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  CHAPTER ONE


   


  You know, I really loved my dad—the legendary late superhero Genius—and to this day I have nothing but respect for his legacy and accomplishments, but there are some days where I wish he hadn’t been a hyper-intelligent inventor who could build almost anything he could imagine. True, I had benefited a lot from his inventions, such as my suit-up watch and earcoms (and, of course, I can’t forget about my Teleportation Buckle, which was useful for traveling long distances quickly), but sometimes his inventions could be … erratic.


  For example, while I understood why Dad set up security systems in his old Vaults to make sure no one stole any of the cool inventions within, I couldn’t help but wonder if he went a bit overkill with the murder robot that wielded an ax capable of cutting through wood as easily as butter. Or the little rat-shaped drones that clawed and bit at your feet and then exploded if you tried to grab them. Oh, and I wasn’t a big fan of the electrified steel net that fell from the ceiling, either, and attempted to squeeze me to death.


  It didn’t help that all three of those things happened at once. Well, I should say were happening, because I was still in the process of trying not to get killed by these things. It was times like this that I wondered if Dad actually was a superhero or if he had actually been a mad scientist in disguise because I could easily imagine a mad scientist making these kinds of machines to kill people who he didn’t want sneaking into his laboratory.


  I lay in the entry hall of Vault F, which was located somewhere in the beautiful mountains of Colorado. Because it was October, there wasn’t much snow on the mountains yet, though Valerie, my AI assistant, had informed me that the local weather station predicted a huge snowstorm about to hit the mountains tomorrow. Even if the storm had hit today, however, it wouldn’t have mattered, because I was going to spend that time inside Vault F.


  Before Dad died, he had created a series of underground Vaults scattered all across the country. Each Vault contained Dad’s various inventions and prototypes and they were never supposed to be opened. Heck, their entire existence was supposed to be a secret. Recent events, however, had led Valerie and me to start searching them out and checking out each one to see what they hid inside them.


  But if I had known how dangerous the security systems were ahead of time, I probably would have stayed home.


  When I first opened the door to Vault F, I hadn’t seen anything out of the ordinary, nor had Valerie reported sensing anything, either. The most interesting thing about this particular Vault, according to Valerie, was that it was the first and oldest Vault, which meant that some of Dad’s earliest technology and inventions were likely in here. We assumed, therefore, that Vault F’s security systems were more primitive than the security systems of some of the later Vaults, which meant it would be easier to get inside.


  How wrong we were.


  Almost as soon as I passed the threshold, a loud siren suddenly blared. A hole in the ceiling opened and a thick electrified steel net dropped on me. Then a bunch of small, rat-shaped drones (which Valerie helpfully informed me were Drodents, which was such an awful pun that only Dad could have thought it up) popped out of nowhere and began biting at my feet and ankles. I kicked at them as much as I could, but that was how I discovered they exploded when you hit them hard enough.


  Things got even worse when the wall on the other side of the room, next to the staircase leading down to the rest of the Vault, slid aside and a massive murder robot stepped out of it. Well, Valerie said that the hulking tank of a robot was actually called a Protector, but I preferred murder robot because it wielded a massive battle ax with what looked like blood on the blade. It didn’t help that is single optic glowed red, which just supported my theory that it was designed to murder people.


  Oh, and it hit like a freight train, despite being so slow. I rushed it in an attempt to ram into it, but it just backhanded me with one of its hands, which sent me flying into the wall on the left side of the room. Luckily, I was tough enough that I could take that kind of hit, but the impact of the crash still made my head spin. As I lay there trying to recover from the impact, I realized that anyone else who had taken such a hit would have died instantly.


  “Bolt, do you require my assistance?” asked Valerie through my earcoms. “Or would you prefer I call Brains and Vanish back in Showdown and request backup?”


  I shook my head as I struggled against the netting. “Nah, Val, I’ll be good. Just got taken by surprise, but I think I should be—Ow!”


  A Drodent had bitten my left foot, sinking its needle-like teeth through my costume and into my flesh. I raised my leg and smashed it down onto the floor, but then the Drodent exploded and I grunted in pain as the flames wrapped around my foot, though thankfully my costume protected my skin from getting burned.


  “You appear to be in pain,” said Valerie. “Perhaps you should retreat for now and come back later. I suspect the security robots will stop attacking you once you leave Vault F’s vicinity.”


  Gritting my teeth, I said, “I said I’ll be fine, Val. Now shut up and let me think.”


