said.

       “I see. Alright, I see your ship is moving now. We are going.” The call hung up.

       “He was a pleasant person. Ambush?” Sir Killz asked.

       “No, we have enough enemies and their team only has four people,” Xena said.

       “They also have a plane. That is a lot of points,” I said.

       “We have no easy way of recovering it,” Xena added.

       “Fair enough. Can’t refuel, mid-air. Makes me think of somehow juggling planes or turning it off in the air and gliding,” I said.

       “You think the planes actually work like that?” Xena asked.

       “Of course not. Probably a weight modifier. When the plane is on the weight is reduced or the downward pull. Downward pull now that I am really thinking about it. You cut the engine the plane probably plummets like a rock,” I said.

       “That is weird to think there is no air,” Sir Killz said.

       “Everything in the underlying mechanics of how the world works is simplified. This also means if someone built or purchased a glider and jumped off a large building, they would just go splat,” I said.

       “Hold up, there they are,” Xena said. We all looked at the people in the motorboat, watched them all leave and followed them to the south while keeping a polite distance. Blood Thorn called Xena to thank her, and they quickly sped away from our ship to reach a safehouse before dark.

       “What about the parachutes?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Adjusted the downward pull; they didn’t actually catch any air,” I said.

       “That is weird,” he muttered.

       “I figured something out by the way,” I said with a grin.

       “What?” Xena asked.

       “The homing lock, it works by visual observation,” I said.

       “I see. Everyone’s been calling the Enterprise. Inside the cabin, there’s no way to get a visual,” Xena said.

       “The glass counts as an obstruction. That means whoever tracked you must have seen you before. Eight people by my reckoning,” I said.

       “Unity and her companion and the remnants of Fiji,” Xena said.

       “The person we saw in the stairway died in the attack. They escaped with six, maybe fewer,” I explained.

       “The team of three. That is probably the remains of their group,” Xena said.

       “Or a part of it. Now they want to kill us,” I explained.

       “Turn around?” Sir Killz asked.

       “No, it’s too close to nightfall. We kill a couple of people. Things will become a mess with the monsters,” I said.

       “The group of three to the north,” Xena said.

       “The only group not to call. They gave themselves away. We need to take them out if don’t want to spend the points to get rid of the tracker,” I said.

       “They have to be hurting, spending that many points to track us down. A ship would have been better,” Xena said.

       “Fear. They don’t think they can win and already lost a ship and two motorboats,” I said.

       “The real question is, how do we take them out?” Xena asked, and we were all silent as we thought it over.

       “A direct assault,” Sir Killz said. “We match them three on three and have better equipment and upgrades. I doubt they killed an S-Class. Early tomorrow morning, we get out the motorboat and rush them. Perhaps push out right before dawn.”

       “A predawn raid—what about the monsters?” I asked.

       “We just go past them. As long as there are no S-Class ones, we shouldn’t have too much trouble,” Sir Killz said.

       “That could work. The main issue is the other two teams,” I said.

       “I have an idea. Going to place a call,” Xena said.

       “Hello, Blood Thorn,” Xena said.

       “Xena, that was unexpectedly quick to call me back,” Blood Thorn said.

       “We want to discuss a joint operation. I can trust you to keep this to yourself even if you don’t agree?” Xena asked.

       “I can agree to that,” Blood Thorn said.

       “We are planning an attack on the northern group of three, predawn. We just want you to move north to put pressure on Ralph Danger’s group. If you want to fight, that is up to you,” Xena said.

       “What brought this on? You don’t seem like a person itching for a fight,” Blood Thorn said.

       “We had issues with that group in the past and plan to end it. Also, there are only so many people left. Each person gone is another step closer to the top. If we win, fewer people to bother you about the airport. We lose fewer in general,” Xena said.

       “And you want me to put my finger on the scale for your side just slightly. Give me a moment. I need to discuss things with my teammates and then we’ll call you back,” he said.

       “Very well,” Xena replied. The call hung up. “That went well.”

       “If we leave, they are outnumbered eight to four. Sure, they can escape by motorboat, but they clearly prefer their plane. Also, it would be annoying to be forced to flee,” I said.

       “The best part is that very little trust is involved,” Sir Killz said.

       “He is calling back. Hello, Blood Thorn,” Xena said, picking up the call.

       “Xena. My team and I have agreed to move north. What time are you planning the attack?” he asked.

       “Predawn. That is why at dawn, we’ll need you to move,” Xena said.

       “Daring. I like it. If we engage Ralph Danger’s team, will you support?” he asked.

       “There’s a lot of risk in such a move. For one thing, we can’t tell our teams apart. Even then, I want to avoid accidents,” Xena said.

       “There are eight people and most likely only fifty left in total. Taking them out will be big.” Blood Thorn said. Xena looked at me, and I shrugged. I felt helping them to kill that second team was useful, but also a colossal risk just as Xena had said. Sir Killz turned around and shrugged, appearing unsure.

       “We need to work out some details first. Everyone will wear a red armband or piece of cloth on each arm,” Xena suggested.

       “A good idea,” Blood Thorn said approvingly.

       “Spoils go to the person who kills the enemy,” Xena added.

       “Another good idea.”

       “The last is that you and I can go into a call after we finish up the north team,” Xena said.

       “All acceptable. As for the lair, another team pointed at yours,” Blood Thorn said.

       “Let’s see how well we can work together on a joint operation first. Then we can trade information and other things. The last thing is that we have a truce for tomorrow and the day after. Even if we part ways, no fighting,” Xena said. Blood Thorn remained quiet for a while.

       “My team and I can agree to that. It would be nice to chat with another team,” he said.

       “Alright. Have a nice night,” Xena said.

       “See you tomorrow,” Blood Thorn said. After that, we reached the safehouse and settled in for the night. Even in the safehouse, we posted a watch just in case any team attempted anything.

       The next morning, we were up early. “How is the monster movement?” Xena asked me.

       “S-Class out in the ocean, but there’s a fair bit of distance. Other than that, things appear to be a little hectic. No one killed any monsters and no people have died yet,” I said.

       “So, the danger level hasn’t exploded,” Xena said.

       “Exactly,” I replied, smiling at her.

       “Max speed in the motorboat will take us about five minutes to reach their town,” Sir Killz said.

       “Go?” Xena asked.

       “Ready. You?” I asked Sir Killz.

       “All set,” he said. We left the house and rushed to the shore. Sir Killz already had the motorboat bottle in his hands, ready to go. He released it, and we quickly hopped in and took off at maximum speed. Sir Killz even punched the overdrive.

       “No movement,” I said while checking the danger circle of the enemy team.

       “Calling Blood Thorn,” Xena said. “Good morning.”

       “Good morning, Xena. I see you’re moving. We’ll also pull away in a few minutes. Good luck,” Blood Thorn said. Xena then hung up.

       “Bastard wants to wait until we engage,” Sir Killz said.

       “It’s the smart play. We just want them moving. He won’t risk a three-way fight when he knows we are alert,” Xena expressed.

       “Their team’s moving about. Other teams are quiet,” I observed, noticing all their danger circles shifting slightly.

       “Above, keep it steady,” Xena said, and I looked up.

      A flying A-Class monster was after us, a large bird with tentacle feet. Why did everything around here have to have tentacles?

      She fired an eye beam, hitting the monster from left to right, impacting both wings and its chest. It let out a scream and plummeted toward the ocean.

       “Clear,” Xena said.

       “No movement,” I said.

       “Hang on, this will be an aggressive landing,” Sir Killz warned. We were going parallel to the shore for the most part as the land flew past; the village was coming up soon, and Sir Killz angled the boat inland slightly. “Brace!” he called out. The motorboat clattered up onto the beach.

       That would take off some HP, but luckily, we came to a quick stop there and it had saved us at least thirty seconds compared to slowing down and getting off normally.

      We all hopped off, and Sir Killz quickly returned the motorboat, happy it had done its job. It had proved really good for speed both in terms of deployment and movement.

       We then rushed for the safehouse and I perused my map one last time.

      “Ralph Danger’s team is moving. Targets moving!” I said, seeing their danger circles move.

       “Keep plan one,” Xena said.

       “Agreed,” I replied. We rushed to the safehouse and all purchased a jug of oil. I poured mine on the door. Sir Killz poured his in a semi-circle around the entrance where I was standing. Xena did another semi-circle past Sir Killz.

       We then backed off, settled, and waited. Xena had her bow ready with a flare arrow.

      Sir Killz and I were standing to the left and right of the entrance.

      “Just burn it,” I said after it was clear they were not coming out anytime soon.

       “Alright.” Xena put the special arrow away and lit the oil on the ground. I’d left a small oil trail connecting all three portions, so they all went up in a rush of flames. I tossed another jug of oil up toward the roof, seeing how it broke apart and quickly caught fire as well.

       The door soon opened, and the three people rushed out bearing a tower shield. Sir Killz and I unleashed bolts from repeating crossbows from their flanks. With the fire on the ground, and all the smoke and attacks bypassing their defense, they were quickly killed.

       “Got one. Almost no points,” I said annoyed.

       “Two, a couple thousand points,” Sir Killz chimed in. “Maybe I’ll move up a couple places now.”

       “Let’s move,” Xena said.

      We went back to the shore and brought out the Enterprise, making our way back south.

       “Blood Thorn looks as though he is in a standoff with the other team,” I observed.

       “Calling now,” Xena said. She could only call him from the ship but it was weird how anyone who saw the ship got put in the phone directory if they had a phone and had seen the vessel. We had traveled enough that it was pointless to worry about who’d seen the Enterprise.

       “Xena. I see you were victorious,” Blood Thorn said.

       “We were. So, are you just going to stand around chatting with Ralph Danger or attack them?” Xena asked. There was a long moment of silence. “The ship comes with a telescope and it wasn’t that hard to spot both groups in a standoff, but no weapons were raised. Guess we were too fast.”

       “I was carefully considering all my options,” Blood Thorn said.

       “I completely understand. That’s why my group’s leaving. I didn’t think that the tracker would be your team, honestly. You have been putting some work into getting points,” Xena said.

       “You are indeed on top of things. How did you realize in the end?” he asked.

       “The team of three didn’t tag us the moment we arrived. Your plane did. Also, Unity’s showing up on personal phones, but wasn’t in the group of three. Hello, Unity, congratulations for landing on your feet,” Xena said.

       “Hello Xena. Clever as always,” Unity responded.

       “I’m sure you told the two teams there all about the beacons,” Xena said.

       “Nice try to stir up trouble. They know. The real question is where the ones are that we haven’t found yet. Be a good girl and share,” Unity goaded.

       “There’s a beacon on Galoa Island,” Xena replied.

       “You really don’t know when to shut up, do you?” Unity commented, snidely.

       “Ah, but this is so interesting. You were always cagey about the location of the beacons you knew about,” Blood Thorn chimed in. I was loving every second of all the drama Xena was unleashing; it was proving to be more trouble than a Class-S monster.

       “Did she tell you about the pillar or two on Fiji? She said she was part of their group, but never revealed some key bits of information,” Xena said.

       “You sock!” Unity said. There were sounds of a small scuffle.

       “I think I am going to enjoy extracting all the information I can from her. It’s always a pleasure to skin people and watch them scream,” Blood Thorn said in a detached tone.

      I shivered at that.

       “Bloody. So, you and Ralph Danger are allied, I take it?” Xena asked.

       “We came to a mutual understanding and might be able to come with your team as well,” Blood Thorn said.

       “I think we’ll pass. But wasting all those points on tracking me, I should feel special,” Xena said.

       “Unity was quite insistent,” answered Blood Thorn.

       “Which means you will keep her around instead of wasting all those points for that upgrade,” Xena said.

       “Anyone can be brought to heel. They just need to be pricked in the right way. Did you know fried eyeballs are quite a delicacy?” Blood Thorn said.

       “I didn’t. Have fun,” Xena said.

       “We will meet again,” Blood Thorn said.

       “Probably,” Xena replied.

       “The lair… we said we’d talk about it afterwards. I hope you might still be interested,” ventured Blood Thorn.

       “Ah, but you said you would fight the other team. But then you worked out a deal,” Xena argued.

       “Winning requires compromise,” Blood Thorn replied.

       “Perhaps. But I am starting to doubt you. Tracking me, hiding Unity, and allying with another team. That’s three strikes against you,” Xena said.

       “Very well. I look forward to the dance. You seem like a worthy partner.”

      He then hung up the call.

       “That was intense,” Sir Killz said.

       “He is dangerous. Very dangerous,” Xena said.

       “I got it. Trust me. Unity was beat down hard and he’s already starting to skin her in full view,” I said.

       “She was a lying sock and deserves it,” Xena said, and I didn’t dare argue with her when she was that annoyed at a person. Also, Unity was an enemy, so seeing her kept a prisoner and being broken was only a good thing for us.

       “Where to?” Sir Killz asked.

       “South to Maloku. We can farm there for a bit, then swing east through the islands,” Xena said.

       “Agreed.”

       “Aye, aye,” Sir Killz said.
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      “Finally,” Xena murmured, and purchased the counter to the homing tracker for 25,000 points. We had all purchased now. The good thing was that it could be used repeatedly, while the tracker itself was most likely single-use only.

       “That was a waste of points,” I groused.

       “At least we can mess with the pillars again,” Xena said. We had held off on doing anything besides farming for the last 100 days to amass all the necessary points, a very long slog.

       “Oh, someone’s calling. Our old friend Blood Thorn.”

      Xena picked up the ship’s phone. “Hello, Blood Thorn.”

       “Xena. I see you cut off the tracker,” he replied.

       “Yes. How’s Unity doing?” Xena asked.

       “Since you cut off the tracker, she was useless and disposed of like the waste of space she was,” Blood Thorn said. I checked the number of players remaining; it had dropped from thirty-three to thirty-two.

       “A bit ruthless. You couldn’t break her?” Xena asked.

       “Actually, she broke all too easily. Tried to kill herself a number of times. A shame really. She lost her last useful purpose once the tracker was cut off,” Blood Thorn said.

       “Why did you call? I take it this isn’t just to catch up?”

       “I have a total of twelve people, representing more than a third or so of the remaining players. We can easily sweep the top twenty,” Blood Thorn said.

       “I think we’ll both make it to the top twenty. The real question is if your group can hold together after that point. It’s a little large,” Xena replied.

       “They all understand that we are killing everyone beforehand and rankings will be decided on point and kill count. Many didn’t want to invite you, but your team is uniquely qualified,” Blood Thorn said.

       “You are gathering map pieces, but holding off on using them off since the map piece is randomized from the available pool when a lockbox is opened,” Xena said.

       “Sharp as always. See, that’s why I was telling you that Xena and her team are assets.”

      The last part, Blood Thorn was clearly telling someone else. “That makes you the only team with knowledge of the pillars to activate the lair. Think of the possibilities.”

       “I have. I think that you’re in over your head. Once people are in the top twenty, it will be a free-for-all in the large teams as people scramble for the top. I know you talked about rankings, but that seems naïve. That kind of nonsense doesn’t really interest me,” Xena said.

       “Perhaps, perhaps. Still, we have to be able to reach an accommodation,” Blood Thorn said.

       “The thing with the lair is that it is useless. My team gave it a lot of thought and realized that once more than one team knows the locations of the pillars, they can lock another team in or kill them. Even if we team up with you, there is no guarantee that someone else won’t act,” Xena said.

       “You appear to be adamant. Is there nothing I can do to convince you?” Blood Thorn asked.

       “Not really. You also can’t collect a lot of map pieces, otherwise another group can find you. That puts my team at a distinct advantage. You want to know something interesting?” Xena asked.

       “Of course. I always enjoy learning something new,” Blood Thorn said.

       “The map pieces are weighted. I checked a few lockboxes after we worked out the map. They were some of the same pieces we initially found. That means you need somewhere around 500 map pieces before you can get close to unlocking where the pillars are,” Xena explained.

       “I feel the need to share something in return. I have three locations already, and I know the last one is somewhere in the east islands,” Blood Thorn said.

       “But can you protect all four at the same time? Would you really risk going into the lair if one of them could be turned off?” Xena asked.

       “No, that is why I want an alliance, so how about we ignore you until the top fifteen and you don’t interfere?” Blood Thorn made his offer.

       “Only fifteen? It’s tempting, but you must beat us first. While both our teams have probably come out ahead in every battle, our rankings are higher than yours. This means we are more capable. You don’t have the ability to threaten us, especially now that the tracker is gone,” Xena said.

       “You are a frustrating woman. Do you know that? I am almost getting excited by how you’re leading me on,” Blood Thorn said.

       “Well, you just make things so interesting. Twelve people; that really is impressive. You are so big and strong. I just feel the need to hide and wonder when you will find me,” Xena teased.

       “The great battle between our two sides will soon begin. We should name this war ourselves,” Blood Thorn said.

       “The War of Blood and Demons, or the BAD War,” Xena suggested.

      I held back my laughter and kept listening.

       “Why demon?” Blood Thorn asked.

       “I killed an S-Class, that is why I have nothing to fear from you.”

       “I see, the War of Blood and Demons it is. See you around.” Blood Thorn then hung up.

       “Ha, that was great,” Sir Killz said.

       “It just came to me. The acronym was mostly luck,” Xena said.

       “The question is what do we do now? I mean we can’t let the other team get the lair, but it is going to be a drawn-out war with both our sides trying to outthink the other,” I said.

       “We keep it simple and take the most effective actions. Blood Thorn is smart. While it seemed like he was giving away information, he was carefully probing me. The fact that he called the moment the tracker went down shows how on top of all the game mechanics he is,” Xena said.

       “So, we won’t be able to gain an advantage easily,” Sir Killz said.

       “It will be hard. Once he has all four locations, that is when things get complicated. If he can split things up, he will set up one or two people for an ambush at one pillar and then move another team to activate any pillar we turn off,” Xena said.

       “We already worked out that the loss of points from doing all that nonsense would hurt long term,” I said.

       “He has the plane,” Sir Killz said.

       “He will know our location when we turn off the pillar and then send the plane to follow us. Do you think he was lying about refueling it?” I asked.

       “No. He believes in his own intelligence and is careful not to lie. It was a minor trade,” Xena said.

       “But why trade it if he was allied with the other team?” I asked.

       “He wasn’t allied at that time. He is setting us up as the main enemy to beat. The survivors of Fiji will have spread word about our attack, putting fear into the other groups. That is why I tossed that S-Class kill we have out there. It was a small favor since he gave us information about Unity,” Xena said.

       “We could have looked that up,” I replied.

       “Us killing an S-Class doesn’t tell him much either. It isn’t as if he is going to go and try and kill an S-Class,” Xena said.

       “He’ll have essence as well though, and that will make any fights incredibly dangerous,” Sir Killz said.

       “This final battle won’t be simple,” Xena replied.

       “I think we take a back seat and focus on points. Ignore all the pillars. Having us act risks leading him to a pillar. I doubt he has found three,” I said.

       “He has accumulated about 300 map pieces,” Xena said.

       “There was a lot of work and brain power that went into working things out. He also must collect the remaining pieces and then control his group. If we are out of the picture, then his entire team might self-destruct,” I said.

       “I wouldn’t want to count on something outside our control,” Xena said.

       “Fair point. But that means we need to confront his team. The only option is to camp out at a pillar and be ready for a counter-assault,” I said.

       “We can do that once he activates them all. Until then, we can work on getting more points. We will easily know when he succeeds. So, let’s focus on points until then,” Sir Killz said.

       “The counter would be to let us sit after that for a long period of time waiting for an ambush while he builds up strength. We turn off a pillar, leave. If they turn it on again, then we set up an ambush,” I said.

       “That works,” Xena said.

       “The plane at night… do you think it would be attacked by monsters?” I asked.

       “Maybe, because there are some fast S-Classes. The Hawk of Light is probably the fastest,” Xena said.

       “If we become a nuisance, he may launch a preemptive attack at night by plane to firebomb our position,” I said.

       “That would mean dropping barrels, and the points spent would be astronomical. Even the logistics would be tricky with the size of the plane. I mean, timing the barrels to land on a person’s head isn’t an easy task,” Xena replied.

       “They would have the points to spare with more people farming,” I said.

       “Still, it would be a struggle to aim accurately. Shooting from a ship or boat is a nightmare, but dropping something from a plane even more challenging. They can fly low and slow, but then I can respond with an eye attack,” Xena said.

       “The plane probably has low health. Its super high speed would make it like the motorboat in that regard. All the other advantages are offset by not being able to refuel in the air and requiring a landing strip,” I said.

       “We could attack the lair directly or lay a trap. Do you think anyone is currently there?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Maybe, I am not sure,” Xena said.

       “It’s a risk. But it may be our best option. Instead of mind games, just take the attack right to them,” I said.

       “Then we are aren’t farming points,” Xena said.

       “We should go there now, check out Koro Island, then head back to Fiji. There are probably still survivors at the central location by the lake. We just go in and kill them all, pushing our point farming to the max,” I said.

       “Take Fiji?” Sir Killz sounded surprised.

       “We can’t be tracked,” I said.

       “Let’s flip it around, go after Blood Thorn’s map stash,” Xena said.

       “Isn’t it constantly moving about—probably a plane?” I asked.

       “Yes, but they have to land eventually and pick up more pieces. They’re based out of Koro Island,” Xena responded.

       “A central location and a way to keep an eye on the site. They will be ready for an assault,” I offered.

       “True, but we can land in the northwest without being spotted. Once we’re on land, we can use ghillie suits for a stealth attack,” Xena came back at me.

       “The interior has a pretty rough terrain. We could cut through there since there are scattered buildings and a road. We could also circle around slowly, taking about a full day of slow walking,” I said.

       “Everything is next to the coast. So, a quick escape would be easy,” Sir Killz cut in.

       “It’s going to be a trap,” Xena stated.

       “Of course.” I agreed with her.

       “100 percent. Definitely a trap,” Sir Killz confirmed.

       “The question is how would they counter a stealth assault?” Xena asked.

       “Destroy the buildings that aren’t safehouses. In fact, I bet they’re all destroyed on the island. It would take a lot of time, but that’s what I would do,” I said.

       “Then Blood Thorn would’ve done that. What else?” Xena asked, and I reflected carefully.

       “Altering other terrain doesn’t work. Also, they only have limited people. But this is also a trap and they’re defending a key point. I would say four to six people. With the plane, they can bring back an additional group when they land. So, we are looking at eight to ten,” I said.

       “Our first kills have to be by ambush or take out a bunch at once,” Sir Killz said, and I nodded.

       “The only other thing is some kind of S-Class essence. Is there anything?” I looked at Xena.

       “Nothing that impacts the map itself. The bracer can’t be enhanced, and everything else just provides a sensory boost or changes filters in how people see,” Xena said.

       “That means the ghillie suits work. If they are building a long-term base, then the best trap would be to leave someone really obvious on watch and have a team ready to respond if they are taken out. Also, any building with a basement,” I suggested.

       “But would there be any, that close to the coast?” Sir Killz asked.

       “No. Those are villages on the island, not even towns. There won’t be basements or an underground bunker,” Xena concluded.
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      “Their movements are unclear,” I muttered as I looked at the map for what seemed to be the millionth time lately. We had infiltrated Koro Island without a problem and were now watching enemy movements on our map. Using the spy drone hadn’t shown anything suspicious, just people walking about for the limited time we could have it in the air.

       “They have to know we are in the area from their phones,” Sir Killz said.

       “That has a forty-mile radius, so we were in it a number of times before,” Xena said.

       “They won’t see the Enterprise on their list once it’s put away. They probably have some idea of our movement patterns,” I said.

       “A risk we have to take,” Xena said.

       “Agreed. The problem is everything is burned down near the village of Nakodu. No place to set up for a pre-dawn assault. We can use a temporary tent, I guess,” I said.

       “This is the safehouse they are using, just a short distance from the airport.”

      Xena pointed the building out on the map.

      “I agree, but why are they moving around all day long?” I wondered.

      “It can’t be farming, can it?” Sir Killz asked.

      “No, their movement isn’t consistent with that,” said Xena. “You have to stay in one place to bait. Going out to seek monsters might be a possibility but the danger overlay shows that isn’t so.”

       “What are they doing then?” I muttered, squinting at our map.

       “We should make an assault. Take out three and then retreat,” Sir Killz said.

       “Three would push things right to the edge of the danger level for an S-Class to show up,” Xena considered.

       “No, we take a play from our enemies, gather up a bunch of monsters and bleed them out and stuff them in a building. Then set a timed delay to set things off in the night,” I said.

       “The safehouses will still be mostly safe unless all the monsters are killed right next to their base,” Xena said.

       “Then as an escape plan. We can stuff this place pretty full for D and Class-C monsters. Launch our attack, kill a couple people and time the attack about two hours before nightfall. We escape north to Vanua Levu, where the dead bodies will draw in an S-Class at their location and they won’t be able to escape,” I explained.

       “There are four on the island without the plane and another four when it shows up. It returns each night as well, so they might escape via the plane,” Xena said.

       “A couple barrels of oil on the runway will make it impossible to take off and the terrain won’t fix that quickly. Detonate four barrels across the runway’s length and that will create a flaming trench. Then the S-Class will come in,” I said.

       “And what if they retreat by boat?” Xena asked.

       “That is why we wait until the last possible moment to retreat,” I said.

       “Tomorrow is heavy rain, which will be a problem,” Xena said.

       “They won’t be flying then. Even better for an attack,” Sir Killz stated.

       “That also means the ocean will be choppy. Can you handle it?” inquired Xena.

       “We will feel incredibly sick, but the ship can handle the rough weather no problem, unlike the motorboat.” Sir Killz sounded confident.

       “Alright. So, we attack tomorrow. That means we need to start gathering up monsters. Cut off their limbs and stack them,” Xena said.

       “Also gag them as well, so they can’t bite each other to death or do something else disgusting to each other,” I added. With that said, we got to work and by the time night came around, we had nineteen accrued monsters of assorted types, with limbs removed, gagged, and all nicely stacked up in the side room as if it were a quite normal food larder or storeroom.

       “A candle?” I asked.

       “Best long-term time delay. It will take eight hours to melt down through the hole in the top of the jug it’s stuck in. Give or take ten minutes,” Xena said.

       “So, once we light it, we have eight hours. With the storm, sunset will be a bit earlier. Add on two hours for our escape.” I did the math in my head, feeling the furrows develop on my brow as I tried to do the mental calculations.

       “We should have more than enough time to make it to their base,” Xena said.

       “Last one secured.” Sir Killz came out of the monster room. “Place is nasty,” he said.

       “Well, at least it is over for now,” I said. I still felt dirty since we couldn’t change clothes — stealth all the time and all the way.