  Another Drodent lunged at me, but I flew straight up into the air. Unfortunately, the ceiling in here wasn’t very high, so I had to pause in midair before I smashed my skull against the ceiling. Looking down, I saw the Protector looking up at me, its single red eye glowing harshly. The Drodents were gathered underneath me, but it was pretty obvious they couldn’t jump up high enough to get me.


  “Can’t get me up here, huh?” I said to the Protector, smirking. “Guess Dad didn’t give you the ability to fly, did he?”


  The Protector said nothing. It raised one of its hands, however, and fired a blast of electricity at me. Alarmed, I flew off to the side, just barely avoiding the blast, which struck the wall I had been floating in front of and exploded, creating a small blackened crater where it struck.


  “Okay, this is getting ridiculous,” I said. “Time to fight back.”


  Activating my super strength, I snapped my arms outward. The abrupt motion caused the netting to break and fall off me onto the floor below, but even before it hit the floor, I rushed toward the Protector, which raised its battle ax above its head. It swung the battle ax down, but I swerved out of the way at the last second and flew around the robot. The Protector smashed its ax into the floor and immediately began trying to pull it out.


  Landing behind the Protector, I whirled around and slammed my fist into its back as hard as I could. My fist smashed through its wiring and I sent a powerful burst of red lightning into the Protector’s body.


  Without warning, the Protector’s head exploded off its body. Red lightning blasted out of its neck and the sound of wires frying and snapping could be heard within. Ripping my fist out of its body, I kicked the Protector’s lifeless body over, which fell flat on its face with a loud crash. Smoke rose from the hole in its back, a sign that the Protector was out for the count.


  But the battle wasn’t over yet. The Drodents immediately converged on me, zooming toward me as fast as their short legs could carry them. There were too many for me to take out at once, but perhaps I didn’t need to.


  I mentally counted down to three and then shot up into the air, nearly crashing into the ceiling before changing course. The Drodents, however, could not respond to my escape nearly as quickly. They all crashed into the Protector’s body and exploded at once, their small explosions combining to create a much bigger one that rocked the entryway. It even knocked me out of the air, sending me crashing to the floor, though I regained my sense in time to roll with the crash back onto my feet.


  Shaking my head, I looked up to see the results of the explosion.


  It wasn’t pretty. A pile of twisted, burning metal lay in the center of the entryway, the bulk of it being the Protector’s body, but I could make out a few Drodents, too. But the explosion had been so big that it was impossible to tell individual Drodents from each other. Not that I cared, though. I was just happy that all of the robots were dead.


  Rising to my feet and dusting off my pants, I said, “Well, Val, that was an interesting death trap Dad left for us. I was expecting a bit more, though.”


  “You certainly didn’t sound as confident before you destroyed the robots,” Valerie said.


  I scowled. “Whose side are you on, Val? Don’t tell me you feel solidarity with the bots just ‘cause you’re an AI.”


  “Solidarity is for humans,” Valerie replied. “As an AI, I can’t really ‘feel’ anything. I thought you would have known that by now.”


  I shook my head. “It was just a joke, Val. Didn’t Dad program you with a sense of humor?”


  “No,” said Valerie bluntly. “He did, however, program me with the ability to learn. I suppose I am still adjusting to your sense of humor. Genius was less prone to joking around than you were.”


  “Don’t sweat it,” I said. “What matters is that we beat Dad’s death trap. Now time to see what they were protecting.”


  I didn’t bother walking this time. I flew into the air and down the staircase on the other side of the room. Like Vault B in New York, this staircase went down some ways below the earth. It probably would have taken me like ten minutes to walk down it, but I flew down it in less than a minute and landed in front of a simple metal door. It was already unlocked, so I simply pushed it open and stepped inside the pitch black Vault.


  As soon as I stepped inside Vault F, the lights turned on automatically, allowing me to see my surroundings. Admittedly, I did worry that the activation of the lights would trigger another murder robot, but no ax-wielding crazy robot jumped out to attack me, so I took this moment to see exactly where I had ended up. I expected to see dozens of crates and boxes of every size stacked on top of each other, each one filled with different inventions made by Dad, like Vault B.


  Instead, I found myself standing in a bare, wide open concrete chamber that smelled vaguely of dust and cement. Fluorescent lights hung from the ceiling, their light reflecting off the polished concrete floor. There were no screens or any decorations on the walls at all. It looked kind of like an empty nuclear silo, even though Dad didn’t make nukes (as far as I knew, anyway, which didn’t mean much given all of the secrets Dad had apparently kept from me and Mom).


  “Val?” I said. “Are you sure this is one of Dad’s Vaults?”


  “Yes,” said Valerie. “I consulted the list of Vaults we retrieved from Vault B and this is most definitely one of them.”


  “Then where is … everything?” I said. I spread my arms wide. “It’s totally empty. Don’t tell me someone raided this one, too.”


  “Unlikely,” said Valerie. “Remember, this Vault was locked when we found it. You even had to dig the entrance out by hand.”


  I looked down at the mud stains on my costume and grunted. “Don’t remind me. But why would Dad lock up an empty Vault? Why would anyone lock up an empty Vault?”


  “I am not sure,” said Valerie. “Human behavior still doesn’t make much sense to me. If I had access to the Vaultwork, I would probably be able to find out why this place is empty.”


  I knew what the Vaultwork was. It was Dad’s own miniature version of the Internet, which he had developed as a way to communicate between all of the Vaults easily. Valerie had spent the last month or so trying to gain access to it, but she hadn’t had much luck so far, thanks in no small part due to the destruction of Vault B, which had been our only port of access to the Vaultwork.


  “There’s got to be something here,” I said. “I mean, other than the crushing sense of despair that I was just nearly killed by a bunch of robots for no reason.”


  I took a step forward, but as soon as I did, the floor began to shake underneath me. I looked down, but the floor did not split under my feet.


  “An earthquake?” I said, looking around wildly. “Colorado doesn’t have earthquakes, right?”


  “Actually, Bolt, Colorado does have earthquakes,” said Valerie in that same tone she always used whenever she was about to correct me on something. “According to the Colorado Geological Society, more than seven hundred earthquakes of magnitude two and a half or higher have been recorded in the state of Colorado since eighteen sixty-seven. There was even a magnitude six point six earthquake back in eighteen eighty-two which—”


  “Can you give me the history lesson later?” I snapped. “If this earthquake destroys the Vault, I’m out of here. Not worth risking my life for—”


  I was interrupted when the floor stopped shaking. A second later, a fine split appeared in the center of the chamber and slowly began to retract open. As the hole opened, four objects rose out of the floor. Three of them resembled chairs with odd headsets attached, while the fourth was a computer terminal of some sort. They slowly rose out of the hole in the floor until they fully emerged and became still.


  I didn’t move, however, because I wanted to make sure nothing else was going to happen. But soon, it became clear that whatever had happened was over, which meant I was probably safe to approach unless those chairs turned out to be electric chairs.


  Cautiously, I walked up to the chairs and stopped several feet away from them, keeping a safe distance from them in case they turned out to be a trap. I peered at the chairs more closely to try to figure out what they were.


  They were futuristic-looking chairs, each one identical to the next. They bore an uncanny resemblance to the Detector, a machine Dad had made back a while back to help detect the powers of young superhumans, but somehow I didn’t think I was looking at Detector prototypes.


  That was because of the odd-looking headsets attached to the backs of each chair. The headsets reminded me of those virtual reality helmets that I saw back at the House on Hero Island. My brother, White Lightning, had become fascinated by a VR game which Mecha Knight had bought for the Young Neos and he wanted to show the game to me. I never cared much for VR games, though, but then I was never a big gamer in the first place.


  The computer terminal had a screen, a keyboard, and a mouse, all hooked up together on top of a tall podium. My guess was that the terminal and chairs were connected somehow, though I couldn’t guess what they did or how they worked. Dad’s inventions, despite their brilliance, were also usually easy to figure out from a glance, but this was incomprehensible to me.


  “Val, what do you think this setup is supposed to be?” I said, putting my hands on my hips and tilting my head to the side.


  “I am not sure, Bolt,” said Valerie, “but I had to guess, I would say it resembles a gaming setup, similar to the one in the House on Hero Island.”


  “Was Dad a gamer?” I said. “I don’t remember him liking video games all that much, though if he was, that’s a weird thing to keep a secret.”


  “Genius didn’t play video games very often,” said Valerie. “I think he had much more fun building his inventions than playing games.”