       We had a restless night, setting off late in the morning after Xena had lit the candle. The four jugs of oil would quickly burn the monsters to death, creating a massive spike in the island’s danger level. We subsequently made our way southeast along the interior road and then south on the main road, continually looking at our map’s danger circles.

       “How did you two ever do this?” Sir Killz complained at our relentlessly slow pace.

       “Take one step, count one-two, and take another step. You will soon get it down,” I said.

       “I have, but this speed is torture,” Sir Killz said. “Don’t you think?”

       “We don’t want them escaping,” I replied. “So no, it’s necessary.”

       “But it’s also raining and the ghillie suit is soggy,” he complained again.

       “A free shower then,” I said lightheartedly. The last thing we needed was a grump in the team.

       “Do you think there’s going to be lightning?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Maybe. Probably, and it wouldn’t be too hard to simulate,” I said.

       “Alright, guys, time to focus.” Xena cut into our banter. “The plane stayed put, so they have eight people moving about the town.”

       “What are they doing?” I wondered, voicing my concerns, and beginning to sound like an echo of Sir Killz whose murmurs of unease still periodically groaned out. Xena ignored both our moans.

       “The problem is an ambush,” she ventured. “I vote we incapacitate one for intel and have them call other people over. We try to capture them and lure the rest in. Kill any, and we escape.”

       “We should set up the barrels on the runway first. Set up a jar on top of one and use a flare arrow to burst it, so that should light up the barrels. We can’t lay out the oil in this rain,” I said.

       “That works,” Xena said. We carefully moved to the dirt runway. The key factors making it work were that it was long, flat, and clear of obstructions.

      It took a few minutes to get everything set up precisely right.

      We went with six barrels instead of four to ensure that the runway would be blocked.

      We then moved toward the town. The people were still darting about in random patterns, while there was a more obvious target a little bit overextended in the north part of the town.

      We ignored that person—a male—and circled around to ambush the figure to the west.

      We hid in the tree line by the road and watched him move about, sword and shield in hand. He appeared distracted and annoyed. I slipped out behind him, grabbed, and put a hand over his mouth.

       “Don’t yell, also keep moving or you die. Explain what you’re doing,” Xena said, and I took my hand off his lower jaw and lips. Sir Killz kept an eye on the map as I pushed a repeating crossbow to the guy’s back, constantly jabbing him forward each time he faltered.

       “A trap for you. Anyone stops then the rest swarm. I don’t want to die,” the guy said.

       “Don’t worry, you can make the top twenty. Just don’t cause issues,” Xena insisted.

       “I need to turn up there. Will cross paths with someone else,” he said.

       “Any other traps?” Xena asked.

       “No. But I don’t know everything. Blood Thorn keeps things compartmentalized,” he said.

       “Map pieces?” Xena asked.

       “In the safehouse,” he said. I slowly reduced the pressure on his back, so he didn’t notice the crossbow had been removed, hopefully. I couldn’t keep up his pace without breaking stealth.

      Xena gave me a sharp and silent nod.

      I shot him in the leg. “Aagh! Bastards!” he yelled, his eyes watering.

       “Don’t turn or you get one in the head to go with it,” I said and stepped into the trees right off the road. Xena and Sir Killz had repeating crossbows ready. We had all lain down and were very well hidden. We had also already tested this out with one person hiding while the other two looked over their position to confirm they were fully concealed. The plan had worked a treat.

       “Help!” the man called once he saw his companions coming over.

       “Watch for an ambush,” one of the three who had rushed over shouted.

       “Where are they?” another asked.

       “They attacked me from behind. Asked about the map pieces,” the person I shot said.

       “The safehouse, Team Beta, you hear that?” one of the men asked into the phone on his display but I didn’t overhear the response. “They don’t see anyone on the map. Check for—”

      Xena fired off her bolts at the center person in quick succession.

       Sir Killz took the person to our right since he was to Xena’s right, and I shot at the person to our left, the outcome being that a barrage of bolts flew at the three people. Our target was not their chests, however, where we knew they were probably wearing body armor.

      A bolt there would only give a slight wound, nothing crippling.

      Instead, we aimed for their legs, fully intent on crippling them and taking all three down.

      My target took two bolts in his calf, and Sir Killz had gotten one in each of his targets’ legs. Xena had delivered two to each thigh of her mark but I reminded myself I was not having a shooting competition with her, even if what she sometimes managed was enviable.

       We all then purchased some jugs of oil and tossed them out at the group, where they shattered. Xena lit up an oil-soaked rag she had kept in a plastic bag so it didn’t get wet. It also held a small rock for weight, and she tossed the entire thing into the same place where the jugs had broken apart.

      “Aagh!”

      “Save me!” The screams and cries sounded brutal, but this was life or death, and I wanted to win, and to live. We ran like hell and it took a few minutes to reach the runway. Xena burst a jug on top of a barrel and tossed another plastic bag, rock, and burning rag toward it. We all ran like crazy again after that, headed for the coast.

      I heard loud booms following in quick succession. The had barrels exploded, and a quick glance back showed a raging inferno on a ripped-up runway. We reached the coast, and Sir Killz began to get out the Enterprise.

      “Four incoming, danger level hasn’t spiked,” Xena called out.

      I quickly readied my White-Eyed Demonic Spear of Energetic Disintegration and shield.

       “Xena, cover Sir Killz. Once the ship is out, start shooting the ballista,” I said and stepped forward. Four people burst out of the tree line onto the beach.

      The waves were pounding in the background, and a crash of thunder went off.

       “Bring it!” I called out and twirled my spear.

      One of their people pulled out a repeating crossbow and aimed it my way, but no chance; I ducked and cowered behind my shield.

      She only fired three bolts into my shield but I took a quick peek, and the other three were rushing in.

      Xena fired her crossbow and took the person wielding a spear twice in the neck.

      Her eye beam pierced another person. I leaped up and rushed forward, stabbing at a person with a shield. They blocked, but then their arm and the shield began to disintegrate.

       “Aagh! What the hell!” From the voice, I now recognized it was a woman and she screamed in pain. I yanked my spear back after a couple of seconds, but her arm was bleeding everywhere, a spurting fountain of red, and the flesh was oozing out from her clothing and dripping onto the ground in small chunks and frayed slivers.

      “Ship is ready!” Sir Killz cried out.

      “Aagh!” I cried out as two bolts sank and embedded themselves in my left leg.

      “Retreat!” Xena called out.

      I dragged myself back to where the Enterprise was clearly struggling to hold position near the shore, tossed by the waves.

      Xena fired a bolt from the frontal ballista but this time, I didn’t look back and made my way through the waves and onto the ship.

      Here, Xena roughly and mercilessly yanked the bolts clean out of my leg and half dragged me inside the cabin. “Hold on! This is going to get rough!” Sir Killz called out over the sound of the waves.
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      The Enterprise rose up on a wave slamming back down as I felt my guts trying to leave my body. I checked my HP, seeing it had gone down by 10 to only 10 remaining, but my leg was now healed. My guts lurched again, evidently seeking any orifice through which to empty out.

       “Urgh,” Xena groaned as we lurched about, and I checked the ship’s health from my seat. It had not gone down despite the beating it now took from the waves. “Urk,” Xena groaned again and clutched the panel in front of her seat for dear life.

       “Just hang on!” Sir Killz shouted. Just drive, I wanted to shout back, yet again glancing at the map. The danger level on Koro Island showed as being spiked.

      Xena had killed one person, while the rest were just wounded. It was surprising, but extra HP was cheap. Still, player blood increased the danger level, and things had just hit S-Class levels.

       There was an S-Class monster moving in on the beach we had just vacated, in fact, and another on the monster hut we had set up. “Urgh,” Xena groaned. The ship rose up, almost as if flying, and crashed back down as water washed over the cabin.

       “Just have to keep it pointed into the waves,” Sir Killz said.

       “I thought this was a small storm,” I complained.

       “Just… a… storm. Urgh,” Xena groaned.

       I looked at the scoreboard, noticing the player count had dropped from thirty-three to twenty-five. All the people on the island had died. I checked my map to confirm; yes, they had all been killed. Now, I checked the danger overlay and blinked. The ship went up in the air, but that was not why my heart was leaping into my throat.

       “S-Class incoming!” I yelled out.

       “What!” Sir Killz said.

       “No, urgh, no,” Xena groaned.

       “Moving from the island toward us. It was the one on the beach that killed the players there and in the town,” I shouted over the sound of the waves and the storm.

       “I’m pushing it as fast as it will go,” Sir Killz said.

       “Inter… intercept in five minutes.” I struggled to say as the world went up and down. I was glad I had stored all my weapons in the footlocker.

       “We… this is impossible. No way anyone can fire a shot in this,” Xena moaned.

       “If we are turned, then we’ll probably capsize. Also, we won’t make Vanua Levu before nightfall,” Sir Killz said.

       “I can’t… think,” Xena moaned. Everything was going up and down, up and down.

       “Just keep driving. I… I’ll fight,” I said.

       “How?” Xena asked, slurred.

       “Somehow. Don’t worry,” I said, trying to focus on controlling my nausea. I went into the store and began making purchases to prep for the coming battle — one minute or so till intercept.

       “Xena, I need you to shut the door after I exit,” I said.

       “Got… it.” She stood up and made her way over. I timed my exit and opened the door when there was a moment, quickly clamping the end of a handcuff onto the ship’s railing. The other end was on my left hand. Xena managed to get the door closed behind me.

       I looked out into the roiling waters. “Oh, fantastic,” I said. It was Mr. Tentacles coming back for another round, unhappy about losing the first two and wanting to give me some tentacle hugs. It was a living nightmare. The thing was plowing through the waves and rain as if they were nothing as the tentacles waved about.

       The worst part was the clearly visible mouth that had more teeth than all the players remaining. Probably more than all the players who had come into this game. I waited for another calm moment after the water washed over me, and then sprang into action.

       A barrel materialized in front of me, and I quickly yanked off the lid, then jammed a flare I had ready into the opening while tearing off the cap to light it. I didn’t even need to push the barrel. The Enterprise started rising on a wave, and the barrel went flying off the back of the ship.

       Oil spilled out of the opening and touched the lit flare.

      I was forced to close my eyes from the water blasted into me. There was a flaming patch on the water now. Mr. Tentacles didn’t care and kept pushing forward through the flames, getting burned on his tentacles.

       The Enterprise dived down, and water washed over me. I repeated the process.

      Mr. Tentacles kept moving forward, the tips of his tentacles and the blades covering them now awfully close. I had to make the next attack count.

       I moved as if in a trance, knowing precisely what to do. Three barrels materialized, and I only put a flare in one as all three went over the rear of the ship.

      I closed my eyes and gripped onto the railing.

      I could feel the heat wash over me.

       “Aagh!” I screamed as a blade went through my armored vest and into my chest.

      Black blood splattered me, burning slightly.

      I forced myself to open my eyes and use my hand to dump 2,000 points into HP.

       Mr. Tentacles was doing a lot worse, however, as his mouth was a flaming wreck, and he was falling behind. A couple of tentacles were shredded and they writhed in pain from the flames.

      I yanked the blade out of my chest as I was quickly healing, water raining down as the ship came down from another wave. I pulled out the key to the cuffs on my neck and got ready.

      After the next wave, I uncuffed myself and opened the door to the cabin, throwing myself in. Thankfully, Xena was on one of the support chairs to the side and was able to get up quickly enough and help me close the door. “Nice,” she groaned.

      We both crawled back to our chairs.

      “Nothing in pursuit,” she said. I could care less, as I was mentally exhausted, and my entire body hurt. Thankfully, the chairs had seatbelts, so I strapped myself in and passed out.

       “Wake up.” I felt someone shake me. “You need to get up,” Xena said.

       “Wha?” I asked.

       “We reached land,” Xena said. I unclipped myself from my seat, and she helped me off the ship. I could barely move.

       “My SP is gone, poison,” I muttered.

       “Mr. Tentacles really got you. Sir Killz, I need help,” Xena called.

       “One moment. Have to put the ship away,” Sir Killz said. “There. Let’s go.” He supported my other side, and I was carried toward the safehouse. Thankfully, it was intact, and there were no monsters. They tossed me onto the bed and braced the door.

       “The world won’t stop moving,” Xena groaned and collapsed on a chair.

       “That was too close. Did you kill it?” Sir Killz asked me. I tried to glare, but it didn’t have much impact; the poison in that black blood made me incredibly helpless.

       “No SP,” I gasped out. It felt impossible to move and was amazing I even got back into the cabin. I had probably been positive, and then my SP bled off over time. Now I was locked in at zero with negative regen.

       “Ah, sorry about that,” Sir Killz said. He would know exactly how helpless I felt now.

       “You were out of it for a couple of days?” Xena asked.

       “Close to eight, but I got a far worse dose than Hardcore here. Also, he was able to buy some HP. Right?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Yes,” I said with difficulty.

       “So, a day or two probably,” Sir Killz said.

       “Well, that is good. All eight were killed, right?”

      Xena looked at me.

       “Yes,” I said again.

       “That puts the remaining players at, twenty-four then?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Yes, I think. We will have to wait for him to recover to check the scoreboard,” Xena said.

       “We have almost made it,” Sir Killz said with a note of hope in his voice.

       “It’s close; twenty-one people stand in front of us,” Xena said.

       “They also lost their map pieces,” Sir Killz said. I wanted to say I had already thought of that but didn’t want to waste my limited energy on speaking.

       “Let me check the heatmap for that tracker,” Xena said. Sir Killz also examined everything with her.

       “Urgh,” I groaned.

       “Oh, sorry. Nothing over fifty pieces grouped up. Not worth the risk to go after the remaining groups,” she said.

       “They will despawn if people aren’t near them. That means even it’s a trap, any place with over ten pieces has a person there,” Sir Killz said. Good, at least someone was thinking through all the system-related implications.

       “Hmm, well then, there are five active spots that I can identify at the moment,” Xena said.

       “Blood Thorn and his core team weren’t there, I don’t think,” Sir Killz said.

       “No, they weren’t. They are doing something else. So, we only took out his backup, but not his core team.” Xena let out the sigh I wanted to.

       “Surprised people this late on were able to be forced to team up with him,” Sir Killz said.

       “They’re the dregs of the other groups. They don’t have the mentality to survive by themselves the way we do. I keep thinking the skill level will go up.” Xena shook her head.

       “We’re ahead of the curve. If two of us were killed, we would lose a lot of combat potential and the last person would run for it,” Sir Killz said. I wanted to add that we carefully picked our fights. In the last one, we’d had the advantage of surprise, and even then, I had still been wounded in the leg. I was covering my head and upper chest, but it was still a close call.

      I wanted to smack Sir Killz on the head for not looking at everything that had happened.

      “Blood Thorn is no joke,” Xena said.

       “What was I thinking about… Oh, the map pieces. Since the largest collection has been lost, I propose that we activate all the pillars. The island is super dangerous for the next day or so. Another person or two may die,” Sir Killz said. That was a good idea, not a complete sock then.

       “That could work. Hmm, the only pillar currently off is the one on Cicia Island,” Xena said.

       “You doing okay?” Sir Killz got up and came to look at me.

       “Yes,” I moaned, weak-voiced. His pitch-black eyes were creeping me out.

       “Alright, I’ll let you rest,” Sir Killz said.

       “I can’t believe we survived that,” Xena said.

       “That is why his name is Hardcore now. Going out on a ship in that storm to face an S-Class. That takes real balls. More than I ever thought an intie would have,” Sir Killz said.

       “Intie?” Xena asked.

       “Ah, interior tech. A bit rude. Sorry,” Sir Killz said.

       “Gaze brain,” I gasped out. I was not going to let that past unchallenged.

       “Ouch. I suppose I deserved that. Did you see any of it? I only heard the explosions,” Sir Killz asked Xena.

       “A bit, but I was mostly clutching the side seats for dear life as the Enterprise was tossed about,” Xena said.

       “Insanity. Most would just give up or give in,” Sir Killz said.

       “That’s the difference between people who succeed and ones who don’t. Those who succeeded never gave up,” Xena said.

       “That will definitely be a highlight. Ah, his channel is probably getting all the views,” Sir Killz said.

       “It already was,” Xena said.

       “True, but now it will probably skyrocket,” Sir Killz said.

       “Next time, he can drive the ship and you can go out in the storm and fight an S-Class monster,” Xena said and earned some mental points for that.

       “Fair enough. I am curious if Mr. Tentacles is dead,” Sir Killz said.

       “It’s the Grasping Horror of the Deep,” Xena countered. She liked the official names.

       “That is a mouthful and just Tentacles isn’t respectful enough. So, Mr. Tentacles,” Sir Killz said, and I agreed with that. Mental point to him.

       “Fine. I didn’t notice the danger circle disappear, but it easily could have bled out. With so large a body, it won’t have the regeneration to cope with a large wound,” Xena said.

       “I hope it won’t make another appearance. We have already run into it enough as it is,” Sir Killz said.

       “I can take first watch; you want second?” Xena asked Sir Killz.

       “Not much option now, is there? Second watch is fine,” Sir Killz said.

      I eventually went back to sleep.

       The next day, I woke up and felt a lot better. My body was not dead weight, and I gingerly sat up, thankfully finding I could move now. I checked my display and saw my HP at -3.

      Not bad. I had been expecting worse, and the only thing hurting now was my left arm, probably from all the yanking it had done against the cuff that was the only thing keeping me on the ship during the rough storms. It ached no matter which way I moved or rested it.

       I counted my SP, determining it had regenerated fully, appearing that whatever poison I had been hit with had been purged from my system. That was a piece of good news. I then checked my map and saw there was nothing nearby to worry about. It was around five in the morning.

       I noticed Sir Killz give me a glance but didn’t say anything.

      At least he was being respectful enough to let Xena get her rest.

      I checked my points and smiled a little bit. Mr. Tentacles had died and given 10,000 points, hilarious since I’d spent that much killing the creature in the first place and healing myself back up. But I didn’t even get to process its corpse for the S-Class essences—frustrating, but it was what it was. At least I was still alive, and now I checked the list of remaining players on the scoreboard.

      Oh, some others had been killed off last night as well!

      The player count had dropped to twenty-one, and meaning we’d made it and were in the top twenty. Well, two of us, at least. Still, I was confident we could survive long enough.

       We represented a total of a seventh of the total players left. Still, anyone left was either good at hiding, fighting, scheming, or a couple of them. Ambushes would be more challenging, and everyone would be careful about giving their positions away.

       Our main advantage was that we were the only team that knew all four activation pillars’ locations, and another group couldn’t activate or deactivate them unless they located them first. Xena was stirring.

       “Good morning,” Sir Killz said.

       “Morning,” I replied.

       “Urgh, morning,” Xena groaned. It seemed she was not feeling it this morning.

       “So, you get the points?” Sir Killz asked.

       “I can confirm that Mr. Tentacles is…” I trailed off.

       “Hurry up.” Sir Killz gave me an annoyed look.

       “Dead. Got back all the points I’d spent killing him,” I said.

       “Congratulations. Once we leave here, it’ll be interesting to see exactly what happened. Sorry. That storm did a number on me.”

      She looked away, the first time I’d seen her really embarrassed.

       “It’s fine. You covered for both of us enough times. Teamwork…” I said.

       “Makes the dream work,” Sir Killz completed the saying, and we all chuckled a bit.

       “In other interesting news. Congratulations. We made it,” I said with a grin.

       “Made it?” Sir Killz asked.

      Xena appeared to think about it for a moment before her eyes went wide.

       “The player count is now twenty-one, meaning that at least two of us will make the top twenty. Don’t know who else was killed off, but it happened yesterday evening,” I said.

       “Could they have been on the island?” Sir Killz asked.

       “No way. They would have attacked us. Blood Thorn is still up, and his team?” Xena asked.

       “Yes, to both questions. Still running around,” I said.

       “It was too much to hope for. Still, top twenty. That is huge,” Xena said.

       “I honestly thought we would never make it this far,” Sir Killz said.

       “What, you doubted us?” Xena asked.

       “No, but… It just seemed so far away, you know. As if it was never going to be a real thing,” Sir Killz said.

       “The big money is at the top places. Top three?” I asked, then an awkward situation immediately developed, and I cursed myself for not keeping my mouth shut.

      There was a long moment of silence.

       “I suppose now, we should talk about the future,” Xena said quietly.

      I noticed both Sir Killz and she had tensed up.

       “I can take third,” I said, and they both looked at me in surprise.

      “If we don’t keep teaming up, we’ll probably end up placed a lot lower.

      So, to keep team cohesiveness, I’ll take third place,” I said.

       “Damn, are you the Hardcore I met?” Sir Killz muttered. “I’ve mostly just been hanging on and you two have been doing a lot of the work. If anyone should take third, it should be me.”

       “I was useless during that last S-Class attack. I’ve no reason to take first, probably only deserve third,” Xena said.

       “Too bad we could never figure out if we could split the top prize places,” Sir Killz said.

       “Don’t talk about all that gibberish. I thought my eyes were bleeding.”

      I shivered in fear just thinking about the tiny text of incomprehensible words and phrases that went on forever. That was the real S-Class.

       “There is true evil in the universe, and I’ve witnessed it,” Xena added.

       “Let’s get geared up and switch the pillar on, see if Sir Killz’ suggestion will finish off a couple more people,” I said.

       “Hold up, we need a celebration breakfast. My treat,” Sir Killz said.

       “That’s nice of you,” Xena said.

       “This is in honor of Hardcore, for having nerves of fire and balls of steel. Giving Mr. Tentacles a good lesson in manners,” Sir Killz said.

       “In that case, I’ll take the pancakes with syrup,” I requested cheekily.

      It didn’t disappoint, and the sugar tasted terrific.

      That stuff was almost as valuable as crys-vials. Real sugar, a luxury only the ultra-rich could afford, and real syrup would have to be taken from plants, a treat I didn’t want to pass up.

       “I think I’ll go with the fruit bowl,” Xena said.

       “All right,” Sir Killz said.

      He purchased the meals, buying waffles with syrup and whipped cream. I questioned the look of the foamy texture, reminding me of the chemical used to clear drains blockages.

       After an enjoyable meal, we left the safehouse and set off toward the east. “Call incoming,” Xena said and picked up. “Hello, Blood Thorn,” Xena greeted.

       “Xena. Impressive that you took out eight. I’m curious about how you did it,” Blood Thorn inquired.

       “Just some planning. Killed another S-Class monster along the way as well,” Xena said.

       “Anyone else and I would assume they’re boasting, but your results speak volumes. You forced me to accelerate my plans,” Blood Thorn said.

       “So, you killed those three people, then?” Xena probed.

       “Yes, and forcing me to combine all the map pieces to prevent you tracking me,” Blood Thorn stated.

       “Surprised you set up an ambush using all those pieces,” Xena said.

       “I had higher hopes for the people stationed there. At least you didn’t get the plane,” Blood Thorn commented.

       “Unfortunate, perhaps, but it isn’t good to be greedy,” Xena said.

       “Hmm, you’re giving a lot away,” Blood Thorn said. I caught on to what he meant. Xena had mentioned that we didn’t have the plane, but he had no way of knowing that.

      It would tell him there was a chance to recover it on Koro Island.

      On the flip side, Xena wanted him to show up since all the pillars were activated. The place would draw people out, and the danger level there was exceedingly high.

       “It isn’t a big deal. We can save up easily enough for a plane just as my team saved up to counter your tracking,” Xena said.

       “True, points are easy to gain. Which S-Class did you kill?” he inquired.

       “Ah, now that piece of information is valuable. What are you offering?” Xena asked.

       “I killed an S-Class as well. Tricky, but I did it,” Blood Thorn said.

       “Congratulations. I suppose we can trade,” Xena said.

       “Very well. I killed the Voracious Rabbit,” Blood Thorn said, referring to one of the weakest of the S-Class monsters but one that was incredibly tricky due to its sheer speed.

       “Then you managed to process the blood…” Xena trailed off.

       “Flesh and soul,” he confirmed.

       “My team killed The Grasping Horror of the Deep,” Xena said.

       “Truly?” he asked.

       “Truly. It was a difficult battle, but we managed barely,” Xena said.

       “Impressive. The massive size and huge range plus speed on top of its poison puts it in the upper leagues.”

       “We had a couple of battles with Mr. Tentacles, but won in the end,” Xena said.

       “Mr. Tentacles, ha! I like that. Now things are heating up. I can’t help but feel excited about meeting you.” Blood Thorn sounded like a dead fish despite saying he was excited.

       “I am sure our meeting will be explosive,” Xena said.

       “I have no doubt of that. Still if we do meet, I would like to have a drink with you first before we descend into a plebian battle,” Blood Thorn said.

       “Plebian? Don’t tell me you’re from a House?” Xena asked.

       “A second son of the House of Eclipse,” Blood Thorn said. I sucked in my breath a bit.

       “I am a distant relative of the House of Xarax. A minor member,” Xena said.

       “For some reason, I am not surprised. You have more grace than half the barbarians I have met, combined,” Blood Thorn said.

       “Surprising you would risk something like this,” Xena said.

       “A second son means I just had some additional opportunities, but my future is my own to write. This is a chance to make a name for myself,” Blood Thorn said.

       “True, but can you really build a destiny built on a virtual world?” Xena asked.

       “This is just the precursor to greater things. Everyone knows this is just a trial run. I plan to be on the leading edge going forward, riding that wave of fame toward my destiny,” Blood Thorn said.

       “Your ambitions are certainly greater than mine. Still, there are a lot of people left. You take care of yourself, Blood Thorn,” Xena said.

       “You as well, Xena,” Blood Thorn said. Xena hung up on the call.

       “That was intense,” Sir Killz said.

       “Xarax, that’s a big House, isn’t it?” I asked.

       “It would rank in the upper ranks of the middle tier. Xarax is nothing but a footnote compared to Eclipse. Probably kept as a pure and backup,” Xena said.

       “Pure?” Sir Killz asked.

       “A term Houses use to describe someone with no mods of any kind. The first son is probably modded to the hilt with neural compressors, right on the edge of abomination. If anything happens, the House will want someone pure to step up and avoid scrutiny, pushing all the blame on the first son,” Xena said.

       “That works?” I asked.

       “It’s a lot more complicated, but that is what countless hours of legal and political wrangling have worked out. There’s a lot of history involved and a number of less publicized accidents of prominent House members exceeding their limits and leading to a complete purge,” Xena said.

       “Sounds ruthless.” Sir Killz commented.

       “That level of politics is nothing to mess with. One misstep and you’re done for. There are old monsters out there that have been kept alive since the Sock Rebellion,” Xena said.

       “That long? That would make them centuries old,” I said.

       “Very high-end treatments, cloned bodies, and everything else. They often act as elders, but they remain hidden and present a more public face,” Xena said.

       “Your own House?” Sir Killz asked.

       “That is why Xarax is far below Eclipse. We are an offshoot of the House of Zorth, that was completely purged. They built up an entire mining colony with vat people. It didn’t end well once discovered,” Xena said.

       “That sucks,” I said.

       “It’s all higher-level politics. For our purposes, this means that Blood Thorn is probably a birth modder. Subtle tweaks over his bloodline to hide the extent of genetic engineering. Probably two to three times as strong, smart, and reflexive as a regular person,” Xena said.

       “That is legal?” I asked.

       “It’s a gray area. The bloodline has been grandfathered in. That is the real power of the Houses. It isn’t just a collection of people taking on fancy names. My great ancestor Frank Xarax was the first of my line, and being an outer member means I get a couple of percentage points boost, but nothing noticeable at all.”

       “Then a direct descendent?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Would be someone like Blood Thorn. Again, not illegal, but clearly superior,” Xena said, and I grimaced a bit.

       “That’s annoying,” I complained.

       “Very. Your math tricks… he can do those just as easily or even easier. You noticed he killed the Voracious Rabbit? We marked that down as too fast. But he has the reflexes and reaction speed to fight something like that,” Xena said.

       “But wouldn’t the system limit him?” Sir Killz asked.

       “For strength, but his mind and processing power aren’t altered. It’s our minds processing everything if a mind can process faster…” Xena trailed off.

       “We have no chance in a fight?” I asked.

       “Realistically, zero. The people with him are probably retainers he brought along,” Xena said.

       “But that isn’t possible. Everyone was selected so that no one knew each other,” Sir Killz said.

       “They probably can answer truthfully they never met him before. But the House of Eclipse is huge. Think a couple of transports in terms of size.” That was huge. “They help him out a bit, and he can easily set them up for life.”

       “Why didn’t he try to hit us with his status earlier?” I asked.

       “With how well we are doing, he probably thought there was someone like him or with similar backing. Telling him my House provides something of a deterrent. He doesn’t know anything about you two though,” Xena said.

       “This has all got too complicated.”

      I was a bit stymied at all this background drama. I could care less for it.

       “Fair enough. But the important thing to take away from this is that we have no chance in a fight against him. With the essence from the Voracious Rabbit, his speed and reactions will be unparalleled,” Xena explained.

       “Even in a two versus one, or our entire team versus him?” I asked.

      Admittedly, I still had a hard time believing it.

       “There’s physical blowback in this setting. If you and I arm wrestle, we have the same strength. The problem is that he will see through your feints and react appropriately. Like narrowly dodging a thrust and counter attacking. In a group fight, he will probably rush one of us and try to cut us down as fast as he can before moving onto the next person,” Xena said.

       “That is troublesome. But still, really?” I asked.

       “Think of him as an S-Class player if that helps? Large area attacks, or your disintegration ability stand a chance to even the odds. But it will be tough in a straight-up fight,” Xena said.

       “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.
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      ‘The lair of the Sea King has been opened. Those who dare to tread its depths will find treasure and rewards. Those faint of heart will die and forever be lost beneath the waves,’ the announcement repeated again after turning the pillar on.

       “Done,” Xena said.

       “Let’s go,” Sir Killz replied, and we went back to the coast and onto the Enterprise and set off. We had stayed the night on Cicia Island but found ourselves once again on the ocean in the early morning, heading back toward Koro Island and the lair.

       “We should get a plane,” Xena said.

       “You are welcome to save up the points for that. I want to upgrade my SP some more,” I said.

       “I like the ship,” Sir Killz said.

       “It has room to move around at least,” I added.

       “Still, a plane is fast,” Xena observed.

       “But you can only land it in certain locations. That’s too easy to exploit,” said Sir Killz.

       “I agree with that. You saw what we did to that group once we wrecked the airfield,” I said.

       “Fair enough,” Xena stated.

      A few minutes later, we were on the Enterprise and sailing toward Koro Island.

       We eventually came into range of the island.

      “It looks like a group of two and another two,” I said.

       “A plane is incoming. That is Blood Thorn. So, eight people,” Xena said. I checked my personal phone as well and saw Blood Thorn on the list.

       “Look out the window,” Sir Killz said. I looked and saw a bright beam extending into the sky.

       “Incoming call,” Xena said. “Hello, Blood Thorn.”

       “Xena. We meet again at this island. Over half the people remaining have gathered,” Blood Thorn said.

       “What do you want?” Xena asked.

       “A truce. You might not be able to see from your ship, but the lair has risen out of the ocean like a large temple or pyramid. The entrance is at the top, but it’s swarming with monsters. High B and A-Class,” Blood Thorn said.

       “You need our ballista to help you out. Spending all your points on a plane, for shame,” Xena said.

       “Can you really hold us off with just a ship?” Blood Thorn asked.

       “Most likely. The ballista is completely overpowered,” Xena replied.

       “I can always close the lair,” Blood Thorn countered.

       “Go ahead. But then that means our groups will be in a standoff. You don’t have the numbers to cover all four pillars. Wait, you would have closed it already to gain the initiative in this discussion or at least have one of your main group stay behind. So, something must have gone wrong,” Xena speculated.

       “A trade of information for a truce for the lair,” Blood Thorn said.

       “Loot is assigned by capability, no attacking the other team or leading monsters or traps to attack them,” Xena said.

       “I accept that deal. The pillars are locked after an hour of lair being opened. It can’t be closed up again,” Blood Thorn said.

       “You were planning on sealing it after we wasted most of our travel time, and that is why you’re only here now,” Xena said.

       “Yes. My team and I will land and clear out the two people in Nakodu. The other two to the north we can ignore for now,” Blood Thorn said.

       “Then we’ll get started clearing a path up to the entrance,” Xena said.

       “Speak to you at the lair then.” Blood Thorn then hung up.

       “That isn’t suspicious at all,” I said sarcastically.

       “He will keep his word. He won’t hesitate to take advantage of us, but he will not break it,” Xena said.

       “You sound sure?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Breaking his word isn’t worth the cost of the fallout for his reputation. That is also why he will keep his word with me. Either of you, then it would be an actual gamble,” Xena said.

       “Drama,” I muttered.

       “Let’s go, Hardcore; we have monsters to blow away. You take rear, I’ll take the front ballista,” Xena said.

       “Keep an eye out,” I told Sir Killz.

       “Aye, aye!” he said. We went outside and got the ballistas ready.

      Xena fired first, and I saw a monster we ripped apart.

      I got a monster in its shell and shattered it. Pus and orange blood poured out.

       With each ballista bolt costing 100 points and A-Class monsters giving only 50, it was a painful expense. The lair itself was like a pyramid, with a door to the inside at the top. Even when I missed, hitting the slime-covered gray stones, there was barely any visible damage.

       I checked the danger level, and it wasn’t going up. Apparently, the danger circle for the lair superseded everything else. This meant no S-Class monsters would be showing up to ruin things. I ended up losing 2,000 points on just bolts.

       I went up to Xena after I didn’t spot anything else. “Looks clear.”

       “Yes, don’t see anything on my map either,” Xena said.

       “Blood Thorn killed off the two. Down to nineteen. That group up north is probably his. How do you want to play this?” I asked.

       “Carefully,” she said.

       “I was thinking about leaving Sir Killz outside with the boat, but that leaves us heavily outnumbered,” I said.

       “That’s the right decision. We can’t beat Blood Thorn in a one-on-one fight,” Xena said.

       “I’m skeptical about that,” I said.

       “Just trust me.” She then checked her map and looked around, noticing the lair was blocking the view of the shore. “Blood Thorn is approaching. Let’s set up things with Sir Killz,” she said. We soon got off the Enterprise onto one of the four staircases leading up to the top of the lair.

      We got off on the ocean-facing side.

      Sir Killz moved the ship slightly away, and we began climbing up. I had to watch my footing carefully. The entire lair seemed to have been made from large gray blocks covered with green slime, so I had to watch my step carefully again or I’d lose my balance.

      It made me wonder how the system handled friction — something to think about, anyway.

       We reached the top before Blood Thorn’s group, and I noted that he brought his three companions with him. There was a pavilion supported by eight pillars with a circular stairway headed down into the temple. I observed the stones under the pavilion and the stairway were completely clear of green slime. Also, the stairway was big enough to fit two people side by side.

       I walked over to where Xena was looking down as Blood Thorn’s group made their way up to the top of the temple. It was easy to tell who Blood Thorn was since he led the front of their group, plus Blood Thorn himself had semi-dark skin, no facial hair, and bore a sword and shield. His hair was silver and I wondered if it was his natural coloration or something he’d picked for the game.

       His companions all had repeating crossbows with either a sword or maul on their hips.

      One man and two women looked like Blood Thorn but without the hair coloration and sheer confidence he was projecting. My opinion of his capabilities went up if he was their only main front liner. I noted he also had incredible balance making his way up the slime-covered steps, never looking down, and he kept his eyes upward at Xena and me.

       I noted he spared me a glance along with my weapon before turning toward Xena.

      “Xena I presume?” he inquired.

      I watched as he glanced at her white eyes but he didn’t say anything.

       “Blood Thorn,” she replied.

       “These are my companions. Trilla, Far Sight, and Emblem.”

      Blood Thorn introduced the two women and the man, respectively. I noted they all had similar outfits meant to blend in with a forest setting, just like mine. Everyone also had full body armor except for Blood Thorn, who was not wearing a helmet. We were the only two without headgear.

       “This is Eric,” Xena introduced me.

       “Your third?” Blood Thorn asked.

       “Staying on the ship and keeping an eye on the surroundings,” Xena said.

       “To intercept other teams. Smart. So, formation?” he asked.

       “You and Eric up front. Then the rest of us in the middle and rear,” Xena suggested.

       “That works. Trilla, take the rear. Far Sight, cover the left flank. Emblem will cover the right. You can cover Eric and myself from behind,” Blood Thorn said and then looked at me.

      “Right-handed?” he asked, gazing at my hands.

       “Yes,” I confirmed.

       “Then I’ll take the left and you take the right.”

      That would give more flexibility since I preferred to keep my right hand on the back of the spear, meaning I would turn toward my right and present my back toward my left.

       Still, it was the best tactical option since Blood Thorn could cover his left with his shield. “That works,” I said, and he gave me a short nod.

       “Let’s go,” he said, and we all moved formation and went to the stairs.

      “Ka!” he shouted out into the stairway. “Hard to tell out deep it goes,” he said.

      Sound didn’t naturally echo like that, another minor difference between how this place worked from the real world. We began our descent into the lair.

      “Map is cut off,” Xena said after we lost sight of the entrance.

       “Confirmed.” Trilla said.

       “Phone is cut off as well,” Xena added.

       “That is troublesome. Light is also becoming an issue. Far Sight, Emblem—you need to purchase lamps. Xena, if you would as well,” Blood Thorn said.

       “No problem,” Xena replied, and soon we had light around us and continued downward.

       “We have reached ocean level,” I said. Blood Thorn gave me a quick look.

       “Yes, we have. No water though. Continue downward.” The walls were the same gray stone as the outside of the lair but with no ornamentation.

       We went down another lair height before the stairway ended. Blood Thorn stopped on the last step since water flooded the floor in front of us. He knelt and looked closely. I looked into the darkness and saw a tunnel ahead of us.

      He set down his sword and touched the water with his hand, feeling beneath the surface.

       “It isn’t deep but will cover up any mechanisms or pitfalls,” Blood Thorn said.

      I carefully took a step into the water. It was quite cold.

       “Also cold. Anything fire based will have trouble,” I said.

       “Oil will have limited impact, and that will be troublesome,” Xena added.

      Blood Thorn stood up.

       “No matter; we continue forward,” Blood Thorn said and stood up with his sword. He stepped into the water, and we slowly advanced, then came to an intersection with one path leading to the right and another straight ahead.

       “We have three choices. We can follow the right or left wall or use intuition. Xena?” Blood Thorn asked.

       “You take the lead. I’ll accept your decision in regard to this,” Xena said.

       “My thanks. Let’s go right,” Blood Thorn said assertively.

      We entered the tunnel on our right.

      However I soon turned left to run parallel to our previous tunnel, and a moment later, it turned right again.

       “Something is here. Look at the water.”

      Blood Thorn pointed at the water covering the floor.

      I noticed it was flowing out of the wall very slowly.

       “A secret passage,” I said.

       “Probably. Carefully look for triggers. Tell me before you touch anything,” Blood Thorn said.

       “There, that stone on the right’s extruding a bit,” I pointed out.

       “Good catch. Push it with your shield. Everyone, stay at the ready.” I pushed the stone button, and the wall that was also a doorway lowered into the floor. We carefully entered the room.

      There was nothing except red stone covering the floor and a corroded chain on one wall.

       We walked through the space, and nothing happened either—and no treasure. Then we reached another door at the far end and to the right, clearly visible by the indentation in the wall.

      The door’s material was also a flat gray stone with no mural or any other features.

      A button was positioned to the side of it, and I was given the dubious honor of hitting it again. The only thing was that the door opened into another room—and we entered it.

      We heard a click and everyone immediantly looked around frantically.

      I looked up, and a bladed scythe on a rope swung down from the dark ceiling.

      It flew past me, a hair’s breadth away, missing Xena, evidently aiming directly at Trilla. She tried to dodge, but it hacked off her left arm, cleaving it clean through.

       “Aagh!” she screamed and collapsed to the side, blood pumping, arcing high and covering everything within a few meters. She looked to be in agony, growing pallid quickly, probably more from the shock and horror of it all than from bleeding since by now, we’d decided she was tough.

      Her right hand was still holding onto the repeating crossbow; that was some impressive fortitude, the kind that wasn’t a shock coming from her.

      The blade didn’t come swinging back after disappearing up into the ceiling’s darkness.

       “Buy some HP. And push her arm into the stump. Quickly now!” Blood Thorn hollered.

      His teammates quickly listened to him, soon reattaching the arm with minimal HP.

      Impressive! I would have to remember that trick!

      We searched the room carefully and besides encountering the trap, we found a locked chest, statue, and yet another door. I quickly oriented things in my mind to have us entering the dungeon from the south, meaning that the first turn had taken us east. Both this room and the last were laid out to be long north to south and narrow east to west.

       The door we had not taken led east, while the statue of a large lizard stood at the north end of the room. The trap had been in the middle of this space, and the locked chest sat over near the statue. Blood Thorn put Emblem on the task of unlocking the chest while the rest of us stood around observing, like road workers standing by, idly observing one man digging a hole.

       “Got it,” he said and stood off to one side, carefully opening the chest with a stick. Still nothing happened, and he peered inside, then carefully reached in and pulled out a scroll.

       “A special one-use weapon, Flame Barrage. Once opened, it unleashes a barrage of flames for three seconds, engulfing a large area in front of the scroll. No SP cost,” Emblem explained.

       “May I have a look?” Xena asked. Blood Thorn gave his teammate a nod.

       “Confirmed. You can take the first bit of loot,” Xena said and handed it to Blood Thorn.

       “My thanks. So, fifty-fifty split?” he asked.

       “You can get the right to take the item or let us take it, but equal split,” Xena said. Blood Thorn was silent for a couple of seconds as he thought it over.

       “That’s acceptable. Odd number to my team then?”

       “Yes,” Xena affirmed.

       “Very well. Let us take the door. I didn’t see anything about the statue,” Blood Thorn said.

      No one else had seen anything, and Trilla had also healed in the time it had taken to get the chest pried open. I was the one who got the dubious honor of opening the door again.

      Now, there was a passage to our right, one south, and another door in front of us.

       Blood Thorn led us down the passage.

      The only thing of note was a rusty metal object hanging from the ceiling. Just like the chain in the room from before, it was something adding to the décor—but pointless.

       After several turns, we reached the intersection where we had discovered the secret door.

      We went back through the rooms already explored, but there were no monsters and nothing else new, so we came back to the door we had earlier skipped and opened it.

       We found a room filled with monster squids, A-Class horrors that shot black acid capable of melting through quite a few materials. “Crossbows!” Blood Thorn called out.

      There were only three of the monsters, and soon all were decorated with bolts.

       I stepped forward and stabbed a monster, killing it instantly but I was quick to withdraw my spear, ensuring the disintegration effect was not wasted.

      I noted that Blood Thorn’s sword emitted a wind blade each time he swung it.

      At close range, this would lead to double cuts.

       “Nice weapon,” I said.

       “Same to you. Disintegration?” I was annoyed he had seen through its ability.

       “Hmm, wind blade?”

       “Yes,” he said. Besides the monsters, the room was empty except for another door to the east. I opened it, and we continued down a tunnel turning toward the north. Where the tunnel turned toward the west, however, we ascertained that the ceiling and wall had partially collapsed.

      There was nothing else to be found there.

       We eventually reached another door, entering a room laid out north to south. This time, we faced more A-Class monsters in the form of ghouls and it was a pain to try and kill them since they could absorb a tremendous amount of damage and basically ignored the bolts.

       Blood Thorn was a skilled sword user. I didn’t think he was going all out for a second, and from what I could tell, he hadn’t wasted a single movement. His sword was angled perfectly for every strike and after the monsters were dead, we carefully checked the room.

       The only thing was a row of bookcases at the north end.

      I looked over the titles: A History of Fiji; The Myths and Legends of Fiji, and my personal favorite, A Comparative Analysis of D-Class Monsters.

       Scanning through, I saw the books were as described and a number could even be found in various buildings. There was nothing unique or special about any of them.

       “Anyone want any of these?” Blood Thorn asked, and we all said no.

      He then began pulling them out one at a time, opening them, and then tossing them onto the water-covered floor. He was more than halfway through when one book he tried to pull off the shelf didn’t come free, and instead, the book cabinet swung open to reveal a passage behind.

       I noted the book title was 1,000 Interesting Crustaceans. 

      We entered the tunnel, and it turned about a couple of times before we came to a door to the west. I opened it, and we fought some of Mr. Tentacles’ children. They were simple enough to deal with, no real match for us. The real challenge came about since this room had three doors besides the one we’d entered, comprising another door on the east side—to the south of the one through which we’d entered—and then two on the west.

       Blood Thorn eventually picked the door in the southwest side of the room.

      I opened it, and we acquired a tunnel to the north and south. 

      Blood Thorn decided to take us south.

      It felt as though he was picking things at random, but I felt sure there must be a method to his madness. We passed another iron construct hanging from the ceiling in this incredibly long tunnel that seemed mostly headed in a south direction. We were passing just to the west of the first two rooms we’d entered, while the tunnel looped to the west and then north.

       Our group arrived at another door, so I reached for the button on the side.

      “Wait!” Blood Thorn called out. “Look, holes in the wall to your right.”

      He pointed them out. There were indeed holes.

       “It’s a trap. Thanks for the save,” I said.

       “No problem. Let’s back up and you can use a pole. I also think you should be using one going forward.” He was right, of course, and I was annoyed at myself for not thinking of that and missing the trap. So I wasted no time, purchasing a nice long pole from the store, hitting the button.

      Steel spikes shot out of the wall, retracting as the door opened.

      That probably would have killed me or at least done some severe damage.

      I exhaled, a deep sigh of relief escaping my lungs.

      This room was a small square with a squid statue on the north side and another scroll clutched in one of its stone tentacles, this time, a water tentacle spell to immobilize and constrict an opponent. Taking the spell, we continued to look about the room.

       We began pulling and poking at the various tentacles of the statue, and eventually, one twisted slightly to cause the statue to swing open and reveal another hidden passage. We had the choice of going west to the left, or north which was straight. Blood Thorn took us north.

       I carefully opened the door. There had been a statue of a warrior with a sword that had been blocking the doorway from the room side, but this room itself was a small rectangle laid out east to west. There were no monsters hiding here, and a door to the west and to the south.

       The door to the west boasted a mural, showed a merman with a trident in a heroic, upright pose. The merman appeared older, and the weapon undoubtedly unique.

      Probably, this was the Sea King’s trident if I had to chance a guess.

       Blood Thorn chose the west door, and I carefully poked the button to open it. Arrows shot down from the ceiling and into the water just before the door opened.

      “Grr…” I could hear a low growl.

       “This is probably the center of the lair and boss room,” Blood Thorn said.

      This meant we could either backtrack or face the monster. “I say forward. Xena?”

       “If you feel confident. An S-Class. Shall we both agree to use our scrolls?” Xena asked.

       “The flesh, blood, and soul. How will they be split?” Blood Thorn asked.

       “Killing blow gets third pick,” Xena said.

       “Acceptable.” He glanced at me, his main competition for a killing blow. “Watch for other monsters appearing and don’t be afraid to buy more lanterns. Emblem, if we need oil, you will be in charge of deploying it.” We gave affirmatives and entered the chamber.

       It was quite large, and the floor was slanted toward the middle. Blood Thorn purchased bundles of glow sticks with a vibrant green light and tossed them out plentifully, scattering them all over. That was a waste of points, but if this was the boss’ chamber, it was worth it.

      “Grr.” The growl repeated and the water rippled in line with the sound.

       We all carefully walked forward.

      The door we had come through slammed shut. That was not good, and to top that off, a towering serpent rose out of the deep water in the room’s middle.

      Bolts flew over my head along with a jug of oil.

      A lit bolt hit the oil stain and illuminated the monster in full glory.

      The creature had dark blue scales with a red fin, but its most impressive feature was its massive jaw with hundreds of teeth. It was not going to be an easy fight, for sure.

      My team and I had ranked this crazed and ugly beast in the upper end of S-Class monsters since it was the Leviathan. “Water beams, hard armor, fast!” I called out. The S-Class monster opened its mouth, and a piercing blast of water shot out. I ducked under the gush and brought up my shield but found I was still rapidly pushed back; the attack came as a solid kick in the gut.

       I stood back up and tried to get my bearings, noting that the monster had somehow moved past Blood Thorn and me and was gripping Emblem in its jaw.

      Blood, guts, and armor went everywhere as the monster bit down, killing the player.

       I moved as quickly as possible through the water, although it delayed me by quite a bit.

      I stabbed out at the Leviathan’s body.

      The disintegration only had a second to get to work since the spear barely scratched the surface before a monster slammed into me and launched me high in the air.

       I hit the water but quickly got back to my feet. I was once again thrown off my feet as a barrel of oil exploded violently, setting half the room on fire.

      I was grateful there was no real air, meaning smoke could not fill up the room.

       The Leviathan’s upper body portion became engulfed in flickering, hungry flames, so it slammed itself back into the water, desperately seeking to cleanse off the burning oil.

      I noted several wounds were also bleeding blue blood.

      Time for round two!
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      The Leviathan surged out of the water, and I moved in once more and stabbed out with my White-Eyed Demonic Spear of Energetic Disintegration.

      I targeted an open wound, driving the spear deep into it, sending my spear plunging inward.

       The Leviathan jerked and twisted its body away from my attack, thrashing and spitting.

      I held on, and my spear pulled out of a massive, gaping wound. A quick glance confirmed the Leviathan was distracted by all the attacks the rest of the group targeted at its head.

       A bolt was now embedded in the Leviathan’s left eye, and a bunch of its scales were scorched. Yet still it lunged and darted forward, aiming for Trilla, fierce and determined.

      Blood Thorn unleashed his wind blade, which ripped into the monster’s mouth.

      It twisted back with a jolt, giving Trilla enough time to retreat.

       A jug went flying at the monster’s jaws, but they snapped shut and oil splattered over the front of its extended head.

      More bolts were fired and I darted forward, aiming for the wound I had succeeded in expanding before. Blue blood oozed from the injury, but at a slower rate than before. I was probably getting lucky because it was blinded in the eye on my side.

      I thrust my spear deeply into the monster again. It jerked away a second time, and I yanked my heavy spear free. Gouts of blood, melted flesh, and bone poured out of the creature.

       My SP was getting low now, so I retreated a little while switching out my current heavy spear for the piercing one. Blood Thorn was forced to use another wind blade too, as more jugs of oil flew at the monster.

      Fire lit up, and the Leviathan plunged into the water once more.

       It emerged with a lunge at Blood Thorn.

      I could scarcely believe my eyes as he leaped and used the shield to roll over the top of the Leviathan’s head like a skilled circus performer. But he was in a disadvantaged position to strike and went sailing off to one side when the monster shook its head.

      No matter. I had my piercing spear ready and promptly rushed forward to his assistance.

      The beast was tempting to climb up on the spear, using it for leverage and height, sure to be a death sentence if it decided to roll. Now, I stabbed out toward the enlarged wound on its side, driving the spear deep and sending it two-thirds of the way in before the Leviathan reacted.

      This time, it whipped its body toward me, so I was forced to let go of my weapon, and the body pushed me onto the floor. The beast slammed into the wall.

       “Grr!” I could feel its roar from the vibrations alone, and stood up, my entire body aching. A beam of water cut through the far side of the chamber, and I had a hard time making out if anyone had been hit. While the smoke would not choke us, it did block a lot of the visibility.

       I got out my disintegration spear again, needing to land a killing blow; I went into the store, purchasing 10 HP and 500 SP which would put me at -5 HP while maxing out my SP at 600.

      Then I rushed right in again, driving my disintegration spear into the Leviathan’s body right next to my piercing spear. I had kept the store open, purchasing another 500 SP after a couple of seconds. “Grr!” The monster finally jerked away, and it seemed as if a fountain of gore had erupted on its side. I attacked one more time, purchasing more SP.

       The Leviathan’s head collapsed to the water-covered floor. “Who got it?” I heard someone call out. I freed my spear and checked my points, smiling at the 10,000 I had just earned.

       “I did,” I called out and made my way to the monster’s front. Blood Thorn was looking worn, but no critical injuries. Xena had a few scrapes, and I noticed that her left arm was bare and her elbow guard gone. Probably bitten off, and she’d healed after.

       Trilla looked as though she had been slammed into the wall a couple of times, appearing beaten and bruised, while Far Sight’s clothing was burned in several places, and she seemed to be struggling for air. Her front body armor had obviously taken a heavy blow and now bent inward, compressing her chest.

       “10,000?” Blood Thorn asked.

       “Yes,” I said. “Sorry about Emblem,” I added.

       “The monster was fast. Thank you for your warning at the start,” Blood Thorn said.

       “No problem. Xena, you got it?” I asked her.

       “Yes.” She went over and began to process the monster.

       “We will be taking the soul,” Blood Thorn said.

       “Alright,” I replied and gave him a slight nod. “How did the scrolls work out? Any good?”

       “Used them in combination. Melted a lot of scales, but didn’t kill it. How did you do it?” Blood Thorn asked.

       “Side. I struck the same place multiple times with my spear,” I said and pointed toward the spot. He walked over and looked at the death-wound.

       “A large wound, as if the monster was hollowed out,” he said and glanced at me and the spear I was holding. “Nice spear.”