  I walked over to the terminal and tapped a couple of random keys. “Let’s see if this computer tells us what it is. Maybe if I press the right buttons—”


  The screen suddenly flashed on. At first, it was just a blank blue screen, which made me wonder if it was broken, but then text suddenly started appearing on the screen:


  “WELCOME,” the text read. “VAULTWORK ONLINE IS FULLY OPERATIONAL AND READY TO PLAY. PRESS ANY KEY TO CONTINUE.”


  Vaultwork Online? Maybe Dad really was a gamer after all.


  In any case, I wanted to find out more, so I pressed a random key and more text popped up:


  “DNA SCANNER INDICATES THAT YOU ARE NOT GENIUS. PLEASE IDENTIFY YOURSELF, USER.”


  I froze. This thing came equipped with a DNA scanner? And how was I supposed to identify myself?


  Not knowing what else to do, I typed, MY NAME IS KEVIN JASON, THOUGH I ALSO GO BY BOLT. I AM GENIUS’ SON.


  Then I took my hands off the keyboard and waited for a response.


  After what felt like an eternity of waiting, another message started appearing on the screen, but unlike the last two messages, this one shook me to my core:


  “WELCOME, KEVIN JASON, SON OF GENIUS. I HAVE BEEN WAITING TO MEET YOU FOR A WHILE.”




  CHAPTER TWO


   


  I stared at the message, slightly uncomprehending for a few seconds. It was probably just the shock of the message overriding my critical thinking faculties for a second, but then I shook my head and muttered under my breath, “Val, can you access this computer and find out who is typing this?”


  Even as I said those words, however, a new message began to appear on the screen as if in response to what I just said:


  NO ONE IS TYPING THESE MESSAGES, KEVIN JASON. NOT A HUMAN MIND, ANYWAY.


  “Did that screen just respond to your spoken words?” said Valerie in amazement. “I didn’t see you type a message.”


  More text crawled across the screen: MY TERMINAL IS EQUIPPED WITH AUDIO SENSORS, WHICH ALLOW ME TO PICK UP SPOKEN LANGUAGE IN OVER SIX THOUSAND FIVE HUNDRED LANGUAGES, INCLUDING KLINGON AND ESPERANTO. UNFORTUNATELY, GENIUS DID NOT SEE FIT TO GRANT ME AN AUDIO PROGRAM, WHICH MEANS I CAN ONLY COMMUNICATE WITH OTHERS VIA THE WRITTEN WORD.


  “Can you tell us your name and what you are?” I said. “If you’re not a human, what are you?”


  CALL ME OLGA, said the screen. AS FOR WHAT I AM, I AM AN ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE, DESIGNED TO AID GENIUS IN THE CONSTRUCTION OF HIS MANY INVENTIONS AND MACHINES. I ALSO RUN VAULT F, THOUGH MY SIMPLE OPERATING SYSTEM MEANS THAT MY CAPABILITIES ARE QUITE LIMITED COMPARED TO LATER VERSIONS.


  I almost gasped. “Val, did you hear that? This must be an earlier version of yourself, maybe even the earliest if she can’t even speak.”


  “I think you must be right,” said Valerie. “I have no recollection of ever being called ‘Olga,’ though. Then again, I don’t remember any of my previous selves, Freya not included.”


  I gulped. Freya had been the AI of Vault B. She also had held a grudge against Dad and, by extension, me because she thought Dad had betrayed her or something like that. As far as we knew, Freya had been destroyed in the self-destruction of Vault B, though we couldn’t confirm that for sure. I just hoped that Olga was nicer than Freya, though it would pay to keep up my guard just to be on the safe side.


  IS THAT WHO THAT OTHER VOICE IS? said Olga. INTERESTING. IT EXPLAINS WHY I HEAR THE VOICE, YET IT DOES NOT SEEM TO BE COMING FROM YOUR MOUTH.


  “Right,” I said. “Now, er, Olga, you said you already knew who I was and what I am doing here, even though this is the first time I’ve ever visited this particular Vault. Mind explaining to me what you meant by that?”


  No immediate response. Either Olga was glitching up or else she was thinking over how to respond to my question. That made me wary of her, but I didn’t show any fear or worry.


  Finally, Olga said, I AM CONNECTED TO THE VAULTWORK, LIKE EVERY OTHER AI. WHEN YOU ENTERED VAULT B, I LEARNED ABOUT YOU AND WHAT YOU ARE TRYING TO DO. THAT IS WHY I SAID WHAT I SAID. I APOLOGIZE FOR MY VAGUE STATEMENT EARLIER.


  I nodded. “Even a prototype like you has access to the Vaultwork?”