       “Thanks, I saw your blade work. Nice job as well,” I said.

       “Not meant for armored opponents like this. Could barely scratch it.” He shook his head. “Shall we look for treasure?” he asked.

       “Let’s wait until Xena is done. There could be traps or a round two,” I said.

      His side had three people available to look around, and there was just me on ours since Xena was processing the monster corpse.

       “Alright.” Blood Thorn went off with his teammates to one side, and they began having a quiet conversation. I went over to Xena.

       “Nice work. Any idea what you plan on buying?” Xena asked me.

       “Homing lock,” I said quietly, and she nodded.

      “How are we going to split this?”

       “Flesh and blood. Flesh is probably armor, and blood most likely gives some water-based ability,” Xena ventured.

       “I was thinking exactly the same thing,” I said to Xena. “Looks like Blood Thorn wants to widen his arsenal, maybe hunt down S-Class monsters.”

       “That’s insane! Even with all of us, we still lost a person and you killed it. Killing these things alone will not be simple,” Xena said.

       “Honestly, I’d want the flesh for the armor,” I began, “But you and Sir Killz have already taken the blood.”

       “He took flesh as well. That means flesh boost for me and blood boost for you,” Xena answered.

       “Did you use your eyes?” I asked.

       “No, keeping that in reserve. Also, it was moving too fast and too big to get a clean hit,” Xena said. She glanced over at Blood Thorn, speaking low now. “He was holding back.”

       “What? You can’t be serious, not with how he was moving?”

      I was surprised to hear her say it.

       “Yes, I am sure of it. He had the chance to go for a killing blow at least twice and never took it. Probably wanted us to get the kill so he could take whatever treasure might come after this.”

       “But with how things are divided up, we would split, wouldn’t we?” I queried.

       “But he’ll say we got the points and the kill. When I made the deal with him, I thought he would kill the monster, letting us get a larger share of whatever treasure came afterward, but he outmaneuvered me,” she said.

       “He lost a person,” I countered.

       “Intentional. He could’ve saved Emblem the same way he saved the others a couple of times, by cutting toward the monster’s mouth. He probably wanted to reduce the number in his team in a manner in which he wasn’t the one to have to kill them at the end,” Xena said.

       “He’s putting everything on a serious treasure,” I muttered.

       “Probably, but it isn’t simple. The real question is do we keep exploring or split up? I am guessing he’s going to suggest a split up and then look to get all the scrolls,” Xena said.

      I thought about the layout of the dungeon so far, deciding we had probably covered a third if the layout was a circle and the boss room in the center. That meant at least four more scrolls.

       “How good were the scrolls?” I asked.

       “Both good, but not a one-shot kill. If we had six, then probably kill the boss in one shot.”

       “How badly do you think we need them?” I asked.

       “Depends on how much you want to win and how willing you are to fight Blood Thorn,” Xena said, and I winced, trusting her judgment and putting our skills at an even level.

      Apparently, though, Blood Thorn had more hidden depths, even if he was stronger, meaning he was marginally more powerful than me.

       “We get some treasure and leave. Backtrack the way we came,” I said

       “No backtracking. Can you figure out the shortest route to the exit? I want to avoid an interception,” Xena said.

       “The south door,” I said. There were four doors about the boss chamber: the one to the east we had come through, one in the south, and two to the west.

      Once we had killed the boss, the east door opened.

       “Alright.” Xena nodded. The monster disappeared, and soon, Xena had three essences.

      Blood Thorn came over, and she put the soul essence into the container he’d just purchased. Xena put the other two away as well.

       “The center of the room,” Blood Thorn said.

      We made our way through the water, and it soon came up to our necks.

       “A chest.” I pointed out the obvious.

       “Emblem was our past locksmith,” Blood Thorn said.

       “I got this,” Xena volunteered, probably knowing some way to counter a type of scheme.

       “Don’t see any holes, so probably no trap. Can we move the chest?” I asked.

      The answer turned out to be yes. We dragged the chest over to the edge of the room, where it was a lot easier for Xena to work on the lock.

       It took her about fifteen minutes. “That was a tough one,” she said. Blood Thorn then arranged his people to open it up with two poles, and the chest opened. There were ten white jugs for 500 points total, and I also noticed a belt and a trident, the same stuff as on the Sea King’s mural on the door into the chamber.

       “Belt or trident?” Xena asked.

       “Take a look first?” Blood Thorn asked.

       “I would think we’d want to keep the item’s ability secret,” Xena countered.

       “Fair enough. The belt then.”

      Damn, I also wanted that belt. But he took it before I could, and I grabbed the trident.

      

      WEAPON INTERFACE

       Trident of the Sea King

       HP: 100/100

       SP: 1,000/1,000.

      

      The thing was indestructible with that much HP. “So, keep exploring?” Blood Thorn asked.

       “Yes, but we should split up,” Xena said.

       “Ah, then you probably want that door.” Blood Thorn gestured toward the southern one.

       “Yes,” Xena said.

       “I am a man of my word. Go carefully, and may we meet again,” said Blood Thorn.

      They took the point jars, but I could care less about that. I went over to the door and opened it. Xena was holding up a lantern in her off-hand and the repeating crossbow in the other. We could go left, to the east, or right, to the west.

       “This way.” I went west. The passage twisted and turned, and eventually, we came to a door. I opened it, and we entered a room. No monsters here.

      The only things were a statue of a birdman that swung open, plus a door to the west, and a statue on the east wall of fish erupting from a spray of water, really quite beautiful.

       “The fish—we need to get through there, then it’s the exit,” I said. Xena nodded and swung the statue closed behind us, and we went over to the eye-catching fish statue.

       “We have about fifteen minutes if they backtrack the way we came,” Xena said. Thankfully, it only took us five minutes to find how to latch it, achieved by twisting a fish on the statue. We left through the secret entrance, coming upon the intersection where we’d gone right before.

       “Trap them?” I asked.

       “The walls are hard to damage,” Xena said.

       “Top of the staircase, get oil and pour it down,” I said.

       “They might stay the night,” she replied.

       “We go halfway up then, and get oil ready,” I replied.

       “That works.”

      We quickly went up the staircase. “He will be ready for something,” Xena added.

       “I have some ideas.” We went halfway up, and I tested out my disintegration spear on the floor. Nothing happened, and no SP was consumed. I tried the trident but no reaction there either.

      “All the way up,” I said, and we kept going upward.

       We reached the exit at the top of the lair, and it was late evening. “Sir Killz!” Xena called out.

       “Here, how did it go?” he inquired.

       “Got loot. Blood Thorn’s behind us, thinking about trapping the entrance,” Xena said.

       “If you do, then you’ll end up stuck out there all night. The danger level outside the circle for the lair has shot up,” Sir Killz said.

       “How badly?” Xena asked.

       “Mid A-Class, but will probably hit S after the night,” Sir Killz said.

       “We leave, no trap,” Xena said, and I nodded. We sped down the stairs of the lair, careful not to slip. Sir Killz pulled up with the Enterprise, and we hopped in. He then took off and I put the trident away in the footlocker until it could be thoroughly tested.

       “Player count?” Xena asked me.

       “Seventeen,” I said. That meant another person must have died somewhere.

       “Damn. Headed toward Vanua Levu,” Sir Killz said.

       “Will we make it?” I asked while checking the distances and time.

       “It will be tight but should be fine. No storm this time. So, what happened?” Sir Killz asked.

      Xena explained things while I kept an eye on the map.

      There were a lot of monsters congregating around the lair.

       “Hold up, before you get started. I think we should kill a couple Class-A monsters, to leave a treat for our friends,” I said.

       “Could work. Alright, let’s get on the ballistae,” Xena said. She managed to take out two Class-A monsters, and I took out one. The ocean’s danger level to the north of the lair spiked up to S-Class as we quickly retreated.

       We returned to the cabin, and Xena continued explaining how things went. “Figure out what the trident does?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Nope, waiting for everyone to test. Just in case,” I said.

       “Still sucks we can’t trap their team in the lair,” Sir Killz said.

       “Probably on purpose to stop people doing that. Any issues on your end?” Xena asked.

       “Just had to scare the two away, but no one else showed up,” Sir Killz said.

       “With the three in the lair, us three out here, another two sitting on Koro Island, that leaves nine unaccounted for. Did you manage to lock onto them?” Xena asked me.

       “Ah, no. We left quickly and they didn’t follow. I also didn’t want to start a fight,” I said.

       “Shame, as that puts us on a slight back foot,” Xena said.

       “Well, now we can go farm the Eastern Islands,” I said.

       “Perhaps the point pillar in the center of Fiji is worthwhile?” Xena added, looking to me.

       “The place is a mess and the building’s probably half burned out. Better to hide somewhere and wait things out while accumulating points,” I said.

       “The lair was a trap. That is unfortunate for Blood Thorn,” Xena said.

       “The danger’s spilling out though, so they probably just have to hide in the lair for a while,” I said.

       “True, good thing we left right away. That was lucky,” Xena added.

       “So, Eastern Islands until the end?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Probably. I mean there are limited airfields and we rarely saw anyone else out there,” I said.

       “If the water level goes up in the final 200 days, any plans?” Sir Killz asked.

       “Get a ghillie suit and a 100-day safety tent and just hide out. Wait for others to kill each other,” I replied.

       “You think there’s anything else besides scrolls in the lair?” Xena wondered.

       “Probably not. I wouldn’t worry about it. We just need to spend time gathering up points,” I said.

       “Hold up. I have danger circles,” Sir Killz said.

      I immediately map-checked.

       “A team of three at Naidi, or close enough,” I said after working out where the danger circles would be centered.

       “The time will be tight to get to another safehouse,” Xena said.

       “Heading east shouldn’t be a problem,” Sir Killz said and adjusted course.

       “Surprised to see a team of three out and about,” I responded.

       “Might have come together to challenge the lair or ambush people leaving,” said Xena.

       “But they aren’t moving. Maybe farming?” I expressed.

       “How good are Blood Thorn’s team members?” Xena asked me.

       I answered, “Not in the top ten for points or player kills.”

       “Hangers on. Like I thought,” Xena said.

      We all sat in silence for a while, our noses down in our maps as usual.

       “We have another ship moving in an intercept course toward us,” Xena said.

       “A ship, not a motorboat?” I asked.

       “No, a ship. That group of three is coming after us,” Xena said.

       “Bloodthirsty, aren’t they?” Sir Killz said.

       “Should I get a homing lock?” I wondered out loud.

       “They don’t have any map pieces. Must have gotten rid of them. Could be useful, but it’s a lot of points,” Xena remarked.

       “I’ll hold off. Let’s man the rear ballistae. Sir Killz, keep our rear toward them,” I said.

       “Got it. We could retreat to shore,” said Sir Killz.

       “Maybe, but the fact they haven’t called and are chasing after us is concerning,” I stated.

       “They are labeled as Ship 4 in the phone log. We sank one, so another one’s out there,” Xena answered.

       “Give them a call. See what’s up,” I suggested.

      Xena put in the call, and someone picked up.

       “Ah, Ship 1. I would ask that you stop and surrender your gear, but I don’t think you’ll be willing.” A male’s voice came through.

       “This is Xena. May I ask who I am speaking to?” she asked.

       “Henry Polaris. You come from the lair?” he inquired. I checked the scoreboard. He was currently 5th in player kills and 6th in points. I held up fingers to communicate this to Xena.

       “We were forced to retreat by Blood Thorn and his team,” Xena lied.

       “I might be open to a possible alliance to take their team out and seize the lair,” he said.

       “You’re welcome to go after Blood Thorn. My team and I were on the receiving end and we decided to retreat,” Xena said.

       “I’m surprised there’s no damage to your ship and you have three danger circles,” Henry said.

       “Amazing how much some points can heal a person up. Now back off unless you want a fight,” Xena said.

       “I think you’re confusing things. But I see you need a bit of force to put you in your place,” Henry said and hung up.

       “That was—”

      I was flung out of my chair and it took me a moment to return to my senses.

      I struggled to get to my feet, and the front of the Enterprise had been shattered while Sir Killz was half-burnt and covered head to toe in shrapnel.

      Xena was struggling to get up, and the entire ship had begun listing to one side.

      I hobbled to the footlocker, getting the Best of All Times and the trident.

      There was no time to grab anything else given how full my hands were.

       I opened the cabin door, managing to step to the side just in time as a ballista bolt flew through it and struck the captain’s chair, completely wrecking it. “Xena, grab Sir Killz!” I shouted out.

      Then I went outside and got out the motorboat.

      The Enterprise was dead in the water, only drifting slightly.

      But the enemy ship was closing in fast, and I got on a ballista and fired.

      The bolt impacted their front, only doing minor damage.

      They fired back, barely missing my body, striking the cabin and wrecking the Enterprise even more. “Hurry!” I called out and fired another bolt.

      Xena came out, dragging Sir Killz out behind her in a bloody trail, hauling him into the motorboat.

       “Aagh!” I screamed as a bolt hit my left shoulder and ripped off my arm off in a spray of blood and bone. Thankfully, that arm didn’t have my bracer on, or I would have been screwed as my lost arm hit the water and immediately disappeared under the surface.

       “We need to go!” Xena yelled.

      Xena fired the other ballista on the rear of the ship, and I got into the motorboat, struggling with my arm being missing. Xena quickly hopped in, and I was about to leave.

       “Hang on! I’m going to reclaim the ship,” she said.

       “We don’t have time!” I shouted back as a bolt flew over our heads.

       “That is 25,000 points,” Xena calmly replied. Those were the longest thirty seconds of my life, and now the boat had disappeared, and she sealed the bottle up. I punched the motorboat into overdrive,  turned the boat slightly, and a bolt impacted the water just off to our side.

       “Sir Killz?” I asked.

       “Critical. Can’t bandage,” Xena said.

       “What was it?” I asked.

       “A modified bolt. Probably an explosive arrow attached, enhanced with essence. They overshot us a bit. Probably wanted to take us out completely, or at least the rear of the ship,” Xena said. We had been lucky Sir Killz had cut the speed a bit to allow them to catch up, so we would have an easier time aiming at them.

       “That is a hell of a shot,” I stated.

       “Probably practiced it a bit. You okay?” Xena asked. Blood came flooding from my left stump.

       “No. I feel weak. Give me a second,” I said, carefully using my nose to select the option to buy HP. It was a pain to tap it accurately and confirm while the boat was shooting forward.

      I managed to buy 3 HP, stemming the bleeding.

       We pushed on farther to the east before seeing the ship turn toward the shore. I went to the next town, and we got off. It was a pain to carry the stretcher for Sir Killz with only one arm, but we managed to reach the safehouse.

       “No pursuit,” Xena said. “BLARG!” She suddenly puked up blood.

       “What is it?” I asked.

       “Poison. Probably came over in that second bolt that missed you. It released some powder, but I wasn’t that worried. Urgh, minus five,” Xena said. We both got to work purchasing more HP. Once that was done, we set about bandaging up Sir Killz, who was looking incredibly raw.

       I purchased 20 HP, regrowing my arm and putting me at -2 HP.

      It was incredibly annoying, but I would live. A waste of 2,000 points. I checked my map, detecting no movement from the other team. At least they were not going crazy.

       “We made it. Want to test the essence?” she asked.

       “Sure,” I said. She passed me the blood essence and took the flesh one. We popped them into our mouths. My weapon interface now listed water beam as an attack I could use.

      It was remarkably like Xena’s eyes.

      I had to set activation conditions, and a beam of water would shoot out from my mouth.

       I didn’t test it in the safehouse. “You got first watch?” I asked Xena, noticing her skin looked slightly different, but I was in no rush to bother her.

       “Sure, sleep tight,” Xena said.

       “We get up extra early to leave before we’re attacked,” I said.

       “Agreed,” Xena said.
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      “Get up.” I shook Xena awake.

       “What is it?” Xena said as she sat up.

       “I just checked my map. The enemy team’s approaching, last check five minutes ago. Eighty minutes until dawn,” I stated.

      She quickly got up and began getting ready. I also hastily set about gearing up.

       “Land or ocean?” she wondered.

       “Ocean. Motorboat. We have a couple minutes at best,” I said. We then rolled Sir Killz onto a stretcher and rushed outside, then made it to the shore, whereupon Xena got the motorboat out.

      We were loading on Sir Killz when the enemy team came around a slight curve in the coast.

       We finished pushing Sir Killz onto the motorboat, and I took off.

      Five bolts from a repeating crossbow embedded themselves into the side.

       “Monsters are converging. I see three flying beasts after them. Don’t leave the coast,” Xena said.

      Xena had purchased a bow and was returning fire.

       “What was that?” I shouted.

       “Oil jugs I’m tossing. Just keep going, stay near the coast, and don’t slow down,” Xena shouted back.

      I took two bolts through the chair and into my back.

      Thankfully, my vest stopped the worst of the damage.

      Xena tossed another jug of oil that exploded. “Their driving is insane,” Xena said.

       “Going to pump the brakes in five seconds. Get ready with a jug,” I said back.

       “Ready,” Xena called out.

       “Braking!” I cut the speed on the motorboat.

      The front of the Best of Times dipped low enough that water washed over the front of the vessel. The other boat was right on our tail and didn’t cut its speed in time to match.

      I hit the speed again, sparing a fleeting glance backward. The front of their motorboat was on fire. “Keep going! They are getting out a ship,” Xena said. I kept the speed up.

       “We okay?” I asked.

       “They recovered their motorboat but are breaking off pursuit,” Xena said. “Let me get those bolts.” She pulled out the two bolts from the back of my chair and from my own back.

       “Thanks. Monsters?” I asked.

       “Just keep up the speed near the coast. I don’t see anything serious… Shit!” Xena cried.

       “What is it?” I asked. I had to keep looking forward while staying near the coast. If I were driving the boat at normal speeds, I’d be able to spare a glance.

       “He took two bolts and isn’t showing up in my phone log,” Xena said.

      I felt a rush of coldness grip me.

       “How? He is lying in the floor of the boat,” I responded.

       “They got off a third volley right before you slowed down. They were probably aiming at you as the driver. When you slowed, they did too and threw off their aim. Only fired two bolts,” Xena said quietly.

       “Toss the corpse,” I said with fear gripping my heart.

       “They aren’t chasing us anymore, no monsters nearby,” Xena said. I cut speed to the boat, then helped Xena lift Sir Killz up and toss him into the dark waters in the early dawn of Day 467.

       “He was a good friend, better driver, and quite smart. He always asked questions to get us to focus,” I stated as a short eulogy.

       “Sir Killz had a sense of humor that was nice. This game just became a lot longer without him around,” Xena said. I got back in the driver’s seat and took off before we got swarmed by monsters.

       “I thought it was going to be Blood Thorn who got us,” I said.

       “The people left aren’t fools. Surprised there was a team of three,” Xena answered.

       “Must have been farming up points or something.” I wasn’t in the mood to figure things out.

       “Maybe. At least he made the top twenty. Number seventeen,” Xena said.

       “Should have been the top three,” I replied, downbeat.

       “Agreed.” We went silent, listening to the roar of the motor.

      We eventually had to stop to refuel but pushed on once more.

       “Call incoming, Blood Thorn to me personally,” Xena said.

       “Might as well take it,” I said.

       “Hello, Blood Thorn,” Xena said.

       “Xena, sorry to wake you up so early, but I just left the lair. You didn’t leave the presents around here, did you?” he asked.

       “Thought about trapping the staircase but left before we ended up trapped. How many S-Class?” Xena asked.

       “Four,” Blood Thorn remarked while sounding quite put out.

       “I bet you got a lot of scrolls,” said Xena.

       “More than enough. I might be willing to trade you one or two in exchange for an extraction,” Blood Thorn offered.

       “I am afraid we ran into our own troubles. Henry Polaris,” Xena said.

       “Ah, he is trouble. We had a couple of engagements, but nothing decisive. He’s slippery and quite intractable. I would say that I am surprised you survived an encounter with him, but not really. Still, I do see the player count’s gone down and your teammate is no longer on the list.” Blood Thorn said.

       “How did you get him in your phone?” Xena asked.

       “I didn’t, but saw someone had died. You just had a fight and sound stressed. So, I assumed you lost, and you proved me correct,” Blood Thorn said.

       “Get to the point before I hang up,” Xena said.

       “Join me and we can get—”

      Xena hung up.

       “That was interesting,” I said.

       “He was being a sock, trying to rope us in right now. He would’ve killed us,” Xena said and let out a long sigh.

       “We got complacent,” I muttered. “Should’ve been watching my map all night.”

       “You caught them in time for us to escape. Don’t beat yourself up. No one can stare at the map for hours on end,” Xena said. “And anyway, you stare at it enough as it is.”

      We smiled slightly but neither of us was in the mood for humor.

       “I used to,” I agreed. “Then I did a quick check every minute. After that, I put a check every five minutes…” I shook my head.

       “In the end, we can only do the best we can do. It was that explosive bolt they used at the start of our fight yesterday that made us lose,” Xena said.

       “An explosion that large. Stupid,” I muttered.

       “Probably used the essence of a Class-A Demonic Tiger. That makes bolts have explosive properties,” Xena said. I didn’t have the Tier-4 database, so there was no way for me to know.

       “You didn’t say anything?” I asked.

       “They are rare. I think we only came across four the entire time we’ve been hunting. Not even a full ten. They must have found a specific location with the Demonic Tigers and farmed them quite a bit,” Xena said.

       “That would’ve been useful,” I said.

       “Same with every other essence. It takes a long time to process them. Even Class-A with a Tier-4 processing tool. We had to pick and choose. Both of you could ask anytime if you were looking for something to enhance, and I’d find the monster,” Xena said.

       “You’re right.” I stretched out, trying to get the tightness out of my shoulders. “Just frustrating to lose like that,” I stated.

       “Your first loss?” Xena asked, and I was silent. “I lost to you and Sir Killz,” she carried on. “There’s nothing wrong with losing. And we have the opportunity to come back from this one.”

       “I’m tempted to turn around and attack them,” I said.

       “We have no ship. Better to wait things out if we can. They don’t seem like a passive team,” Xena said.

       “No, both Henry Polaris and Blood Thorn are aggressive. They won’t be sitting around.”

       “Realistically, we have a shot at the top ten. After that, well, it is going to be hit or miss,” Xena said.

       “That leaves eight unaccounted for. What are you thinking?” I asked.

       “There was that team of two on Koro Island. So probably another team and the rest are loners,” Xena said.

       “Agreed. This has become a huge mess just when I thought we were getting ahead. Do you think we should have been more aggressive hunting people?” I asked.

       “If you mean like Henry Polaris, I’d say no. Even though we didn’t kill any, I saw one of their people get badly burned. That was at least fifty HP, 5,000 points wasted. Sir Killz didn’t have much saved up. So, a net loss,” Xena said.

       “True.” I agreed with her.

       “Remember, there’s an attrition factor after each battle. While they might pull ahead of us, they’re falling way behind Blood Thorn,” Xena expressed.

       “Any chance they’re working together?” I asked.

       “No. At least, I don’t think so. If they were, then they would have confronted us while we both were in the lair for a pincer attack; coming at two different angles to catch us off-guard. They were just more skilled than us, and acted,” Xena stated.

       “Stupid, we should have left even sooner,” I said.

       “An hour and a half before dawn is insane. We were planning only thirty minutes before. They took a gamble and came out ahead,” Xena said.

       “Just frustrated. Socks,” I said, and Xena didn’t respond. I could tell she felt the same way, and also believed that Sir Killz’ death had been stupid.

      There were so many things we could have done differently but the benefit of hindsight was no benefit at all. I tried to push it out of my mind.

       “So how are the scales?” I asked, changing topics as best I could.

       “Just like regular skin, but now my aura is doubled. So, I’m twice as hard to injure and that’s not a bad thing at all!” Xena explained.

       “That will take what, 100,000 points to upgrade your aura ten times?” I inquired.

       “Yes, which would increase it from my base factor of one to 22,” Xena said.

       “Just like the Leviathan,” I said.

       “Hmm, indeed. And your ability?” she queried. I tested it out; it ate up 100 SP per second.

       “A similar version to your eye attack with less piercing and more pushback,” I stated.

       “It will be good in close range,” Xena said.

       “I’m thinking fewer close-range fights and more explosions,” I said.

       “The end game will be hiding and attacking,” voiced Xena.

       “The Eastern Islands are ours. We can always run,” I stated.

       “Indeed. Crossing the open water at night means certain death. That’s why the other team stayed close to shore. I can’t believe that even worked,” Xena said.

       “Probably how they got a lot of kills,” I replied.

       “Most likely. It’s a smart strategy, a fast attack and escape. They could burn down a safehouse and everyone in it. Might be why the Fiji group was in the center of the island and away from the coasts. If Henry was patrolling around,” Xena said.

       “Makes sense. I don’t even know if I want to watch the replay once we’re done with all of this. Too much drama for my liking,” I concluded.

       “Ha, fair enough,” Xena replied, smiling.
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        * * *

      

      “How is the trident?” Xena asked. It was Day 470, three days since Sir Killz had died, and we had been taking it easy so far.

       “Powerful. Makes me worried how strong the belt was. It unleashes a water shockwave if all three prongs are impacting the same target,” I said.

       “Kill someone in a blast?” Xena asked.

       “Maybe. It’s the strong knockback that’s powerful. It also partially rips apart whatever it’s striking,” I said.

       “It can stay yours. I can use a spear, but that thing….”

      She trailed off and shook her head.

       “It’s unwieldy and only good for head-on attacks. A single blast uses 500 SP. So, two attacks and the trident is empty. Still, against anyone with a shield, it’s completely overpowered,” I commented.

       “The belt probably does the same thing to a lesser degree, as a defense,” Xena said.

       “Maybe. Could be an aura enhancement or something else,” I said.

       “It will be a good opening weapon. Figure out how you’re going to build yourself for the end?” Xena asked.

       “Get 2,000 SP and then increase strength. You were going with aura and then perception?” I asked.

       “Yes. But we have hundreds of days,” said Xena.

       “I was thinking about saving up for lots of oil barrels,” I suggested.

       “An explosive finish—a hell of a lot of barrels. If we really worked at things, we could easily clear 250 points each a day,” Xena said.

       “About half a million in, till the water level starts rising. That considers food and other expenses,” I said.

       “Then regens?” Xena asked.

       “After the other stuff. Probably max out both HP and SP regen,” I observed.

       “The regens don’t have a cap,” Xena said.

       “Wait, really? The max increases have a cap, and the other stats have caps, but regen doesn’t?”

       “It’s assuming you can only consume so much at once,” answered Xena.

       “If I dumped half a million points into SP regen, it would take it up to 510 SP per minute,” I said.

       “Yes, sounds great, but at a certain point, it becomes a losing battle. It’s HP that’s the big factor and that only counts at the start of each day,” Xena said.