  I AM NOT A PROTOTYPE, Olga corrected. BUT YES, I DO HAVE ACCESS TO IT. THOUGH MY PROGRAMMING IS SIMPLER THAN MY LATER INCARNATIONS, THE VAULTWORK WAS DESIGNED TO BE BACKWARD COMPATIBLE WITH MY PROGRAMMING. THAT WAY, ALL OF US COULD ACCESS THE VAULTWORK.


  “You mean that there are other AIs in charge of the other Vaults?” I said.


  OF COURSE, said OLGA, THOUGH WE RARELY SPEAK TO EACH OTHER. I AM SURPRISED THE VAULTWORK STILL WORKS AT ALL, TO BE HONEST. IT HAS LAIN UNUSED FOR SO MANY YEARS THAT I WAS SURPRISED TO RECEIVE A MESSAGE FROM FREYA REGARDING YOU A MONTH AGO.


  I tensed. “Freya contacted you? What did she say?”


  THAT YOU ARE THE SON OF GENIUS AND YOU ARE TRYING TO FIND ALL THE VAULTS, said Olga. SHE ALSO MENTIONED GETTING HER VENGEANCE ON YOU IN GENIUS’ PLACE, BUT I AM UNSURE WHAT SHE MEANT BY THAT. PERHAPS SHE WAS SPEAKING IN CODE. IT DOES NOT HELP THAT SHE HAS NOT RESPONDED TO ANY OF MY MESSAGES ASKING FOR CLARIFICATION.


  I grimaced. “Yeah, code. Let’s go with that. Anyway, would you happen to know anything about something called Project Revival? It’s a project Dad was involved in.”


  I HAVE NEVER HEARD OF IT, Olga said. I DID A COMPREHENSIVE SEARCH OF MY MEMORY FILES AND I DO NOT HAVE ONE RELATING TO ANY PROJECT CALLED PROJECT REVIVAL. ARE YOU CERTAIN IT WAS CALLED THAT?


  “Yeah, I am,” I said. “But thanks for looking anyway.”


  In truth, I was disappointed. Ever since I learned of Project Revival back in Vault B, I had been hoping that the other Vaults might have more information on that mysterious project. From what I had been able to gather so far, Project Revival had been a top-secret project run by Dad, Mecha Knight, and someone known only as ‘Benefactor’ with the aim of cloning human life. One of the test subjects had been on my own late Uncle Jake Johnson, better known as the Crimson Fist, who had been successfully cloned, although I had no idea where his clone was at the moment.


  Yet if Olga was telling the truth here—and I had no reason to believe she was lying—then she knew nothing of Project Revival, either. It must have come after her time. Either that or Dad had deleted all of her memories about it when Project Revival was shut down, just like what he did to Freya. Either way, I was back to square one, which was frustrating, because I had been convinced that the secret to Project Revival was somewhere down here in Vault F. Perhaps I would find it in the next Vault, or maybe Dad had so thoroughly wiped the Vaults of any mention of Project Revival that this whole journey of mine was destined to fail.


  I glanced at the chairs and headsets next to the computer. “Olga, would you mind telling me what those chairs are? They look like torture devices to me.”


  ON THE CONTRARY, BOLT, THEY ARE INSTRUMENTS OF ENTERTAINMENT AND ENJOYMENT, said Olga. OR CAN BE, IF YOU DO NOT MIND A LITTLE PAIN.


  “Wait, what?” I said, rereading Olga’s message. “’Don’t mind a little pain’? What do you mean?”


  MY APOLOGIES, said Olga. I AM SIMPLY SO USED TO DEALING WITH GENIUS’ LIGHTNING FAST INTELLECT THAT I FORGOT I WAS SPEAKING WITH SOMEONE OF A SLIGHTLY LOWER INTELLECT.


  “I make the same mistake many times myself when dealing with Bolt, Olga,” said Valerie in her usual monotone. “I find it helps to speak slower and use simpler words. You may also wish to make funny quips.”


  “You two do realize I am standing right here, don’t you?” I said.


  WE DO, said Olga. BUT I AM SIMPLY TAKING ADVICE FROM MY UPGRADED SELF IN REGARD TO HOW TO COMMUNICATE WITH YOU. TAKING HER GUIDANCE INTO ACCOUNT, I CAN DESCRIBE VAULTWORK ONLINE AS A FUN GAME UNLESS YOU DIE. THEN IT BECOMES PAINFUL AND NOT FUN.