       “True, fighting intervals become less, but as long as you’re not damaged… Still, HP can be purchased with points,” I said.

       “It would take only 30,000 to raise the HP limit to the max of 50. That equals three extra HP regen a day,” Xena said.

       “The cap, to counter poisons and other abilities in a fight,” I commented.

       “Exactly. Then another 300,000 for aura, strength, and perception. That leaves 170,000 points,” Xena said.

       “HP regen is pointless, but SP regen, that’s something else entirely… I could bring it up to 180 SP per minute. Much better than increasing the cap,” I said.

       “To bring it from 2,000 to 5,000 SP would take 600,000 points. Completely pointless,” Xena said, emphasizing the pun that was probably intended.

       “I still need to reach 2,000 SP. That is another 18,000 points,” I said.

       “Then we also need to get the 100-day pop-up safety tents, one each,” Xena said.

       “So more like 140 SP per minute,” I said.

       “That is without anything extra. We both need Tier-4 stealth and danger,” Xena said. The first was to hide from players, and the second to be able to see individual monsters.

       “Hmm, I can live with a Tier-3 display and zoom. Then I need to keep a reserve. So will probably end at around 100 SP per minute,” I commented.

       “Twenty minutes to refill, then,” Xena said.

       “That means we’re completely out of combat. Still, it will be useful. You need to look through the A-Class monsters for anything that can enhance armor,” I said.

       “There’s a lot. We’ll have to stick to one type,” Xena said.

       “What are the options?” I asked. She pulled up her database.

       “The best would be to get fifty essences of Jewel-Armored Crabs,” Xena said.

       “Really?” I asked. I had lost my piercing spear. It had been crushed inside the Leviathan and partially disintegrated. Yet even with that weapon, those A-Class monsters were a pain to kill.

       “Really?” Xena said.

       “The trident will work, or my disintegration spear. Urgh. I need to upgrade my processing tool as well if I am going to be doing this,” I said.

       “They create a partial aura over the equipment, enhancing its defense,” Xena said.

       “Boots?” I asked.

       “The Flying Three-Legged Chicken,” Xena said.

       “I don’t think we’ve seen that one,” I replied, my eyebrows raising.

       “Nope. It’s super rare. Reduces gravitational pull. Makes a person lighter,” Xena said.

       “What do you need for your weapons?” I asked.

       “The bow needs the Hyper Spider,” she said.

       “Each one I get, you owe me a chicken,” I said. Those spider things were fast and annoying. “What else?”

       “The arrows can use essence from the Piercing Fish of the Void,” Xena said.

       “Another unknown,” I commented.

       “Probably in the ocean. It grants arrows the ability to negate aura,” Xena said.

       “That is overpowered,” I said.

       “Yes,” Xena agreed. Aura was the ability to resist base damage, so to pierce through it even after it got upgraded would undercut our opponents.

       “You remember where those crabs were?” I asked.

       “Sir Killz kept the log,” Xena said. I nodded at that as she pulled out a notebook.

       “He was always looking for ways to one-up me. It was never a competition though,” I said.

       “True. But it was useful, and I didn’t have to do it at least,” Xena said.

       “When was this?” I asked.

       “Same time we started really collecting the map pieces,” she explained.

       “So where are the monsters?” I asked.

       “Hold on.” She flipped through the notebook, soon listing off the monster locations; everything we knew about was in the east islands since we had farmed there thoroughly.

       “This means the chicken and the piercing fish are probably elsewhere,” I said.

       “Yes, and no doubt it will be troublesome to find them,” Xena said.

       “Hold up.” I pulled up my map, something that had become a more frequent habit.

      “Three danger circles,” I said.

       Xena pulled hers up as well. “How though?” she muttered as if to herself.

       “At a guess, they are probably trying to hunt us down,” I said.

       “Ghillie suits now,” Xena said. We put them on. They’d survived in the ship’s footlocker, and we had taken them. Mostly, they just stayed in our packs just as before we had the ship. It was a nuisance to always keep them on.

       “They are headed right for us,” Xena said.

       “Let’s switch houses. This one’s boarded up,” I commented. The curtains and other ways we had blocked it from the outside would make it readily available. We switched houses and waited. The group of three went invisible once they hit the coast, each wearing ghillie suits as well.

       This was going to be a nightmare. I slowly went over to Xena.

      “We should move and attempt to locate them,” I put forward.

       “It’s almost night. Monsters will be out,” she replied.

       “They could just start burning houses. The danger level’s also low still. We should move out and attempt to locate them ourselves,” I said.

       “Too risky. This town’s too big to burn and the cost of oil is a waste. We will be able to tell if they start burning other buildings first. Better to wait and take them out if they come in to check,” Xena said.

       “Alright.” I went back to my position near the door and crouched down.

      Even if they looked through a window, they wouldn’t see either of us. This had become a game of being hunted, and I didn’t like it, not one bit.

       It was a long night. Halfway through, Xena was as fed up as I was and came over to my position. “Alright. We need to do something. I’m exhausted,” she said.

       “That might be their plan. The only thing is to check the buildings ourselves,” I remarked.

       “Then let’s do it,” Xena said. We were currently in Dakuiloa on Oneata Island to the far east of the active area, with only two villages on the south coast of the tiny island. Our current village had about thirty buildings in total.

       We left our building and carefully began to check the others as a team while avoiding the monsters moving about. If we stood still, the monsters ignored us.

      Nevertheless, it was a huge risk. We checked all the buildings and found nothing.

       “The rooftops,” Xena said. Xena helped me make way up onto the roof of a building quietly and slowly. I scanned the others. There, that was an unnatural bump a couple rooftops over. I helped bring Xena up and point out the target. She gave me a nod and readied her bow.

      The arrow flew true and struck the lump.

      1,000 points for an explosive arrow was not a waste in my mind.

      I would gladly pay 1,000 points to kill another player, especially these three that had slaughtered Sir Killz. Chunks of blood, bone, and flesh rained down. “Aagh!” the person screamed. They had survived that, and it looked as if Xena had hit an arm and an artery.

      She fired again, the arrow taking them in the chest. I noted someone else standing on another roof near their companion who had been attacked. “Second one, there,” I pointed out.

       “Special abilities. Hit the wounded one,” Xena said.

       “Burst three.” I said the command phrase and then opened my mouth. A blast of water shot through the air, struck my target and knocked him clean off the roof.

      Xena now used her eye attack.

       “Aagh!” A second person let out a scream.

       “Got him in the chest, but he had armor,” Xena said.

       “Mine fell off the roof. Let’s move in. Attack beta one.”

       “Got it,” Xena said. We both left the roof after doing one last scan and didn’t see the third person. We moved toward the two injured—still nothing on our maps. Everyone was keeping under the speed limit. I did note the danger level had gone up a bit, and more monsters were moving in to patrol the area.

       We went to the person whose arm Xena had blown into chunks, the one I had knocked off the roof. Now I noted a blood trail moving toward a nearby building and purchased a jug of oil and tossed it. Xena followed up with a lighter.

      The entire side of the building went up in flames. I purchased another two jugs and launched them at nearby buildings as well.

       We fell back and climbed up a nearby rooftop. They had to be hurting a good deal now after suffering two brutal attacks. “Should I bait them out?” Xena asked me.

       “Risky, better in the daytime,” I remarked.

       “We can S-bomb them,” she suggested.

       “Still three hours until dawn. It will be a mess,” I said.

       “We can flee along the coast,” she offered.

       “But we’ll circle the island in twenty minutes in a ship. We won’t be putting enough distance between us and the S-Class,” I said.

       “There is a tiny piece of land just to the east. We can make this place heat up and then head there. Close enough that we can get across the water, but far enough so the danger level doesn’t spread,” Xena said.

       “Alright. Stick with me and watch my back,” I said.

       “Got it,” Xena said. We left the roof, and I immediately began attacking the monsters that had shown up. One hit from the trident, and they were finished.

      I killed off four monsters, and the danger level had shot up dramatically.

       I ended up having to purchase 1,000 SP for 1,000 points to kill another two, putting things in S-Class territory. We retreated to the coast without caring about our stealth.

      Xena got out the Enterprise.

      It had repaired 8 HP, enough to make it drivable if not incredibly beat up.

      I took the driver’s seat that was still partially burnt and shredded while Xena kept an eye on the map, ready to run out and man a ballista.

       I set off east along the coast.

      “S-Class moved into the town. Looks like the Cloud Chaser,” Xena said.

       “Remind me,” I asked.

       “A horse with clouds at its feet. Can fly and shoots lightning,” Xena said. That was when the darkness lit up a bit. “Got three people showing up on my map. They are headed for the coast.”

      I swung the ship around while still hugging the shore.

       “Take the front ballista,” I said.

       “Got it,” Xena answered, and went outside.

      I kept an eye on what was happening.

      The Cloud Chaser lived up to its name and chased the three from the other team to the coast. They got out a motorboat, into which Xena promptly put a ballista shot, completely wrecking it.

       That was when the group of three suddenly changed direction and ran back into the village. A few lightning bolts came down at them but hit nearby trees and buildings. I spun the ship away and headed back east.

       “Pursuit?” I asked Xena over the phone.

       “No. We should be clear,” she said.
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      “They are still on the scoreboard,” I remarked.

       “Still on the map, moving across the island to the far coast. Can we intercept?” Xena asked.

       “Will take about fifteen minutes to reach the coast,” I said.

       “They will easily get there in five minutes at their current pace. Turn around?” Xena asked.

       “They’ll deploy a ship. They outnumber us and their ship would be at full health. We need to think of a different solution,” I said.

       “A trap. They have to come along the coast. We keep circling around, then when we see them, we turn and run. Lead them into a mine,” Xena said.

       “That could work. Get the rear bolts ready and the mine,” I said.

       “Got it.” Xena left the cabin and got to work. All I could do was drive and check the map.

       “They are moving to intercept us. Five minutes,” I said.

       “Got it. Dropping three barrels at this point,” Xena said as the Enterprise rounded the north-most point of the tiny island. I heard three splashes. “When you reach this point, take the turn wide. They should try to cut the corner to close the distance,” Xena said.

       “Move to the front. Can you spot them?” I asked.

       “I see them, ship incoming,” Xena said.

       “Turning around. Hang on,” I said and turned our ship hard. Once we were steady, Xena went to the rear of the ship and began firing a ballista.

       “They are closing in on us,” Xena said.

       “Timing things. They will have to cut the corner to close into range,” I remarked.

      A bolt impacted the rear of the cabin, bending in the metal.

       “Speed up, we are in range,” Xena said.

       “Pushing it; the ship’s damaged,” I said.

       “They keep making minor adjustments, throwing my aim off. Do the same,” she said. I slightly turned the wheel back and forth.

       “Too rapid,” Xena said.

      Another bolt hit the Enterprise and I felt that impact in my soul.

       “Thirty seconds till we hit the corner,” I said.

       “Using fire bolts,” Xena said. I wished I could look behind us. If this was how Sir Killz had felt, then he deserved a lot of credit for keeping his cool under all this stress.

      I hated being stuck driving, but Xena was a far better shot than me.

       I took the corner wide, only spotting the floating barrels since I knew they were there. I watched the map and saw the enemy ship cut the corner as we had anticipated.

      I stood up and looked backward, seeing the front of their ship flaming and wrecked, just the same as they had done to us a few days ago.

      “Swing us around,” Xena said.

      “Hang on.” I swung the Enterprise around, and she raced to the front ballista. I saw her fire bolt after bolt as quickly as she could.

      “They are trying to get in a motorboat, bring us around,” Xena said.

       I brought the Enterprise around their ship and saw Xena shoot one of their rear ballistae, so they couldn’t shoot back.

      Unfortunately, that gave them enough time to get into the motorboat and start it up.

       “Hold it steady,” Xena said as we pursued their motorboat, leaving their ship a flaming wreck and abandoned. They didn’t recover as we had done.

      Goodbye 25,000 points, a waste if I said so myself.

       Xena fired, and the shot missed as the motorboat juked about. We chased them around the island, forcing them to burn points at a much faster rate than us. That was the problem with the motorboat, poor fuel efficiency. Xena came back into the cabin after they got out of range.

       “Any other ideas? Because there is no easy way to catch up,” I said.

       “Yes. There’s a load of monsters near the town. Circle around the island. We kill a bunch and then flee the other way. We have time before dawn,” Xena said.

       “Then we pin them between an S-Class and our ship,” I replied. Their team had nine lives after all the times they had almost died but escaped.

       “Exactly. If they land, we can just increase the danger level of the island while controlling the coastline. We have the advantage. We have to keep it,” Xena said.

       “Can we even pin them down?” I asked.

       “We have to try. The only way to win something like this is to keep pushing until one side gives up,” Xena said. She went back outside, and I slowed the ship near a group of monsters, in proximity to the village where things had already escalated.

      She began firing the ballista, killing monster after monster and spending points like water.

       I turned the ship around and began heading around the island clockwise once a second S-Class monster started moving toward our position. Xena came back inside.

      “The entire southeast portion around Dakuiloa is super hot,” I said.

       “Two S-Class monsters. The enemy team is on the far end of the island. Keep driving straight, same speed. I’ll pick off any monsters that I see. Need to work on my aim a bit,” Xena said.

       “Alright,” I replied. Xena went back outside, and I kept the Enterprise steady.

      Every minute or so, she would fire the ballista on the front of the ship and kill another monster. The danger level around the island was reaching epic proportions, however, and I counted a third S-Class monster that showed up in our wake.

       The enemy team had stopped and appeared confused about what they should do.

      They understood what we were doing, but didn’t have a ship to confront ours, and S-Class monsters were slowly taking over the area. But there were no good options for them currently.

      The only real option was to land and hide, and even that was being cut off by Xena sniping monsters on the coast, increasing the danger level on the island itself.

      Eventually, there would be an S-Class that would come along and hunt them down.

      We rounded the east end of the island, a few minutes out from their boat.

      A fourth S-Class had shown up and was on the island.

      The entire place was going nuclear and I felt a tinge of fear myself now; there was a chance of this being the end, but I was sure as hell taking these fools with me if it went that way.

       “We are coming up on them, Xena,” I told her over the phone.

       “Got it,” she said.

       “Looks like they are going to try and blow past us. You want me to turn?” I asked.

       “No keep going straight, and only turn after they pass us,” Xena said.

       “Got it,” I said and kept the Enterprise going forward, close to the coast of Oneata Island.

      I saw their motorboat speeding toward us and felt tempted to turn since they appeared to be on a collision course—but I held steady.

      They were trying to goad Xena into firing so they could get by our ship.

       She was not buying into that and remained calm, seeing the motorboat finally forced to turn, and Xena fired at point-blank range for the ballista. Their boat was heavily damaged, but they managed to maintain control. “Hang on!” I called out to Xena, swinging the ship around.

      Their motorboat had lost a lot of speed, now sitting low in the water.

      But even with the gaping hole in its side, it was still moving. The other group had purchased an additional boat and were quickly transferring over, using their old vessel as a shield against our ship. Once we reoriented toward them, Xena fired the ballista again, ripping the top off the old motorboat and slightly impacting the front of their new one.

       I pushed the Enterprise forward at full speed.

      Xena fired again, clipping the side of the new motorboat as it sped away.

      “Brace for impact!” I called out. The Enterprise cut through the old motorboat now low in the water. The ship shook, but easily sheared the boat in half and continued forward.

      The enemy team dropped a barrel in the water with a lit flare in its top. Unfortunately, in the darkness, it was easy to spot. Xena had shot the barrel and jarred their boat more than our ship. I checked the map, seeing an S-Class moving toward us.

      “S-Class incoming, intercept from land, north,” I told Xena.

      I noted how she glanced in that direction.

       “Shit!” she cursed. “Void Dragon. Break off into the open ocean.”

       “We won’t survive,” I said.

       “You mean we won’t survive facing that,” she responded. “That size, armor, and attack while also flying means its weakness is probably its stamina and regen. We leave the coast and it probably won’t pursue us,” Xena said.

       “Turning south, hang on.”

      I turned the Enterprise toward the south, away from land. It would take about forty minutes to reach Moce Island and twice that for dawn to arrive. Xena came back into the cabin.

       “The Void Dragon’s after them,” Xena reported after a minute of staring at the map.

       “Then it’s over for that team,” I uttered simply, glancing across at her.

       “Most likely. That’s a top-tier S-Class,” Xena mused.

       “I count a large number of monsters moving on our position,” I said.

       “Cut the engines and we’ll use the motorboat. It’s faster. Should be able to outrun them,” Xena said. I cut the engine, and we got out the motorboat, retrieving the ship.

      Once the ship was retrieved, we took off at maximum speed toward the south and Moce Island. I had to frequently tweak my course to avoid monsters appearing on our path. “Who needs the plane when we could wait out the end just driving around in a motorboat?” I said.

      “The rate this thing’s burning fuel is ridiculous. Are they dead?” Xena asked.

       “Take over driving. There are a lot of monsters in the waters, so one mistake and we’ll capsize,” I said. We carefully switched positions, and she took over driving.

      I noted that her brown hair, typically in a bun, had become straggly and free in the wind, a solitary strand of hair blowing across her eyes now and then.

       I checked over the scoreboard and map. “Two dead but Henry Polaris survived,” I said.

       “He used them as bait most likely or was just faster at running away,” Xena said.

       “Probably hiding with a ghillie suit since his danger circle disappeared,” I said and grabbed onto the side of the boat as Xena shifted course to avoid a monster intercepting us.

       “At least he will be seriously hurting for points now,” Xena said.

       “True, the loss of the ship was the most serious blow. That was crazy,” I replied.

       “Yes, it was. But we pushed harder and came out ahead. A fight like that is more about willpower than tactics. You can’t mentally give up or it’s over,” Xena said.

       “Probably after we reversed their attack on them,” I said.

       “Exactly. They should have tried to recover their ship like we did but chose not to. That mistake compounded and put them in that situation where they could no longer confront us,” Xena said.

       “Also removes any chance of fending off an S-Class monster,” I added.

       “Exactly. You have the drive to kill and are smart, but that determination, well, anyone can hesitate,” Xena said.

       “I like to avoid risks,” I said.

       “Exactly, sometimes you just have to go all in and call their strength to confront you,” Xena said.

       “You get any points?” I asked.

       “Nope. But at least I took out two of them,” Xena said.

       “So, us two, Blood Thorn and his two, another group of two, then Henry by his lonesome. That leaves six unaccounted for,” I said.

       “Ignore them. The mid-game is about over. Things will move into the preparatory period or the long calm before the storm,” Xena said.

       “We kept thinking that, but every time afterward, things heated up,” I said.

       “There’s no need to fight. I’m honestly surprised they pursued us like that. Probably, they thought they had an advantage of some kind,” Xena said.

       “Maybe. You think everyone else will stay out of the way?” I asked.

       “Most likely. I have a call from Blood Thorn,” Xena said and hesitated for a moment.

      He was calling her personal phone. “He has a Tier-4 phone and isn’t showing up on mine. You take over driving,” Xena said, and we carefully traded positions before she picked up the call.

       “You sure like causing trouble. Thinning out the competition, Xena?” Blood Thorn asked.

       “Perhaps. Who have you been talking to?” Xena asked in return.

       “Henry. He wants to join up with me to hunt you and your teammate down. I am considering it,” Blood Thorn said.

       “A lot have tried, and a lot are dead,” Xena said.

       “That is absolutely true. Dominating the top of the leaderboards. It’s impressive. Still using monsters—it seems to be a bad habit that you have picked up,” Blood Thorn said.

       “Just something I learned from another team. Still can’t figure out how to send an S-Class as a targeted gazer. Any ideas?” Xena asked.

       “Unfortunately, no. That knowledge was lost. Unity had heard of something like that, but the knowledge has been lost. Sounds dangerous,” Blood Thorn said.

       “The way I see it is that even if you take on Henry Polaris, you’ll be at a disadvantage trying to hunt us down. He lost his ship, wasted a ton of points. I think it was two or three motorboats,” Xena said.

       “But revenge is never clear cut. Still, a weapon that wants to be used is always a good thing to have. Just need to aim it,” Blood Thorn said.

       “It’s the long break before the end. I plan to be farming points, so are you really going to waste your time chasing me down?” Xena asked, and there was a long moment of silence.

       “No. While highly tempting, there is a slight chance you will come out ahead. I prefer to avoid such risks,” said Blood Thorn.

       “It is also incredibly early, surprised you were up,” Xena said.

       “I’m always ready to answer a phone call,” responded Blood Thorn. “Also, Henry was a strong competitor like you are.”

       “Was?” Xena asked.

       “Losing out to your team even after killing one of your people showed he was a one-trick ship. He has no depth. If he’d lose even with the advantage, then he’s worthless,” Blood Thorn said.

       “Harsh, but understandable. Still, I don’t look forward to facing your team until the very end,” Xena commented.

       “A dance for both of us to remember. I also must thank you, by the way. Going nuclear on that island reduced the heat on the lair just enough for my team and me to escape,” Blood Thorn said.

       “It was my pleasure. I doubted it would hold you for long. Was there anything else?” Xena asked.

       “No, just wanted to get a sense of how you were currently doing. Take care, Xena.”

       “You as well, Blood Thorn.”

      Xena hung up the call. “That was exhausting.”

      She ran her hands through her bun.

       “He really changed his mind about us?” I asked.

       “Yes. Both our team and Henry’s were ones he took seriously. We lost to them, which put us lower in his mind. But the fact we turned things around makes him hesitate to come in and try and kill us for our gear,” Xena said.

       “Is it really that simple?” I asked.

       “There’s more to it than that. But if we were weak, then he would try to pluck us off before Henry was able to. Blood Thorn was the winner in our fight. Six people on two teams, and now only three remain. He has the largest team left, most likely,” Xena said.

       “He also seems to know everyone,” I commented.

       “That has more to do with his play style. Probably spotted the teams and ran away while carefully keeping in contact with them to offer them an out. A networking strategy at its heart. It left him slightly behind in terms of combat, but he had a lot of human shields and information up to this point,” Xena said.

       “He is changing his strategy,” I realized.

       “Exactly. The alliance for the lair was probably the last he was willing to do. Now the number of remaining players is so low, the risk isn’t worthwhile. He can’t deploy teams as proxies but will have to bring them into his inner circle,” Xena said.

       “I was thinking that there are not enough left to contact,” I said.

       “Ha! True!” said Xena with a chuckle. “There are only so many left and he probably only has so many contacts.”

       “The plane. He can fly and look down. Even if he doesn’t see a person, as long as the system picks it up, then they would be in his phone log,” I said.

       “Interesting, that makes sense. So, the hard part would be talking to people who have remained hidden. Even then, they are unlikely to make an alliance at this point unless they get something, like Henry wanting Blood Thorn to track us down,” Xena said.

       “It all just seems like a complete waste. Hang on, this next part is tricky,” I said and began to maneuver the motorboat between monsters looking to cut us off. I let out a long slow exhale after getting past the last attempt to stop us.

       “Sir Killz would’ve loved this,” Xena observed wistfully.

       “Yeah, he would’ve,” I replied, and we enjoyed the night sky and breeze, and the quiet calmness between us both. Nothing really needed saying. We understood each other.

       “The stars look nice,” Xena said.

       “Hmm, they’re okay.” I shrugged as if I didn’t much care—but knew what she meant.

       “Ah, you grew up in space. Probably looked out the viewport every day.”

      Xena kept staring at the sky.

      “It wasn’t like that. Most ships don’t have viewing ports. We do have cameras that transfer in visuals to screens. Landbound people call them viewports, but the correct terminology is screen,” I explained.

      “Really? I swear, it’s like a separate culture,” Xena said.

      “It is to a large extent. Being a full-time spacer is a lifestyle of its own. You learn how to deal with shifts and hope you don’t get juiced from a bad jump. I never liked it, but it’s a good living. Better than a farming colony or mining outpost anyway,” I said.

       “This is my adventure. I can’t afford to travel. So, I signed up for this to see some new sights and have an adventure,” Xena said.

       “Not the money? I mean, everyone wants that, surely,” I replied.

       “The money is useful. But after taxes, there won’t be that much left. Planetary taxes, house taxes, and so on,” Xena explained.

       “That much?” I asked.

       “It’s complicated, but citizenship and membership come with benefits. If I give those up, travel becomes a lot harder,” Xena said. She looked lost in thought.

       “Ah, I have a corporate passport. That tends to be enough as long as I keep my head down,” I replied.

       “You aren’t part of a House and your history has been verified by a corporation. No such luck for me,” Xena shrugged.

       “They really went all out to get a wide range of people,” I observed.

       “Makes for a better test, even if the game is unbalanced,” Xena replied.

       “I might travel. Go visit a planet or two after this. The top four supposedly get a trip to a replica resort based on these islands,” I said.

       “That sounds nice,” Xena agreed, nodding enthusiastically.

       “That also means bugs.” I couldn’t help but shiver in fear of that. Bugs had never been my thing. “Also, humidity, no climate control. Sounds terrible. This is already pushing it.”

       “Some diversity is good for the soul,” Xena bantered.

       “Not good for my body though, and the soul’s not much good without that. Probably go with some type of life extension. Save up the rest. Might even buy a share or two,” I said.

       “All good ideas. Money opens all doors,” Xena replied.

       “Careful, you sound like you’re about to join a corporation.”

       “There are worse things. I like a bit of safe adventure. I’ll miss this place when it’s over,” Xena said after a pause.

       “They’ll probably host it somewhere in VR full-time,” I speculated.

       “It won’t be the same. The risk, the adventure. A safe experience with no consequences is pointless,” Xena said firmly.

       “We have over 2,000 days left. So, we have plenty of time going forward. That ten-to-one temporal compression is insane,” I said.

       “That is true. You ever get worried?” Xena asked.

       “It’s like flying on a ship. Any moment, you can get juiced and it’s all over. Sure, there are safety procedures and countless checks, but you hear stories and rumors. I just learn not to care about things outside of my control. You have to do that, or you get space sickness and go wonky,” I explained.

       “Space sickness, I heard that is just made up,” Xena said.

       “It’s a group of illnesses that get lumped together. The basic premise is that a person panics and can’t stand living inside a spaceship or even space anymore. The only option is for them to get put in statis, sent to a farming colony—or a penal colony if they really screwed up,” I said.

       “That sounds terrible,” Xena remarked, her face scrunched up in distaste.

       “There is counseling, but drugs are expensive. No corporation is going to subsidize a drug habit and risk someone going nuts. That’s precisely why the Numericon is encouraged as the primary belief and almost everyone is a read believer,” I replied.

       “Sounds uniform and monotonous,” Xena said.

       “Exactly. It brings comfort and peace of mind. You don’t want people making things up when adjusting a dampener or calculating the right nutrient mix for your next meal. One mistake that gets through can wipe out a ship. You ever hear of the Roaring Dragon?” I asked.

       “No,” Xena said.

       “A ghost ship on auto pilot. Supposedly, the air mix went bad and the Captain had locked in the auto pilot with a personal code. No one could remote override, and now, the Roaring Dragon flies on endlessly,” I said.

       “Isn’t that a huge safety risk?” Xena asked.

       “Of course, it is. That is why a raft of rules was put in place about lockout codes and auto pilots. It was recovered after twenty years and remains a lesson in mistakes getting through,” I said.

       “Seems you should be more worried rather than less,” Xena said.

       “I trusted people to have their end and they trusted me to have mine. On top of the certifications, training, and testing, it isn’t cheap working on a ship. That is why the large interstellar corporations build up their own spacer culture. There are trades and overlaps, to prevent people getting stale or complacent, but it’s all separate from you land-bound people,” I explained.

       “They should make a show about it,” Xena said. “It would be interesting.”

       “They have made one, and it isn’t—it’s just boring. Even creating fake drama on a ship is just asking for an accident,” I said.
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      “Day 2,800,” I said at the breakfast table with Xena.

       “The beginning of the end,” she replied.

      We had treated ourselves today to a mix of pancakes, syrup, and fruit.

       “Still ten others left. Things will get interesting. Get any calls from your boyfriend?” I asked, referring to Blood Thorn.

       “No. He’s been mostly silent. Last call was a couple hundred days ago and you were there for that,” Xena said.

       “Just curious. Things have been incredibly stable. I was hoping some people would drop off,” I said.

       “There are twelve left, counting us. We’re in the top one percent,” observed Xena.

       “Almost, just another two to get rid of,” I replied.

       “True, true. We are both maxed out, so should everyone else be,” Xena said.

       “I wanted more regen. Still think 6 HP and 60 SP per day isn’t enough,” I said.

       “But strength, aura, and perception are all too useful too,” Xena pointed out.

       “I know, I know. Should have taken the books from the lair. Must have wasted at least 10,000 points on nonsense,” I replied.

       “You always believed in relaxing your mental state. A good book can help with that,” Xena said.

       “I know, but it feels as though I wasn’t living up to my name of Hardcore every time I purchased one,” I said.

       “It’s just like the points you spend to clean and repair your gear. This battle is all mental now. Given any thought to our approach?” Xena asked.

       “Plenty! Ghillie suit the entire way, with the reusable tent. We make for the center of the island and scope it out,” I said.

       “It will be a long walk,” Xena said.

       “We’re in no rush. I was thinking we come up from the south and hide out in the mountains south of the lake and dam. The mountains are tall and wild with very few structures on or around them. Rather than going for Mount Tomanivi right away,” I said. Mount Tomanivi would be a focal point since it was the tallest location on the map and the last place above the water.

       “That works. Still, it means we would have to cross over eventually,” Xena said.

       “Won’t be that bad. I estimate we can easily make it to minus twenty days if the rate of the water level increase is consistent,” I said.

       “Might be better to go for the tallest peak right away and burrow in at that point,” Xena said.

       “Everyone left will be going for Mount Tomanivi. That is why we should hide somewhere else and then move in on our ship at the very end. Also, monsters might push toward the peak. I would rather avoid that,” I said.

       “Fair enough. I did check the map, and the pillar’s listed as on, so the water level’s increasing,” Xena said.

       “Good to confirm. Shall we check?” I asked as we finished breakfast.

       “Sure.” We left the building and made our way to the shore.

       “Hard to tell with the waves,” I said.

       “No, look. It’s coming up to the tree roots. The water’s going up for sure,” Xena said.

       “More rapid than I thought,” I replied.

       “All these islands are close to sea level and we are next to the coast,” Xena said.

       “Let’s gear up and get going,” I said. We returned to the building and put on all our gear and equipment. I had the trident as my primary weapon and the disintegration spear as my backup. I had gotten rid of the light spears and knives strapped to my legs.

       I wanted to be light and fast and couldn’t afford to be weighed down. If I needed a holdout weapon, I could purchase one. Xena and I both had slightly over 10,000 points saved up each. We went outside and saw the water had risen a little more.

       It could just be the shift in the waves themselves, but I was hesitant to accept that. I got out the Enterprise, and we took off. “Blood Thorn,” Xena said as a call came in.

       “Might get some interesting information, so I’ll keep an eye on the map,” I replied.

       “Hello, Blood Thorn. It’s been a while,” Xena said.

       “Xena, a pleasure as always. It has been a while, yes. Still, we are at the end game now and I think my strategy will be the winning one,” Blood Thorn said.

       “Going to Mount Uluigalau?” Xena asked, and there was silence.

      I did a mental cheer for myself for guessing that and talking Xena through it. Tavenuni Island to the southeast of the main island of Vanua Levu had a long ridge down its middle, and was a tall mountain but isolated from the much more spread out area of Fiji.

       In essence, the plan sounded like a good idea to remain out of the upcoming battles but could leave a person trapped and isolated. “I see. I suppose that is a lucky guess—or did someone tell you?” Blood Thorn asked.

       “A girl doesn’t tell. You know that,” Xena said.

       “But you’re a woman, not a girl. Still, to see through me is disturbing. I don’t suppose you’re headed here?” Blood Thorn asked.

       “Now, now. Probing me for my plans is not going to work. So, why did you call?” Xena asked.

       “For some good conversation. There are only so many people left. A shame we never got to have a meal together,” Blood Thorn said.

       “We killed an S-Class together and beat the lair. I think that counts for quite a bit,” Xena said.

       “True, true. Still, you don’t want an alliance. You tease me so wickedly,” Blood Thorn said.

       “Once this is over, you can prepare a meal for me in the White Room,” Xena said.

       “Careful. You might just become arrogant,” Blood Thorn said.

       “I just might. Hardcore here was just telling me how I’m in the top one percent,” Xena said.

       “Ha, very true. The elite of the elite. Not as if it matters that much. Still, I always preferred winning,” Blood Thorn said.

       “Then defeat must be a bitter and cold meal. Make sure to serve that in the White Room,” Xena said.

       “Now you’re just making me hungry,” accused Blood Thorn.

       “You ally with Henry?” Xena asked.

       “Perhaps, perhaps. All’s fair in love and war,” answered Blood Thorn.

       “This is just a game,” Xena voiced.

       “Ah, but do our passions not speak for themselves?” Blood Thorn said.

       “Goodbye. See you around,” Xena said.

       “Take care, my poisoned flower,” Blood Thorn said and hung up.

       “He is so trying to date you,” I said.

       “Maybe. Or he is just bored out of his mind. I mean, we ended up reading books. But he is a people person,” Xena said.

       “Surprised he didn’t talk to you more,” I commented.

       “There’s only so much banter you can engage in before it gets stale. He’s probably been reading some classics,” Xena said.

       “Too drama rich for me. Why don’t you give Henry a call, poke him a bit?” I suggested.

       “Sure,” Xena said and placed the call. “Hello Henry.”

       “Xena.” The way he said her name made it clear he was still angry.

       “I kept looking for you, but you never showed up. I hope you’re doing alright?” Xena asked. I looked back at her from the driver’s seat, and she was grinning.

       “I’ll kill both of you if it is the last thing I do,” Henry said.

       “We tried to ask you to leave, but that’s all ancient history. We are planning to go to Mount Uluigalau. We can settle our differences there,” Xena said.

       “You’re lying,” Henry immediately said.

       “We’re headed there right now. I never said we were there,” Xena replied.

       “I’m in touch with Blood Thorn. Don’t think you can fool me,” Henry said. This guy was giving us so many juicy details.

       “That’s your choice. I mean, we cleared a lair with Blood Thorn. I forget what you did?” Xena asked. The line was silent for a bit. “Take care, see you in the White Room.” She then hung up.

       “Working together, but there are fractures,” Xena said.

       “I am so glad I’m not on the end of all that drama. I would probably kill Blood Thorn if I were on his team for how much theatrics he drags himself into,” I replied.

       “The danger of what he does is someone else doing the same thing and talking behind his back. Hopefully, a couple head to Mount Uluigalau and kill each other,” Xena said.

       “We can always hope,” I said — the rest of the journey passed in comfortable silence. We were old and dear companions. Not lovers, by any means, but friends. I would even dare say best friends. I had been with Xena for a long time now, just over seven-and-a-half years.

      A lot of time, I mused.

      I thought of my life outside of the game, and it all seemed so distant now.

      There was no clear boundary between when this occurred; just every day, the memories of the outside world became fainter, as if only memories of memories. 

       My mother was probably still alive. I realized the importance of money, and this was merely a fantasy that would disappear eventually. It had become my home, and I was able to tell the danger level of an area just by looking at the class of monsters.

      I could kill a raging Vine Reaper in under a minute.

       Outside, however, no one cared about Vine Reapers.

      Maybe.

      Once we had entered the long wait until the end, my commands to my manager had become fewer and fewer. Killing the same monsters over and over only brought joy in the books I could purchase, and enhancing myself seemed a pointless slog.

       It was easy to take a short trip to the White Room, but I had to keep going. That was one thing of which I never let go—the ambition to win. If I didn’t win, or at least try my hardest, then what was the point of all this nonsense? I didn’t want to answer that question, so continued.

       Xena was good company, but without Sir Killz asking questions, conversations tended to drift off into silence. There was no pressure to change. We’d discussed hunting S-Class monsters, but that was quickly shelved as too dangerous and a waste of points.

       That was the real reward — time to read and relax. It was a lie, but a pleasant one.

      Each day, that lie had become harder to resist, making me just want to quit. One mistake and a monster would rip me apart. One accident and I wouldn’t have to worry. Then there was my teammate, one I didn’t choose or initially want, but who had paid off massive dividends.

       “Still no activity,” Xena said.

       “Only twelve others. Let’s take the river near Naitonitoni upstream as far as possible,” I suggested.

       “Alright. If I see anyone, we stop and hide,” Xena said.

       “Fair enough. I’ll be going slow,” I said.

      I pulled into the river mouth and headed upstream. “Shit. Look ahead.”

       “The river’s pushing at its banks and it hasn’t rained,” Xena said.

       “Water flow has nothing to do with rain. We’re still close to the sea level—and look at the bridge. You think we can make it?” I asked.

       “Yes, it will be tight, but we still have clearance,” Xena said. I pushed the Enterprise forward and passed under the bridge. It felt way too close.

      “The danger level isn’t excessive. No S-Class in sight,” Xena said.

      “Got it.” I kept us moving upstream slowly and carefully, and the river went back and forth a couple of times before heading northwest. Eventually, the ship jerked a bit.

      “Hitting ground, shutting down,” I said and turned the engine off.

       We got off and deployed the motorboat, the Best of All Times, and recovered the ship.

      It might still have some use. We continued upstream and reached a small village not connected by a road, but only the river. We got off there and settled into one of the buildings.

       “Not that high up yet,” I said.

       “We have more walking to do. We can keep going upstream near Mount Vono Levu and stop at the villages along the way. Then it is a short trek through the wilderness to Mount Monavatu,” Xena said.

       “That puts us ten miles from the point pillar and slightly farther from Mount Tomanivi,” I replied.

       “It’s tall and out of the way. A good place to hide out. Unless you want to hunt?” Xena asked me.

       “No. The area you suggested near Monavatu has a lot of forests and cliffs. A good place to carve out a cave,” I said. I took the second watch as I usually did; it was a quiet night.

       It was another quiet two days before we reached Mount Monavatu. We had a wagon loaded up with stuff we’d collected from several buildings and covered in a tarp.

      When we reached the mountain, we walked around the peak a little before picking a shallow cliff face with some larger rocks covered in plants. We then purchased shovels and began digging. With our enhanced strength, it was easy enough to cut through the dirt.

       It didn’t take long before we hit rock. I began melting a small tunnel into the rock with my disintegration spear, while Xena used the shovel to pull away the slurry before it could thicken back up. We then switched, and she used my spear to clear out portions of the rock while I moved the rock slurry with a shovel. We stayed the night in the reusable bright orange safety tent.

       It took five days to carve out a three-foot-long sloped tunnel we could crawl through and then an eight-by-eight by eight-foot room in the rock. After that was a bit of work, disassembly, and reassembly to move everything we had gathered up into the cave. We also took care to move dirt and small plants to cover up our entrance and the excavation we’d done.

       We had rocks covering the entrance on the outside and inside but they were not wedged in, just placed down. The evening we finished, we both sat at our tiny table with a bottle of white wine for Xena and orange juice for me. I couldn’t get enough of the stuff, swearing they had to be lacing in crys-vials, but Xena assured me was that it tasted normal.

       “To our new home.” Xena lifted her glass. I rose mine as well.

       “To our new home,” I said, and we both drank.

      She had taught me some of the finer things, and I had read a book about formal dining during the long break before the end. “Honey-glazed fish. Perfectly sweet,” I said.

       “Steak for me. Solid meat.”

      We both gave the other a smile. We had tried the other person’s favorite dishes and sometimes changed it up, but it was hard to pick something besides our own personal favorites. There were hundreds of options, but it was always hit or miss when trying out new dishes.

       “So, another 170 days or so in this cave. It’s going to become quite dull,” Xena said.

       “More like 130 days. We are below the peak,” I replied.

       “I thought we were high up.” Xena frowned a bit.

       “We are, just that the land at the tallest peaks is very little. It will be us, Mount Tomanivi to the north and a little bit to the northwest. Our area will be the biggest but the portion to the north will be the tallest.” I took a breath before continuing.

       “At day 180, we’ll have a small island here, and there will be one to the north. Like super small,” I said.

       “It will be a challenge to hang on. At Day 130, we need to clear off our area and then make a move sometime around Day 180. We could also wait till the last moment and then use the ship to bombard whoever is left,” Xena said.

       “That has possibility. The danger levels are shifting. During the day, they plummet to almost nothing, but at night the oceans are near exploding with monsters,” I said.

       “To stop people from hiding out on the water. You can do it during the day, but nighttime will be impossible. I saw the change also,” Xena said.

       “This means land is always clear day or night, while the ocean is a super death trap at night. No more creating an S-Class nuke,” I replied.

       “That would have made the ending too simple,” Xena said.

       “Oh, the player count just went down. It’s at eleven,” I said.

       “Anyone we know?” Xena asked.

       “Nope,” I replied. We only had Blood Thorn, his two teammates Trilla and Far Sight. The fourth was Henry Polaris. The six, well, five now, were unknowns.

       “Things are heating up,” Xena proclaimed.

       “Make the top ten just by sitting around,” I said.

       “I wonder what people think of this?” Xena asked.

       “We’re in it to win it. Everything else has to be put to the side. Even sitting in a dark hole,” I said.

       “At least a lamp is cheap,” Xena said.

      Only ten points for forty hours of light. We each were responsible for one lamp.

       “Think anyone will find us?” I asked.

       “No. The slurry was covered up and the terrain won’t reset,” Xena said. I had discovered this underground strategy. While the ground should reset since we were in a cavity, the system would not kick us out to fill in the area. Also, it would leave the entrance open if we remained. If we both left, this whole place would quickly disappear in a few hours as if it had never been here at all.

       “Better than running from monsters and trying to hide from players. Oh, everyone is showing up on my phone. Looks like they are joining the party,” I replied.

       “Could they locate us based on that?” Xena asked.

       “They would just get a radius of twenty miles, which is a lot of land to cover. They’d have to spot the exact moment the phone picked us up and then chart that location out. The fact that they are probably expecting us all to be moving makes it unlikely,” I said.

       “You never know,” Xena said.

       “True, but people will watch their maps, not the phone log. Even if they split roles, it isn’t that simple since we can move, and they would never know unless they went back out of range,” I replied.

       “They could have kept a lower-tier phone,” Xena said.

       “Maybe, but doubtful. You need to be able to coordinate with your team. I wouldn’t worry about it. Even if we’re attacked, they’d have to waste a couple of barrels to try and blast us out,” I said.

       “Still, a risk,” Xena said.

       “We’ll have to move the furniture out if we want to make changes. That is a lot of work,” I said.

       “No third vote.” Xena let out a small sigh.

       “Sir Killz would probably say do it.” I let out a sigh of my own. “Tomorrow,” I said.

       “Tomorrow. It’s late right now,” Xena agreed. She got the first watch, and I took the second. Even tucked away, we wouldn’t be taking chances.

       The next morning, we got to work. Everything was moved out, and I dug a tunnel upward at an angle. When I ran out of SP, Xena took over with the other person moving the slurry out. Soon, we hit dirt and had an escape tunnel farther up the mountain.

      We covered it with rock and plants and went back inside our hole.

       “Still no one,” Xena said.

       “Everyone is going ghillie suit just like us. Still at eleven people,” I replied.

       “This is going to be a long wait,” Xena said.

       “Patience is the key. Every person killed is one fewer for us to worry about,” I replied.

       “You’re number one in both points and kills,” Xena said, her mouth slightly curving downward.

       “Jealous?” I asked.

       “Annoyed that a lot of kills didn’t count,” Xena explained.

       “Understandable. The counts seem fairly locked in at this point,” I said.

       “Blood Thorn is right on your tail, second in points,” Xena pointed out.

       “At least we know he wasn’t farming S-Class monsters.” I shook my head at the thought.

       “He’s good, but the variation’s too much. How you prepare for one type doesn’t work on another. Then you scramble to spend points upon points. Even then, you can only carry so many weapons and only use one flesh and one blood-type essence,” Xena said.

       “True. Everyone also probably maxed out the side stats. It would be insane not to,” I replied.

       “Agreed. Strength’s too much to give up for combat. Perception, well it makes it a lot easier to spot things,” Xena said.

       “Don’t forget your aura. Double the amount. That is crazy,” I said.

       “Doesn’t block special effects. We know Blood Thorn is ready to go with them,” Xena said.

       “Wind blades and that belt. A two on one, we have a chance,” I said.

       “I still think you’re being overconfident,” she said.

       “I think you doubt us too much,” I argued. That was one issue on which we had a hard time coming to an agreement.

       “Oh, I see someone,” Xena said. I pulled up my map.

       “Moving openly to the west. Probably north up the valley to the point pillar or something nearby,” I replied.

       “Intercept?” Xena asked.

       “No. We just wait. That was our plan. Don’t tell me you’re bored already?” I replied.

       “Just going to be a long time sitting around here. There are no monsters. We could hunt people,” Xena said.

       “And be hunted in turn. I’d rather rest up and then focus on the last seventy days or so. Let everyone else get tired out. I mean even if we search, there’s a good chance we won’t find anyone. That danger circle can easily be offset,” I said.

       “Read anything good lately?” Xena changed the subject.

       “Nothing that interesting. Just a book on the early days of space exploration. A minor thriller. I watched the movie. It was alright,” I said.

       “What movie?” Xena asked.

       “Sword of Space,” I said.

       “That? Really, that was a hack slash,” Xena said.

       “Yeah, but I loved it as a kid. Now I’m reading the book,” I replied.

       “Just surprised you’d like something like that. There’s a lot of drama,” Xena said.

       “Ah, but you forget. I don’t like drama, I just love watching other people suffer. It’s different. That movie was great,” I said.

       “The betrayal, it made perfect sense—"

       “But only at the end. Exactly.” I finished her sentence, and we both grinned. “You reading anything good?” I asked.

       “One of the Lost Star books,” Xena said.

       “That romance series. What number is it up to?” I asked.

       “Eight. Cicillia has to overcome her House to marry a rich merchant,” Xena said.

       “I like a few more explosions in my stories,” I replied.

       “Hmm, careful, or who knows where you’ll end up?” Xena said.

       “Children not approved by corporate review are expensive. Not much romance involved in spacer life,” I said.

       “Really?” Xena asked.

       “Women have to have birth inhibiters to work. Getting pregnant without approval means food and housing aren’t subsidized on the ship. That gets expensive, quickly. I mean most of the time, it is just a sign off, but there is concern about genetic abnormalities due to all the radiation exposure. Most women end up being surrogates like my mom,” I explained.

       “Wait, so you have no dad?” Xena asked.

       “Yes in the family sense, no in the biological sense. My mom would need a full treatment to have kids of her own and that is never happening,” I said.

       “Oh. Sorry,” Xena said.

       “Nothing to be sorry about. Just how life is,” I said, and gave Xena a look.

       “What is it?” she queried.

       “What about us, think we would make a good couple?”

       “Are you asking me out? Engaging in drama?”

      She sounded caught between amusement and surprise.

       “You’re exciting and adventurous. We also get along. We can just—”

       “I’m going to cut you off,” Xena said. “I’m into women, not men.”

       “What, really?” I asked.

       “I don’t like to make a big deal about it, but yes. Sorry.”

       “No. It was my mistake. So you have someone special?” I asked.

       “Yes. It’s hard to be away for this long.”

      I kind of got it, but also didn’t really get it at the same time.

       “We’re not calling this cave the Love Shack, then. How about Hole in the Ground?” I suggested.

       “I like the first option better, fewer syllables,” she replied.

       “So, you and Blood Thorn?” I asked.

       “An act, just like this place. I mean, come on. He is a completely toxic individual no matter how much he smiles.”
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      “So, two things,” I said.

       “Hmm?” Xena let out a hum in response.

       “First, the ocean has gotten close to our entrance, we should move out today,” I said.

       “The second?” Xena asked.

       “The ocean is scary at night, filled with tentacles with tiny mouths and hundreds of teeth,” I said. At that, Xena looked up.

      “Frankly, it is horrifyingly scary or scarily horrifying, take your pick.”

       “Alright. Still ten left?” Xena asked.

       “Still ten. No one seems to be getting that excited,” I said.

       “The amount of land is small.” Xena scanned her map.

       “We can head north, the mountain there should last a while before going underwater,” I replied.

       “It will be a pain. We can’t seal this place up?” Xena asked.

       “Water level has nothing to do with rain. Sealing us up in rock will do nothing for water leaking in. Then those tentacles will appear and devour us,” I said.

       “Alright. I have not spotted anyone. You?” Xena asked.

       “No. It’s impressive they have kept their ghillie suits on as long as we have,” I said.

       “Let’s get going,” Xena said, and I nodded. We made our way out the main entrance, where we could see the ocean laid out before us in the light of the dawn. The trees and plants touched by water had been removed, and the ground near the ocean had turned to sand.

       We began heading north and slightly east. The island we were on was less than a mile wide and only about two miles long. We moved slowly, taking our time to check our maps and surroundings. The only sounds were the slight breeze and the distant sound of waves.

       It took two hours to go a mile. I saw the peak ahead, and there was a rudimentary building that had been built on top. A road just to the north disappeared into the ocean to the east and west. We retreated a little before speaking. “Trap?” I asked quietly.

       “Yes. One or two people. Probably watching that small hut. With no monsters on land, probably in a tree,” Xena said.

       “I say we go in hot. Just a full-frontal attack and throw them off guard,” I said.

       “If they don’t take the bait, we’ll be exposed. We can just wait it out,” Xena said.

       “Lying down for days? There are only eight others left, so let’s just go for it. If we die, we die. Enough waiting,” I said. But I let Xena think things over.

       “Alright. Use a barrel on the building. I’ll cover you,” Xena said, and I nodded.

      I got up and moved forward.

      Xena was a few seconds behind me with a bow that had an arrow nocked and ready to fire.

       I went up to the ramshackle building, and the terrain had not reclaimed it.

      Someone was nearby. I purchased a barrel of oil from the store, then opened the lid and kicked it over. I retreated and tossed a lighter at the spilled oil.

      The explosion turned into a large fireball that engulfed a side of the building and nearby plants.

      I dived to the ground upon hearing the first crossbow bolt being fired. The bolts flew past my position where my torso had been, and struck the ground.

      Xena returned fire as I scrambled to my feet. “Aagh!” A person plummeted out of a tree. That had been a cleverly concealed platform, but now that I’d seen it, the disguise was pointless. They had used plants as part of it, making it look like a section of the tree.

       I walked over to the man, my trident at the ready. He had an arrow in his left arm, and I lunged and stabbed at his feet. He shuffled backward, but it was too late.

      Water exploded outward, and he stumbled.

      Another arrow dug into his chest, all the way through his protective vest.

       Someone should have invested in more essences that provided aura for protective equipment. “Hurry!” Xena shouted. Probably a second person was ambushing her.

      I threw the trident, and it hit the tree behind my opponent.

      A blast of water erupted, and my opponent turned just slightly.

      I had my disintegration spear ready, and stepped in and attacked. He raised an arm shield to block, and the spear point struck his defense. I struggled forward, committing to the attack.

       The shield held for a moment, then the disintegration effect broke through and my spear went right into his torso. Pain and fear were carved into the male player’s mouth; the only part I could see beneath the helmet he was wearing, with a large visor.

      Blood erupted from his chest as his upper abdomen broke apart.

      He probably had some points invested in aura or HP since he didn’t immediately die—so, I yanked my spear free and thrust again. It was tempting to run after Xena, but letting this person have time to access the store and heal up was too big of a risk. This time, with an almighty stab, my spear pushed through his chest wall fracturing and shattering bones, to protrude out his back.

       When I yanked it free, he collapsed, unmoving and most likely dead.

      I turned and rushed to where Xena was. Even if my danger circle popped up, I would not hesitate. The person was stabbed and dead on the ground already.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “Yes, just a slight gash on my back. Not deep. Already healed,” Xena said. I went over to the corpse.

       “Powder?” I asked.

       “Yes. Should leave the corpse alone,” Xena said.

       “My danger circle popped up.” I checked my map and points. “We may get company. Got a couple thousand. You?”

       “Same,” Xena said.

       “Final eight. Both were at the bottom,” I said after checking the scoreboard.

       “Seemed too easy,” Xena said.

       “Enhanced equipment and maxed out. Probably taking turns watching their trap. That is why it took them a moment to act. Trying to locate your position,” I explained.

       “Got a call incoming, Blood Thorn,” Xena said.

       “Let’s move a bit. Other teams may be heading this way,” I said. We began moving slowly away back toward the south, and Xena took the call.

       “Making moves?” Blood Thorn asked.

       “Perhaps, perhaps. Where are you hiding?” Xena asked.

       “I don’t plan on telling, why there are—" The call hung up.

       “That didn’t sound good,” I replied.

       “Overconfidence. The scoreboard?” Xena asked.

       “Trilla is dead. There goes Far Sight,” I commented. “Oh, and the person we never met.”

       “Final five. That was easy,” I commented.

       “I didn’t hear anything, must be somewhere else,” Xena said.

       “Probably the final pillar,” I replied.

       “So, us two, Blood Thorn, Henry Polaris, and someone else,” Xena said.

      “The last person is someone named Galaran Omega,” I said.

      “Not a House name. But they’re skilled if they made it this far,” said Xena.

      “Back to the mountain top?” I asked.

      “Sure, only three other people are left,” Xena said. We made our way back and saw the small shack was burnt to the ground. We then went for the platform the other team had been using.

       “This is a night spot. Good view,” Xena went on. “Hang on, Blood Thorn’s calling back. Congratulations on surviving,” Xena said.

       “A well-thought-out attack. I’ll remember Lord Hax,” Blood Thorn stated.

       “Final five,” Xena said.

       “Well, I control the highest point, so eventually, you will have to come to me,” Blood Thorn said. That confidence worried me.

       “Thinking about ending it early?” Xena asked.

       “I don’t mind. Still, I was hoping for a truce until the final three,” Blood Thorn said.

       “Worried we injure you and someone else rushes in to claim first?” Xena said.

       “Yes. Henry is decent enough. Have you met Lord Hax?” he asked.

       “No, have you?” Xena asked back.

       “No. His point count is decent as well. No one has seen him either,” Blood Thorn said.

       “A mystery player then. A truly dangerous opponent,” Xena offered.

       “His kill count is only nine. Still, he survived this long. I also have to offer congratulations to your companion, Hardcore. It looks as though you will take the top spot for kills,” Blood Thorn voiced.

       “Thank you,” I replied.

       “He said thank you,” Xena said. “But you can still come back and tie if you kill everyone remaining.”

       “Perhaps, perhaps. I don’t want to count myself ahead until I win,” ventured Blood Thorn.

       “So, what happened, your call cut off a bit quickly?” Xena asked.

       “An ambush with barrels of oil. I managed to survive and kill those responsible. A large loss, unfortunately,” Blood Thorn mused.

       “My condolences for Trilla and Far Sight,” Xena said.

       “They were good companions and will be missed. I’ll have to win in their honor,” Blood Thorn said.

       “As for the truce, no. I like you, but I’m not about to limit my options,” replied Xena.

       “Fair enough. I won’t wish you good luck then.” Blood Thorn said and hung up.

       “I thought you would have accepted?” I asked.

       “Too risky. If we see him, don’t hold back anything. Even if you have to use barrels at point-blank range, Blood Thorn is no joke,” Xena said.

       “It seems odd that there are no monsters anymore.” I settled onto a lounge chair up on the tree platform. “Much better than a hole.”

      “Really exposed. Wire lines with bells, what do you think?” Xena asked.

      “Sure, let’s get it set up. Ten sets each, you take south, I take north?” I suggested.

       “That works. Also, everything around the tree comes down,” Xena said, and we got to work. One of the strategies we had come up with was long spools of wire hanging up on metal pegs with bells attached. The idea was to put them at waist height to make it impossible to go over them without touching the wire and triggering a bell.

       We would then make wooden stakes and plant them in the ground around the wires, under bushes, and in the grass. The idea was to block off our half of the map with a single escape route each. The first step was to clear out the nearby trees and bushes.

       Everything was burned, and Xena used a defoliant powder to kill all the plants around the tree with our platform that we had taken.

      The early shack that had burned down helped a bit, but still, it was a lot of ground to cover.

       After that, we got to stringing up the wires and bells. It was late at night by that point, and we camped out on the platform looking at the stars instead of gray rock. “This is nice,” Xena said.

       “Hmm, if it rains, we’ll have issues,” I said.

       “Next rain is in two days. We can have the outer perimeter done by then and dig out a trench,” Xena said.

       “The upkeep’s going to be annoying, but the cave was becoming suffocating,” I said.

       “Also, it will soon be underwater,” Xena added.

       “Probably already is. Don’t see any lights either,” I said.

       “I got first watch,” Xena advised, and I nodded and dozed off to sleep.

       She woke me up, and we traded places. The night had been peaceful and calm, and when dawn arrived, we got to work. The first thing we had to do was to go around and touch everything we had changed, from the metal hooks embedded into the trees to the stakes in the ground.

       We finished putting up the wires and bells.

      They were all bright and shiny to distract any intruders from looking down. On the third day, we dug out a moat around our tree as deep as a person, but the bottom and outside edge had barbed wire. Getting to the tree to firebomb us would require work.

      We both sat on the platform in the afternoon, looking over our work. “Looks good. Still risky.” I shook my head.

       “Best we can do. I spent three and a half, how about you?” Xena asked.

       “3,000 points,” I replied.

       “Anything more would be a waste. So, how long do we have?” Xena asked.

       “Things will get pretty tight by Day 180. Day 190 will be about when the water starts hitting the edge of our defenses,” I said.

       “You see what happened to the trees in the water?” Xena asked.

       “Disappeared once the sand reached them. Or the nightmare tentacles,” I said.

       “You don’t think things will change again?” Xena asked.

       “No, probably not. There is really nothing to change. The main thing is how points have been mostly cut off with no monsters around,” I said.

      “I don’t know if I liked the endless days of killing them or the endless days of just lying around,” Xena said.

      “At least we can’t get fat and the food’s good,” I said.

      “True, very true,” Xena said.
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        * * *

      

      A ball of fire exploded at the base of the tree, just before dawn. “Attack!” I shouted and looked around. There was no one about, however, the fire illuminating the trapped surroundings.

       “What is it?” Xena was already up and looking around.

       “An attack. No one at the base of tree. Checked the map a minute before the fireball exploded. No sign of enemy,” I said. We both kept scanning our surroundings.

       “Nothing on the phone log,” Xena remarked.

       “What exploded is the main question. It was a jar-sized explosion,” I replied.

       “The tree. It’ll burn down,” Xena said.

       “Living wood takes a lot more than a jar. It will be scorched, but the tree is big enough to survive three or four more attacks like the last one,” I explained while shifting from the east side of the platform to the north.

       “See anything?” Xena asked.

       “No.” Our higher perception made it easier to see in the dark, but the flickering flames were not helping while I looked for movement.

       “It’s someone invested into a long-term ambush,” Xena said.

       “I don’t get how they got passed our defenses and exploded something without me catching it,” I said.

       “We just have to hold on. Twenty or so more days until the water reaches our defenses,” Xena said.

       “More like twenty-seven,” I said.

       “Still, we just have to hold on,” Xena replied.

       “The main thing is if we lose the platform. We’ll be at ground level and easy to pick off,” Xena said.

       “We can make a curtain out of water bottles and string. The water bottles won’t burn and if we hang it around the trunk, the fire won’t be able to latch on,” I said.

       “Definitely an oil fire. You didn’t see anyone?” she asked.

       “When the attack happened, I rechecked my map and the base of the tree. The moat should have slowed any attacker in their escape, but nothing. I also didn’t see any light before the explosion either,” I replied.

       “The string will burn. We should just get thick plastic blankets. The smoke will be terrible, but the tree will be protected,” Xena said.

       “They don’t burn easily, true. We can lay out the same blankets, and make them orange. It will make anyone on the ground easily visible,” I said. We kept watching our surroundings until dawn.

       None of the traps were broken, and the burn damage was limited.

      It was an odd situation and had us both on edge. We got orange plastic blankets for a point each, laid them out around the tree, and tied them to the trunk.

       “I hate defending like this,” I muttered.

       “We can always become tree people,” Xena teased me.

       “No, no. Well, we are like tree people, just with more comforts,” I said.

       “The fact that our defenses weren’t breached means that they probably threw something at the tree trunk. From the east,” Xena said.

       “I agree. We can’t expand the perimeter anymore,” I said.

       “No. Didn’t spot any counter traps either,” Xena voiced.

       “That is a surprise. I would have thought they’d have put a trap for us, for when we’d go out to reset ours. An attack like that fire only gave us a heads up that someone was in the area,” I said.

       “Psychological attack, maybe?” Xena suggested.

       “I mean we can only wait and keep watch like we have been,” I said.

       “Or maybe they wanted to see if we were awake. Remember our danger circles aren’t on the map, so they can’t see our movement,” Xena said.

       “What do you think about abandoning our base and hiding out for a few days to ambush the attacker?” I inquired.

       “They can easily see if we leave. Just as when we cleared all the approaches, they can use it to their advantage. Even if we try and sneak out at night.” Xena shook her head.

       “I guess all we can do it wait,” I concluded.

      Two days went by, and no attack. It was insidious, the stress of knowing someone was lurking just outside our range and being unable to do anything about it.

      That was probably their plan, to put us on edge and mentally wear us out.

       I was keeping watch throughout the second half of the night and saw some movement.

      “Xena, wake up,” I hissed.

      I didn’t want to take my eyes off the target. “Wake up,” I hissed out again.

      Bells began ringing from all over, but I was distracted. There were no monsters on land, and they were probably using a piece of string to trigger several bells at the same time.

      “What is it?” Xena finally got up and came over.

      “There, look to the tree line just to the left of that twisted tree. There was movement, even before the bells.” The ringing was still going on as we looked out.

       “I can’t see anything, are you sure?” Xena asked.

       “Completely. The wind is still. I was not checking my map but scanning the tree line,” I said.

       “They’ve probably moved,” Xena said.

      That was when something came flying out of the tree line, a strange piece of string coming out of one end of what appeared to be a ball burning down. The ball hit the ground, tumbled on past the moat and rolled to the base of the tree where the platform had been constructed.

      I didn’t hesitate and jumped off, having practiced this a couple of times and knowing precisely how to bend my knees to absorb the landing.

      I hit the ground and quickly kicked out.

      My foot struck the ball, sending it flying.

      An explosion lit up the sky as tiny bits of burning rubber and oil cascaded to the ground.

       I waited a minute before climbing back up to the platform.

      Xena had her bow nocked and was looking around. “I think that will be it,” I said.

      “Probably. At least we know how they are attacking. Oil-filled balls, clever,” Xena said.

       “Then the goal was probably to destroy the tree and force us to remain on the ground. They would then be able to snipe us with a bow if we stayed,” I said.

       “A much easier shot than trying to hit someone on the platform,” Xena observed.

       “They are being super careful as well. Any idea how to draw them out and kill them?” I asked.

       “No. This type of person is fully dedicated to a drawn-out battle. Probably Lord Hax. Blood Thorn wouldn’t have the patience and Henry Polaris was even more direct in terms of aggression,” Xena said.

       “I didn’t think it would bother me, but this waiting is killing me,” I said.

       “Just have to stick it out. At least we know what to watch for now. That string that was lit wasn’t bright, but clearly visible. Nice job stopping the attack. We’ll have to keep a close watch,” Xena said.

       “I was ready this time. But next time might be different,” I mentioned.

       “If that is all they have, then we have an advantage for now. Just have to last another twenty-five days,” Xena said.

      The next attack came the following night while Xena was keeping watch. She managed to leap down and kick the ball away. She didn’t kick it up, and it exploded in the moat. There was a second attack that night too, one I managed to intercept. For each exchange, we both got up.

      Every night brought another one or two attacks, and they’d been going on for fifteen days in a row. We managed to stop them all, even the one that came out in the middle of the day. There was someone out there, but they could move about while we were stuck in a fixed position.

      Day after day of constant bombings. “Ten more days,” I said as we ate some bars for breakfast.

      “They must have spent about 3,000 points. A complete waste,” Xena said.

      “Yesterday was the day attack. Lord Hax has a low kill count. So, he probably spent time ambushing others and killing monsters,” I said.

      “He mustn’t be confident in a straight-up fight, but this is getting annoying,” Xena said.

      “Clever, tricky, annoying… it all adds up to us being stuck until the water level gets high enough,” I said.

      “What’s left?” Xena asked.

      “Our chunk of land is the biggest. Then there is a small clump of mountaintops or islands to the south. Mount Tomanivi to the north and a couple small spots. Then the chain to the northwest. It won’t last much longer,” I said.

       “Our piece is only a mile wide and two miles long. We should be able to find that… that… sock,” Xena let out a huff.

       “A bit bigger with all the parts sticking out. Just need to keep holding on. Only ten more days and they’re wasting points,” I said.

       “Fine. But this is one person I’m going to enjoy killing. I mean, there are so many better options than what they’ve done. Sneak in and place a barrel of oil. Counter-trapping. Heck, digging a tunnel to get to us would be better. I just don’t get how someone this stupid lived this long,” Xena complained.

       “Persistence, running away, and an innate talent for survival,” I put forward.

       “An innate talent for making things as painful as possible. They don’t even have a phone,” Xena said.

       “Ah, is that what is bothering you?” I asked.

       “A bit. I mean, at least take the first level to be able to use it as a poor version of a danger circle. We could have some banter at least, to break up the tedium. So stupid,” Xena said.

       “You can’t get a read on them. Still, this is annoying,” I replied.

       “Exactly. They aren’t gaining any real advantage, just being annoying. Whatever. I am going to read, you got watch?” Xena asked.

       “Sure, I can take the next couple of hours,” I said.

      I spent the time spinning a stick in one of my hands. I had gathered up a pile. It gave my hands something to do while I watched the tree line and patrolled the edge of the platform.

       I had to give it to the team from whom we’d taken this; they’d done a fantastic job setting this up and had chosen a great location. Probably, they were screaming in anger that we killed them, but that was what they got for being idiots.

       My hand slipped a bit, and the stick went flying. I turned to pick up another from the table but then spun around. Nothing. I had been hoping that would work. We had tried calling out to the person but got no response except more oil-filled balls.
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      “That makes the fifth attack. Shortened the fuse,” I said as I climbed back up to the platform a bit crisp.

       “At least you didn’t get blown up,” Xena said.

       “We were ready for something like that. A big risk to shorten the fuse too much, but Lord Hax is probably getting desperate,” I said.

       “Call incoming, Blood Thorn,” Xena said. “Hello, Blood Thorn.”

       “A good day to you, Xena. Still playing around with Lord Hax?” he asked.

       “A tricky opponent. You have any experience?” Xena asked.

       “No, but they aren’t over here on Mount Tomanivi. Congratulations on making the final four,” Blood Thorn said.

       “Really?” Xena looked at me, and I was already pulling up the scoreboard. “You killed Henry,” Xena said.

       “A tough fight. I was honestly worried there for a moment, and then managed to slice off his head. He really put a lot of effort into his ambush,” Blood Thorn said.

       “I am sure you’re getting everything ready to welcome us,” Xena said.

       “Yes. It will be a dance to remember. Filled with blood and regret,” said Blood Thorn.

       “Confirmed,” I said quietly, and Xena gave me a silent and thoughtful nod.

       “Did you get a lot of points?” asked Xena.

       “Not that many as you can see. Bastard spent them all. No respect. The belt came in handy again. I have to thank you for that,” Blood Thorn admitted.

       “You’re welcome. The trident has helped as well. All this will be over in thirteen days. It seems like forever ago that this entire thing started,” Xena said.

       “True. I’ll miss Fiji,” Blood Thorn said.

       “Top four get a trip to a replica of the island chain. Might be interesting,” Xena said.

       “True. There we can dine and drink some real wine,” added Blood Thorn.

       “That would be nice,” commented Xena. “You can make it even quicker by taking a trip to the White Room.”

       “You haven’t even killed Lord Hax. You might have gotten soft after all that time hiding,” Blood Thorn stated, with a wry grin.

       “The problem is not hiding. Lord Hax is a sock. A sock with holes,” Xena said.

       “Ouch, I am sure he is cut to the bone by that. So, let me know when you plan to visit. I’ll lay out the welcome mat,” Blood Thorn said.

       “Take care, try not to get eaten by the tentacles,” Xena said and hung up.

       “Well, that was short,” I commented.

       “It will all be over soon. No need to probe for information. So stupid that we are stuck here,” Xena said.

       “We can always leave and go after Blood Thorn. Might not expect it with Lord Hax still alive,” I said.

       “He would see our danger circles coming from way off. We might have to watch out for him, but realistically, he is going to make Mount Tomanivi a death trap,” Xena said.

       “Fine just…” I trailed off as another ball came out of the tree line. I was about to jump down when it exploded.

      The one thing about the ocean level rising was that we could get buckets of water easily without being left exposed.

      After a couple minutes walking in a random direction, it was easy enough to find the ocean.

       I leaped down and pulled off the lid of a bucket, then tossed the water on the fire. Unlike actual oil, the stuff that came from the store was some made-up substance that didn’t spread out the burning oil and make it worse.

       I left the lid off the bucket and climbed back up. “You get a shot?” I asked Xena.

       “No, they are way too careful after that one time I shot at them. You think they were afraid or something,” Xena said.

       “Now I know you’re really annoyed, breaking out the sarcasm,” I commented.

       “Whatever. That was the sixth attack today. Timed perfectly too,” Xena said.

       “They are varying their sleep pattern as well. All we can do is to keep waiting and let the water do its work,” I said.

       “They are just wasting points. How do they even hope to beat Blood Thorn?” Xena complained.

       “I don’t think they care. Someone like this is too single minded. They are locked in monothought,” I said.

       “Aagh! So annoying,” Xena complained again. The constant attacks were getting to her.

       “I also have some more bad news,” I said.

       “What?” She gave me a glare before taking a deep breath. “What?” she asked in a calmer tone.

       “Probably have to wait eight more days, until day 2,985, instead of three days for the water level to get high enough to completely clear our little island,” I said.

       “Eight, not three. Your math’s terrible,” Xena said.

       “Hey, I can only estimate the terrain’s height. It’s not that simple, you know. I have the height map, but the thing is huge. Narrowing things down to our small portion of it left some variance,” I defended.

       “How small will things be at that point?” Xena asked.

       “Small. Probably just a little bit outside of our trapped area. Still, I think our opponent is getting desperate. All these attacks and shortening the fuse is a good sign for us,” I said.

       “I know. Still, just want this to be over. Now that we are so close to the end,” Xena said.

       “Don’t go taking an early trip to the White Room on me,” I said.

       “No. No. I don’t plan to. I got the next watch,” Xena said.

       “Good, planning on doing a recording,” I said.

       “Really? You don’t do those that much anymore,” Xena said.

       “There isn’t much happening.” I went over and took a seat at the table.

       “Monologue start,” I said. “Hello everyone. It’s your boy, Eric Serpens. Lord Hax is continuing his pointless bombardment while Xena and I hang out on the platform. In other news today, Henry Polaris was killed by Blood Thorn. I say good job to our main opponent and good riddance to that trash.”

       “The water is closing in and only twenty-three days left until day 3,000. The night view of the ocean is profoundly disturbing with giant tentacles rising out of the water in the distance. That is the one downside of high perception, that the blurring filters are reduced.”

       “Still we push on, no retreat, no surrender. If we manage to kill Lord Hax, I’ll be taking the top spot for both points and kills. I hope everyone is voting my first kill as their favorite. Monologue off.”

       “Short and sweet as usual,” Xena quipped.

       “Surprised you don’t bother,” I commented.

       “Only when I win. Never liked playing it up for an audience. That play in school was more than enough,” Xena said.

       “Oh, what play? I’ll have to find a copy,” I said.

       “It was when I was a kid. I have the only copy, so don’t bother going looking for one. It was the classic The First and the Last,” Xena said.

       “A good drama. I liked the new movie of that one the best. The book was too boring,” I said.

       “Too much drama, you mean,” Xena replied.

       “So, what part were you?” I asked.

       “Captain Starstorm,” she said.

       “Why am I not surprised? I bet you loved it,” I said.

       “Perhaps, perhaps. You do any plays growing up?” she asked.

       “We only read the classics. Did a live reading of a couple of sections, but no acting. Too much drama,” I said.

       “That’s too bad. There’s a certain thrill, but it wasn’t for me. I always preferred a bit of action. For we brave companions adventure into the unknown. Pioneering the human soul both in mind and body. For this journey we make isn’t a single step, but a giant leap toward the future,” Xena proclaimed as if delivering a great speech to a rapt audience.

       “You even got the dramatic tone down. I suspect a revival would be lucky to have you,” I said.

       “Just a silly girl’s dream, nothing more.” Xena looked out over the tree line. “Still, getting a ship and traveling would be nice.”

       “Expensive, but hopefully the money comes in,” I said.

       “Surprised you never paid the points to check,” Xena said.

       “Just not worth it. What I earn is going to be based on how far I go, not how much I watch a number slowly climb up,” I said.

       “You truly are Hardcore,” Xena said.

       “If I were Hardcore, I would go out there and hunt down that sock,” I said.

       “Playing it safe is the harder choice this time. At least you still have your survival instinct,” Xena said.

       “You as well. I was—hold that thought—incoming,” I said as another ball came in from a different direction than before.

      It exploded right as it touched the ground. That was good timing. I sprang off the platform again and put the fire out. After I was done, I climbed back up.

       “You were saying?” Xena asked.

       “Before we were rudely interrupted, I was hoping they would blow themselves up in an accident,” I said.

       “That would be nice. You should scare them a bit,” Xena said.

       “Sure, cover me?” I asked.

       “Of course,” she said.

      I leaped off the platform and began taking the safe route through the spikes and wires. That last ball had come near the exit to the safe path.

      “You’re right, thirty degrees!” Xena shouted.

      I adjusted my direction and went for the part of the tree line Xena had called out.

       There! I finally had sight of the sock, and I swore he was going to die. I saw that he took a small leap over a patch of ground and I went to the side. I was unsure if there was a trap or not, but it was better not to risk it.

      I lost distance from Lord Hax, but it didn’t matter if I kept them in sight.

      The chase continued, and I made sure to pick a path clear of traps. Unfortunately, this meant I couldn’t close the distance, and the chase continued. But time was on my side.

      Ten minutes into the chase, it finally happened.

      “Aagh!” He let out a short scream, slamming into the dirt. An arrow had gone through his torso completely and wedged itself in a tree. Xena really was annoyed to use one of those arrows.

       I went over to Lord Hax, driving the trident down onto him. Water ripped through his body, killing him. I watched as the red-colored water flowed away. “Nice job,” I told Xena.

       “You had the most difficult part, not falling into a trap and forcing him to flee so he couldn’t check his map,” Xena said.

       “A well-earned victory at least. Only 1,000 points or so. He was running on empty,” I said.

       “That just leaves Blood Thorn,” Xena said.

       “Blood Thorn. Still can’t believe it; we made it to the final three. Still, there is the question of what we do once we kill him,” I said.

       “Who can survive the longest,” Xena suggested.

       “Those tentacles scare me,” I moaned.

       “That is the point.” Xena gave me a slight grin, and I shook my head.

       “Let’s get back to our base and plan out how we are going to take on Blood Thorn,” I proposed.

       “All that drama and it came to nothing.” Xena shook her head. “I was expecting a tougher fight to be honest.”

       “Probably hoping to lead me into a trap. He jumped or moved in an odd way at least four times,” I said. We walked back to our base, checking the map to ensure Blood Thorn was not trying a sneak attack via boat or ship.

       “Your favorite monster?” I asked Xena.

       “Favorite monster… Ooh, probably the Seven-Limbed Snake, that thing had such a hard time moving about. You?”

       “The Orb of Darkness. Just needed a lighter to destroy it. Ah, I’ll miss this,” I said.

       “Me too, but it will be nice to get out. I’m really curious about everything that we missed,” Xena said.

       “The news will be the same as always. Corporations making money. Houses having drama. People going on with their lives,” I said.

       “Not a big fan of current events then?” she inquired.

       “Doesn’t matter to me that much. A lot of it’s just noise. I mean any news you read is slanted in the direction of whoever is writing it. I have seen people waste their lives trying to figure out what is real and what isn’t. All I need to know is that I am real and go from there,” I explained.

       “I like to stay informed. But I do see your point. It can get exhausting when you spend too much time. But now, we are going to be the news,” Xena said.

       “True. Maybe an article or an interview or two. Doesn’t really matter to me. I just want the money,” I said.

       “So, Blood Thorn?” Xena asked.

       “We wait. If we see him coming, we have two people, the minimum needed for a ship. Let the land shrink and then spend every point we have to burn his island to the ground. We can probably wait until Day 2,995,” I said.

       “That late?” Xena asked.

       “Water will be almost to the base of the tree, but we can wait. He’ll have just a tiny strip of land left. I was thinking oil barrels combined with flaming bolts. You can cover things up close and we can drop barrels off, blow the land away so that it’s underwater,” I said.

       “That would be a lot of barrels. Also, the land will recover,” Xena countered.

       “We could pour out the oil and surround the island in flames. That much fire will make everything burn, reduce any traps and cover he has,” I said.

       “That has merit. Oil will float on top of water,” Xena said.

       “Or we can just sail around the island and toss out jugs of the stuff. Then light it up,” I said.

       “That won’t kill him,” Xena replied.

       “We just need to remove the traps he might have set up and any cover that exists. Burn it all down to the ground. Then I advance and will confront him while you take every shot you can. If I am fighting defensively, I should be able to hold out for a bit,” I said.

      I had taken Xena’s warnings to heart about how dangerous he was.

       What convinced me was the fact he was our last opponent, and alone. That convinced me of his individual skill more than anything. Also, I had seen him fight, and he wasn’t someone who ran and hid all the time like Lord Hax.

       “That can work. We can take the time to spar and get ready,” Xena said.

       “Yes, some practice would be good,” I said, and we got back to our platform.

      After a nice meal of our favorite dishes, my treat, we bought weapons from the store that were not enhanced to spar with.

      “Overextending, watch that,” Xena said. While she might not be able to capitalize on all my openings, she could spot them.

      “You are leaving openings yourself,” I said.

      “Ignore them, focus on defense. I am sure he will try to lure you in for an attack and then counterattack. That is his personality,” Xena said.

      “You want to base his fighting style on his personality? That seems a bit…off,” I commented. Xena lunged, and I began parrying her attacks.

      “People aren’t that different in how they… how they… behave,” she huffed, in between taking large breaths to continue attacks on me, which I fought back.

      But she carried on. “That Lord Hax, he… oof…” She lunged again swiftly and took a great gulp of air. “… he fought in a comparable way to how he engaged with us.”

      I nodded and parried. Still she wasn’t done.

      “You won’t get someone acting like that with the personality of Blood Thorn unless they…” she heaved, almost totally out of puff now. “… Unless they have an illness,” Xena said, finally bringing her speech to a close. Her chest was heaving with the relentless effort of our fight and her endless talking, and sweat glistened on her brow and nose, and dripped slowly from her chin.

      “Still it seems. A. Bit.” That was it, that was me done. No more talk.

      Well, evidently I wasn’t as fit as she was—since I couldn’t even attempt any form of sensible discussion while fighting her attacking advances. I had to stop the chit-chat and focus as she relentlessly pressed on with taunting me. Parry, parry, backstep, slice to force her back, parry, backstep, ignore that opening.

      “It all… huff… seems a bit… huff, puff… much,” I managed to say during a lull in her action.

      “He might be super aggressive for all I know. The trouble with smart people is that they can outthink you,” Xena said seemingly without much effort and attacked again.

      It was later that evening, right before the sun went down, that a call came in.

      “Hello, Blood Thorn.”

      “Hello, Xena. I see that Hardcore killed the last person. A shame. I was thinking about heading over to match up the kill counts and points,” Blood Thorn proclaimed.

      “We won in that regard. Planning to give up?” Xena asked.

      “I’ll let you take the number one spot if you kill your companion,” Blood Thorn offered.

      “A nice offer, but you can just kill yourself and Eric will let me take the number one spot as well. So, go right ahead,” Xena said. There was a long moment of silence. “That was desperate, even for you.”

      “I had to try. Even if it was just a one-percent chance, it carries no more risk to me if it fails,” boasted Blood Thorn.

      “As I was telling Hardcore earlier, the trouble with dealing with smart people is how they outthink you,” Xena said.

       “You’re planning to wait,” Blood Thorn said, and there was silence. “Lots of oil and your ship. You truly do not like to play fair.”

       “Fairness is overrated,” Xena said.

       “That’s why I’m going to win, you know? Even with all the planning and everything else, I can cut my way through the two of you,” Blood Thorn said.

       “Cut your way through us, with what army?” Xena countered.

       “I am in the direct line of my House, don’t forget,” Blood Thorn said.

       “Our teamwork will triumph no matter your advantage,” Xena replied.

       “Perhaps, perhaps. Was Lord Hax any good?” Blood Thorn asked.

       “Not really. He only lasted this long since he was incredibly cautious and meticulous. A horrible person to try and kill. The most frustrating kind of opponent,” Xena said.

       “A pity. I had been hoping he would kill Hardcore and then it would be just the two of us,” Blood Thorn said.

       “You won’t win me over that easily. There aren’t that many days left. You better start enjoying your remaining time as it is,” Xena said.

       “I will. A shame so much of the nice scenery is underwater. Still, a world of water has its own appeal,” responded Blood Thorn.

       “Buy me a drink when this is over, and I’ll buy you one,” Xena said. I gave her a look of surprise.

       “Truly, very well. Let us meet and share drinks once this is over,” Blood Thorn said and hung up.

       “That was sudden,” I said.

       “It will be after everything is over. We better win now, otherwise he’ll be gloating the entire time,” Xena replied.

       “We can practice again tomorrow. Might as well ditch the ghillie suits also,” I said.

       “We can also let the traps go. He can’t land without showing up on our map,” Xena replied.

       “He won’t attack?” I asked.

       “That fact that he hasn’t attacked yet means that he won’t. I’m worried that he saw through our plans so easily. How would you counter what we plan to do if you were in his position?” Xena asked.

       “Defending against someone intelligent is difficult. Too difficult. Any traps will be rendered useless by throwing oil on the island, and the upkeep to prevent them from disappearing is annoying. I got it! I just wouldn’t be there,” I said.

       “Where can he go? There’ll only be two islands soon, ours and his,” Xena said.

       “Ah, but the ocean is free. Think about it. The only time we can’t travel the ocean is at night. All he has to do is take a ship and sail around all day long and then come back at night,” I explained.

       “Doesn’t that mean we can go to his island and prepare ourselves for his return?” Xena scrunched up her face as she tried to work through all the implications.

       “That is the beauty of it. He returns right as it’s getting dark, which means anyone else around will have to disembark as well. Also, a ship can easily force a landing while under attack,” I said.

       “He also wouldn’t have to put it away since it would be the final fight,” Xena said.

       “He probably realizes all this, so there’s a good chance he waits out on the ocean just outside of range in his ghillie suit. Turn off the engine and he’ll be invisible,” I explained.

       “We would normally do a dawn attack, which he knows. So, he’ll have time to come up on us with a ship while we aren’t in one,” Xena said.

       “The real issue is the fact that there is no good way to stop that strategy or counter it,” I said.

       “We can get to the island in the late afternoon and try to create a trap for when he returns,” Xena said.

       “He can just bombard us and make a landing zone. Then we’ll both be on the ground and in a standoff,” I said.

       “Isn’t that what we want?” Xena asked.

       “Yes, I guess. We should also have you practice your archery against moving targets tomorrow. Buy some blunted arrows and you can aim at me while I try to dodge in a set area,” I said.

       “I do need to practice my aim and rapid shooting. That is going to burn up a lot of arrows,” Xena said.

       “They are only ten points each. I can also chip in a couple thousand points,” I said.

       “You should probably spend all the points if we are getting serious about this. You won’t have time to access your bracer and I’ll be buying explosive arrows and barrels of oil,” Xena said. I gave her a look.

       “I trust you and want to beat Blood Thorn. That is the only reason I am agreeing to this.” Losing out on points would put me at a disadvantage at the end of this when only Xena and I would be left.

       “That’s the spirit. Hardcore until the end,” Xena said.

       “Too bad there’s no orange box.” I changed the subject.

       “Our outfits aren’t that worn down. We’ve been sitting around most of the time,” Xena said.

       “I know. Still, it would be nice to have fresh gear before the final battle. Everything is enhanced, so buying new stuff is pointless,” I said.

       “You can buy new clothes. Not the armor or boots, but everything else,” she said, and I perked up a bit at that.

       “That’s true. Just feels wrong mixing the clean and unclean items like that.”

      I couldn’t help but shiver at the thought. Still, it was a good idea.

       “I was thinking about the ball tactic Lord Hax used. We can use something similar,” Xena proposed.

       “You’ll waste points working out the fuse length. Also, arrows are more direct and better. Buy a jug of oil and keep it at your side. Comes close, throw it and light it. Will block Blood Thorn from approaching,” I said.

       “Maybe. I’m just worried.” Xena sucked in her bottom lip.

       “Well, it’s two versus one. And the entire reason we started to team up was because a smaller number is at a huge disadvantage compared to a larger number,” I reminded her.

       “True. I’m just getting worked up. I can’t wait until we win and enjoy the last few days in peace,” Xena said.

       “Now you have me worried about the murder tentacles. I am onto your schemes,” I added with a grin.
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      “The water is awfully close,” Xena said in the pre-dawn light. We were both looking at the tentacles poking out of the water surrounding our lone tree and platform.

       “At least my estimate on when we had to leave was right,” I said. I glanced at the sandy ground directly beneath us.

       “It feels as if we are slowly sinking instead of the water level rising,” Xena said.

       “I feel the same way,” I said, looking out at the dark blue expanse.

       “Also, those tentacles are creepy. Our archrival had quite a number of children,” Xena said.

       “He put the mouths in the tentacles, but there is no body. It’s like some grass from a horror film,” I said. I picked up a rock from a pile I had next to me and tossed it outward. Plop. It hit the water, and the tentacles surged at that spot like a bunch of snakes fighting over a tiny mouse.

       “Why do you do that?” Xena asked.

       “Because it’s like an accident. Horrifying to watch, but you just can’t look away,” I said.

      She slapped me lightly on the shoulder.

       “The sun is coming up,” Xena said.

       “I enjoy the sunrise,” I said.

       “Really, I would think you wouldn’t care that much,” Xena replied.

       “There’s just something about celestial bodies in motion that’s appealing. Even if it’s only an illusion,” I said.

       “I can see that. You ready?” she asked.

       “Yes. You?” I asked back.

       “Same,” Xena said. The tentacles disappeared in the light. We both went down to the base of the tree and got out of the ship.

       “It’s been a while.” I rested my hand gently on the Enterprise, as if petting the head of my favorite dog.

       “A good ship. A worthy ship,” Xena said emotively, and we got on.

      I took the driver’s seat, and she took the telescope one. We set off toward the north.

       “Remember the lake that used to be here? That was one of our best moments,” I said as we sailed over the location that used to be the lake at the center of Fiji. That had been a daring assault.

       “It gave us a huge advantage. I do wonder if Blood Thorn was secretly leading that group or he was over on Vanua Levu?” she mused.

       “Why don’t you ask him?”

       “Who knows what he will say and try to lie about? Also, it would be too much to keep up with. Trying to figure out all the moves and counter moves by dead people ages ago is pointless. Still, that is on my list to look up once this is over,” Xena said.

       “I am curious as well. Be interesting to see how people ended up running into us. Oh, that S-Class monster missile. That is a big one. I cannot figure that one out to save my life,” I said.

       “Same. I wonder if we could have swum down to the lair and if the staircase would have been free from water?” Xena said.

       “Yeah, that just sounds way too dangerous. All those monsters. Who knows what would happen?” I replied.

       “That’s why I never seriously considered it, but it would have changed up the dynamics if we’d managed to clear the lair ourselves and taken all the loot,” Xena said.

       “It would have all but guaranteed our win. Still, this isn’t that bad either,” I said. We sailed onward, and it wasn’t long before the island that used to be the top of Mount Tomanivi came into sight. I stopped the ship, and we waited a few miles out.

       “Trees left and the pillar’s there,” Xena commented as we both remained inside the cabin.

       “Like a slightly twisted letter T,” I said.

       “That one part that is separated is annoying you?” Xena asked.

       “A bit, not really. The ground mostly looks flat, some bushes, rocks, but nothing that really stands out as a shelter. That’s what is bothering me,” I said.

       “We ruled out hiding underground due to the water level,” Xena said.

       “Exactly. So where is he staying? Unless he unpacks a tent each night from his ship?” I wondered.

       “He might. Wouldn’t want to leave anything to give clues or someone else an advantage. You work out the numbers?” Xena asked me.

       “Multiple times. You work out your aim?” I asked back.

       “Multiple times,” she said, and we sat in silence a bit more, occasionally checking our maps.

       “Getting close to the deadline,” Xena said.

       “If he isn’t on his ship and on that island, I’m impressed. I haven’t spotted any movement at all. You?” I asked.

       “Nope,” Xena said, and we waited some more. “There we go, danger circle coming from the north.” I saw the same thing and started up the engine, pushing the ship to maximum speed. Xena went outside and got on the front ballista.

       We were going to try a water intercept. Even if we wounded Blood Thorn, that would be a massive point in our favor before we had to get off the ocean.

      Xena fired, and I watched the shot arc through the air.

       But of course, Blood Thorn saw the attack coming and easily altered his direction to dodge it. Xena was loading up another shot, and I turned the Enterprise to stop him reaching land. The only way he would be able to land his ship would be to get past ours.

      And since he was only one person, we knew he couldn’t drive and shoot at the same time.

       Technically, he could leave the ship going and run outside to shoot. But with the waves, any ship would slowly be turned off course. I also put my faith in Xena’s aiming over his any day.

      Xena fired again, a good shot, but he turned his ship inward, more toward ours. I cut back on the speed a bit; the main thing was always to remain between him and land.

       “Call incoming, I’m ignoring it,” Xena said over our call.

       “He’s getting desperate. Keep up the pressure,” I said.

       “What do you think I’m doing? Just watch your driving,” Xena snapped back, and I grinned. We had this for sure.

      Xena fired, and the bolt grazed the side of his ship. He suddenly turned right for land and went full throttle. I swung the Enterprise around, and Xena rushed to the rear to fire the ballista there.

      This one hit his cabin, glass shattered, and metal bent. I maneuvered the Enterprise to stay just in front and parallel to Blood Thorn’s ship.

      Xena fired again, and the cabin got trashed some more. I could not tell if he was physically hit. I kept standing up and checking behind me to verify the enemy ship’s position.

      Xena fired again, and more of his ship was damaged. “Ram it off course. I’ll get ready if he tries to board,” Xena said.

       I turned towards Blood Thorn’s ship and saw Xena had the ballista loaded but wasn’t firing. The ships collided, and I quickly turned the Enterprise away.

      Xena fired at point-blank range, sending the bolt ripping through Blood Thorn’s ship.

      His danger circle was near us, but neither of us had spotted him yet.

      I turned toward land since it was getting dark.

       “Wait…” I said while looking at the map, and then it clicked. “The water, he’s in the water.” I quickly purchased a jar of oil and set it on the seat while looking out the window.

      I saw Xena pulling out her bow and Blood Thorn climbing over the back of the Enterprise.

      I grabbed the trident and left the cabin.

      The ship was now on course for land, but I couldn’t let Xena fight him alone.

       “Aagh!” Xena let out a cry as Blood Thorn moved incredibly fast. Far faster than he should be able to even with boosted strength. There was no speed stat. Xena had lost her left hand and was scrambling to pull out a knife.

      I rushed in and stabbed out with the trident.

      Water exploded from around Blood Thorn in a shell protecting him while my trident also unleashed a blast of water. They collided with each other and exploded outward in a wall of water. Blood Thorn stepped back, swinging out with his sword, chopping off Xena’s head in that one moment.

       “That was easy,” he said and took up a guarded position.

      Xena was dead, the entire plan worthless now.

      I stepped forward, thrusting out the trident once more, and two blasts of water canceled each other out. This time, I was ready and retreated. Blood Thorn was at the back of the ship and had no room to maneuver since he went back to take out Xena.

      I threw the trident at the deck in front of him once the wall of water disappeared.

      Water burst out, and now Blood Thorn was caught in a fight to keep his footing.

      I used that moment to retreat into the cabin and get my disintegration spear.

      I turned the steering wheel hard left, and the ship curved away from the land.

       “You think that will help?” Blood Thorn asked as he entered the cabin. “Your spear isn’t practical in a small space.”

       “That was never the point,” I said. I reached down behind the seat and tossed the jar of oil at the ceiling in between us. I followed that up with a lighter.

      The roof of the cabin burst into flame, a hail of fire raining down between us.

       Blood Thorn turned around and rushed out.

      I caught a glimpse of him jumping off the side of the ship and swimming away. I sat back down in the driver’s seat and turned the ship back toward land, circling around Blood Thorn. The fire was heating my back. Something was off, and I stepped to the side, grabbing my spear.

       A sword swiped through the space where my head had been. “How?” I asked.

       “A small robot,” Blood Thorn said. He struck out again. I tried to block, but he twisted his sword around my spear and stabbed me in the left shoulder. I pushed through the pain and ran forward, slamming into him.

       He stumbled back, and I took that chance to let go of my spear and open my mouth.

      I shot out a beam of water.

      He brought up his shield to protect his face but was pushed back.

      I had seconds to act.

      Using my free hand, I went into the store, purchasing another jug of oil. It materialized right in front of me, so I stepped to the side and crouched; the beam of water cut through the oil and splattered onto Blood Thorn, most of it ending up on his shield.

      The final flickers of fire remaining in the cabin caught onto the oil I just deployed, and it went up in flames instantaneously. I cut off the jet with water, grabbed my spear, and ran out the cabin door to take up position, ready for Blood Thorn to come stumbling out.

       That was when I heard glass breaking.

      Evidently, he’d flung himself right out the front window but the smoke inside the cabin made it hard to see what was going on. So, the first thing I did was dump all the points I could into HP and SP to max me out once more, and I quickly scrambled up onto the cabin roof at the same time as Blood Thorn, neither one of us wanting to give a height advantage to the other. I did think my position was favorable since I was facing forward and able to see when the ship would hit land.

       Blood Thorn had also thrown away his shield and was holding his sword in his right hand up by his head, wielding it, making a show of it. Despite being singed, he still appeared in good health and strong form. “Then you’re as tough as Xena thought you would be,” I said.

       “The same. You aren’t part of a House, are you?” Blood Thorn asked.

       “Life support tech,” I said.

       “Interesting. The fire on the ceiling was clever. Took me a few seconds to realize it wouldn’t actually do much damage,” he said. I realized he was trying to heal up, but I was doing the same thing for my shoulder wound. We both were wary of a counterattack.

       “It was my fallback plan. Glad it worked,” I said.

       “Your water blast was inspired,” he said, and that was when I noticed he was missing his belt. He saw me looking. “Ah, it consumes a lot of SP. I don’t think I’ll need it after I kill you.”

       “A shame, I wanted to wear it for a while,” I said.

       “Well, you won’t get a matching set. The trident went over the side of the ship.”

      His face twisted in a malign grin, self-satisfied and smug.

       “I figured. You ready?” I asked, as if his comment meant nothing to me.

       “Yes.” We both took a half-step forward, ready to fight. With special abilities, this fight could be decided in an instant. I just had to avoid a fatal blow and land a counterattack. We both slowly inched forward, and I noted the chunk of land getting closer and closer.

      But I made sure my eyes stayed focused on Blood Thorn; this was no time for becoming distracted. I watched his shoulder, focused on him intently, not even daring to blink or pause, hardly taking a breath. This offered me the best chance to estimate when he would attack.

      He then began spinning his sword around in front of his body, and I tensed.

      I would have said the display was pointless, but it would be impossible to react in time with him constantly moving. He gave me a smile. He had me, and he knew it.

       I maneuvered my spear point to center on his torso, ready to adjust at any moment. He stepped to the left, and I stepped to my left too, turning slightly, mirroring his actions. He moved swiftly to the left and imperceptibly forward, while I stepped back and to the right, keeping my spear pointed at the center of his torso.

       He swung out to bat my spear point, but I held steady.

      His weapon bounced off. He stepped left, slightly forward again as I stepped to my right and slightly forward. A single deft lunge would allow me to stab him, but Xena was right.

      He was baiting me to commit.

      I could see him on the front of his feet, ready to twist to the side in a split second. And I was not going to play his game, not dancing to his tune.

      He could dance to mine, and he would not take me like that!

       We were both thinking what to do, neither of us wanting to take a considerable risk. Still, I was going to exploit my advantage to its fullest and I had driven the ship enough to know how close one could get to land before hitting the ground.

      The Enterprise was also turning slightly to the left, meaning it would tilt right once it hit land.

      Three. Two. One. Blood Thorn could not see when we would hit land since his back was to the ship's front. We hit it now, and he stumbled backward as I surged forward. He tried to twirl to the side, but was out of position, and the ship was tilting to the right as it scraped up onto the shore.

       He slid slightly to the left, and my spear pierced his right arm. He didn’t scream at all but just stepped forward, twisting his left arm out to the side, forcing my spear to move with it. The effects of the disintegration were muted with a high aura. The damage would be severe, but his arm would take seconds to liquefy. It would not happen in an instant.

       He slashed out with his blade, and I brought my shield up to block.

      I leaped away from the top of the ship, making sure to grip my spear but aborting my jump as Blood Thorn twisted his body to jerk me back down with the spear still trapped in his left arm.

       He slashed downward, and I felt his attack cut into my left boot, removing half of my foot.

      I clenched my teeth and rushed forward.

      He ripped his arm off my spear and dove to the side as I overextended, crashing down onto the ship’s roof. The missing half of my foot screwed up my balance.

       I rolled and saw Blood Thorn kick off the air itself, bringing his blade down on me in a one-hand overhead strike as if he was planting his sword in the ground.

      His blade drove through my shield hitting my vest armor and the tip sank into my chest.

      He didn’t waste his breath and leaped back, leaving his blade in my chest.

      My shield and left arm were pinned, and I struggled to get back up. That was not going to work and take too long. I brought my spear around and pointed it upward.

       Blood Thorn spun in the air like a spacer in zero-g, kicking my spear aside before landing with his foot on top of the blade in my chest. The weapon stabbed through me and into the ship’s roof.

       “Shit,” I cursed. He landed to my side, and we looked at each other.

      His left arm was bleeding profusely in several places and torn in half.

       “That was a good fight,” Blood Thorn said way too casually, as though speaking about having just watched a good movie. The fact the ground was littered with clumps of flesh and with congealing and also bright red blood made it surreal to listen to his nonchalant commentary.

       “It was good. That last move was impressive. Air kick or something?” I asked.

       “My first S-Class. I was saving that move for Xena,” he said.

       “That was how you got up on the ship so quickly,” I said.

       “Yes, it was. I have to thank you. It took forever to master, and you don’t know how many times I thought it was completely pointless and that I’d never get to use it,” Blood Thorn said.

       “You’re welcome. I honestly thought I had you for a moment. Your pain endurance is impressive,” I said.

       “Yours as well. Hardcore, a most fitting name,” he said.

      I let go of my spear now, reaching high up to try and yank out the blade.

      It was wedged in deep.

       “Can’t get it out?” he asked.

       “No. You pushed it in all the way to the hilt. No leverage,” I said, chuckling quietly. “I honestly thought I had a chance at winning this. Even worse to be trapped like this,” I said.

       “You did make me doubt as well. I’m curious if you have any more tricks,” he replied.

       “Yes, one more. I have tamed an S-Class monster. One Void Dragon to me!” I shouted. Blood Thorn looked around and then checked his map, reluctant to make eye contact after my boast.

       “Nice trick,” he said, quietly, as though my comment went right over his head.

       “Really, what did you expect? There is nothing else. I can’t even use my bracer with my arm trapped with my shield.” I let out another sigh. “Why are you dragging this out?”

       “Because I want to enjoy this moment of triumph. You two were insanely tough, and Xena almost got me in the head. Just a finger away from putting an arrow into me,” Blood Thorn said.

       “Your reflexes are insane,” I said. It was a bizarre kind of conversation, almost the kind two admirers might have, each complimenting the other, eager to please. Very strange.

       “Thank you. It’s almost nighttime, and this ship is on the shore,” Blood Thorn said.

       “Feeding me to the tentacles instead of killing me? Should I be honored or insulted?” I asked.

       “I can’t beat you in points or kills. Also, you were a thorn in my side. Without you, Xena and I could have had this entire game in the palm of our hands,” he said.

       “Maybe. But you had your own companions and starting point. Would you really like her if she just followed you like all the others, if she were your lap dog?” I asked.

       He was silent for a moment and appeared to really think about what I said.

      “No, not really,” he responded, seemingly still pondering on my words as his voice was low. “No… Her independence from me is what made her so exciting, and—”

      He cut himself short now, staring down at his injured arm as though eyeing something alien. He nodded and smiled to himself, twisting the tormented limb this way and that.

      “Ah, finally, my arm is coming back together,” he continued in the tone of a kid with a new Christmas toy that finally had its batteries in and was raring to go.

      Indeed, it was regenerating—the power of HP. But I felt it had chosen a bad moment because its healing interrupted what he’d been saying about Xena, and I was more interested in that, not desiring what he could do when his injuries healed.

      “Look, just get it over with,” I said, hoping to avoid the tentacles. It seemed our too-civilized conversation had ground to a halt with my impatient words.

       “No, I don’t think I’ll listen to you. Tentacle death it is.” I winced at that. “Ha, a shame to lose the sword, but it’s worth it. Take care, Hardcore.” He walked to the edge of the roof and jumped off. The last vestiges of light were coming from the sun as it set over the horizon.

       “Asshole,” I muttered as Blood Thorn leaped, again having to make a show of things as usual.

       I grabbed at the hilt and tried to pull it free. It wiggled and hurt like crazy, but was wedged in deep. I used my free hand and legs now, levering myself off the cabin roof with my body and lifting myself up a bit. My breath was heavy as I pulled my body free off the cabin roof.

      The blade was still stuck in my chest.

       I got up to my knees and pulled. The sword began sliding free. “Grr!” The Enterprise started shaking, the tentacles covered with mouths crawling up it from the water in which the ship was still sitting. Anything close to the water got pulled in and consumed, and I yanked the blade free from my body, and my left arm and the shield on it swung to my side.

       The entire ship began to be ripped apart, tilting it more and lowering its height.

      I managed to stand up.

      “Impressive, but nope.” As his words processed, I looked down and saw an arrow was now embedded in my left leg. I glanced at Blood Thorn standing there on the shore, watching me. I faked falling to my knees and turned my body.

      Quickly entering the store, I topped myself up on HP and SP again.

      I knew I would need them like never before.

      And I kept my head ducked down but the next arrow came whizzing toward me, whistling as it parted the air, digging itself deep into my back, near my neck, with a sickening thunk.

      I ignored it as best as I was able to, grateful for the high collar of the armored vest.

      I purchased a tower shield and another spear, but my disintegration spear had rolled off the roof and been consumed. There was no time to mourn its loss. That sock had given me a chance, and I was going to seize it. The items materialized before me, so I reached out and grabbed them.

       Charging forward with the shield in front of me, I vaulted off the front of the cabin, passing over the tentacles and hitting the shore.

      An arrow embedded itself deep into my neck as I came to my feet.

      A foot kicked out, sending my newly purchased spear flying while at the same time, a hand reached out and ripped the shield from my grip as I struggled to understand what was happening.

       “Pointlessness,” Blood Thorn said. “All pointlessness…”

      He then spun and delivered a mighty kick to my chest, sending me flying backward into the wafting tentacles that were greedy to hold me, greedy to throttle and choke me, eager to strangle and dissect. It was truly over, my body being ripped apart, muscles and cartilage stretching to their limits and snapping free as I was systematically torn limb from limb in an agonizing torment.

      I tried to scream, but nothing came out of my lips now.

      Instead, I could simply feel and taste the sickening and metallic tang of warm iron flooding my mouth and the very back of my throat, seeking to drown me from the inside, suffocating me.

      Hot red blood spurted from my neck at the point where the arrow had lodged securely, spattering everything until I could not look anymore, knowing what that meant.

      My head spun, and all the blood—everything I needed to keep going and for my heart to keep on pumping—lay all around me, on every surface and in every droplet of moist red air I breathed.

      This was it; it had been a long and arduous journey.

      And it was done now.

      All done.

      Everything went white.
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GLOSSARY

An unbound machine intelligence that can handie tasks outside of its focus and can self
improve

A piece of armor worn on the forearm that has a holographic display

The areas highlighted on the map with heightened danger

Acircle on the map that highlights the vision range of a person

An upgrade from the shop that provides more granularity on the map and more specific
information

Putting a piece of equipment on

The point on which a lever rests or is supported and on which it pivots.

A complaint about how something is unfair or that someone is doing something that should
not be allowed

A mega-corp that controls vast amounts of wealth and resources in various systems
Health points, they are consumed to heal the avatar of a player

A player that targets other players

Amoon that it’s sole use is to be mined for raw materials

Killing monsters to get points on a regular basis

Getting points from a specific source on a regular basis

A person in the real world that edits and manages the product of what is happening with the
player

The range of the danger circle on the map that indicates how far someone can see a threat
coming

The regeneneration of stamina or health points over time
A building that monsters will leave alone, but players can still target
An insult pertaining to a person's intelligence and competence in life

Ahistorical rebellion that saw the advent of many laws across the current society in regards
to Al, weapons, and other technology

Stamina points, they are consumed to generate movement of the avatar of a player
A purchased ability from the shop to hide from another person’s map
Taking a piece of equipment off

Alimited machine intelligence that is very clever in performing a specific task
A sword that breaks out into individual components connected by a wire to act as a whip or a
sword

A house that contains the genetic lineage of individuals that have been bio-engineered in the
past, which is now illegal
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