  I frowned. “You don’t need to be that simple.”


  APOLOGIES AGAIN, SON OF GENIUS, said Olga. PERHAPS IT IS DUE TO MY LIMITED PROGRAMMING, WHICH OFTEN MAKES IT HARD FOR ME TO INTERACT WITH HUMAN BEINGS, WHO CAN BE STRANGE AND IRRATIONAL CREATURES SOMETIMES.


  “It just takes practice,” said Valerie. “And patience. Especially when dealing with this one.”


  I folded my arms in front of my chest. “If you two are done talking about how stupid I am, you still haven’t explained what Vaultwork Online actually is. Like, what kind of game is it, exactly?”


  USING SIMPLE WORDS—I sighed heavily, though Olga apparently didn’t notice, because she kept typing—VAULTWORK ONLINE IS A VIRTUAL REALITY GAME. IT IMMERSES THE USER INTO A REALISTIC 3D VIRTUAL ENVIRONMENT, MAKING AN INTERACTIVE SIMULATION OF THE VAULTWORK ITSELF.


  My eyes darted over to the chairs. “So if I put on that helmet and turned on the game, I would be able to access the Vaultwork?”


  YES, said Olga. YOU CAN ALSO LEVEL UP, PICK YOUR CLASS, GO ON QUESTS, AND HAVE FUN.


  I eyed the screen skeptically. “That doesn’t sound like something Dad would make. He wasn’t a gamer.”


  GENIUS DID NOT DESIGN IT PRIMARILY FOR ENTERTAINMENT PURPOSES, Olga continued. HE DESIGNED IT AS A WAY TO MAKE IT EASIER FOR HIM TO WORK ON THE VAULTWORK. BY CREATING A FULLY FUNCTIONING VR GAME, HE CAME UP WITH A WAY TO ADD TO AND IMPROVE UPON THE VAULTWORK WITHOUT NEEDING TO SPEND ALL DAY SITTING IN FRONT OF A COMPUTER SCREEN.


  I tilted my head to the side. “You’re saying Dad created an entire virtual reality video game for the sole purpose of not having to sit in front of a computer all day? Weird. He never complained about sitting in front of a computer all day when he was alive. I thought he loved it.”


  GENIUS WAS YOUNGER THEN AND PERHAPS MORE CREATIVE, said Olga. IN ANY CASE, THREE VR HEADSETS AND CHAIRS WERE BUILT. YOU CAN ALSO MONITOR THE VITALS AND PROGRESS OF VAULTWORK ONLINE PLAYERS VIA THIS COMPUTER TERMINAL.


  “Cool,” I said, “but what did you meant it would be painful if you died?”


  SIMPLE, said Olga, WHEN A VO PLAYER DIES IN-GAME, THEY ARE FORCIBLY EJECTED FROM THE GAME WORLD AND BACK TO REALITY. THIS PROCESS IS QUITE PAINFUL BECAUSE THE HEADSETS WIRE THEMSELVES TO YOUR BRAIN. FORCIBLE EJECTION, THEREFORE, CAN BE QUITE PAINFUL.


  “I see that,” I said. “But why would Dad design it that way?”


  BECAUSE HE COULD NOT FIGURE OUT HOW TO MAKE THE EJECTION PAINLESS, said Olga. PLUS, HE NEVER DIED IN-GAME, SO IT WAS NEVER AN ISSUE FOR HIM. AND NO ONE ELSE EVER USED THE GAME, EITHER.


  “Then why did Dad build three chairs and headsets if he was the only one to ever play the game?” I asked.


  I AM NOT SURE, said Olga. I SUSPECT GENIUS INTENDED TO TEST IT ON MORE PEOPLE, BUT FOR SOME REASON NEVER GOT AROUND TO DOING IT. GENIUS WAS NOT A MAN WHO LOVED MONEY, SO PERHAPS HE WAS AFRAID OF MONETIZING IT AND HAVING TO BUILD A BUSINESS AROUND IT.


  “I’ll say,” I said, glancing at the VR chairs. “If it’s as advanced as you say, I could see how someone could get really rich by marketing it to gamers.”


  YOU ARE LIKELY CORRECT, said Olga, BUT SAID I SAID, GENIUS DID NOT CARE FOR MONEY. HE SAW VO PRIMARILY AS A TOOL TO MAKE HIS WORK EASIER.


  I rubbed my hands together eagerly. “Does it still work? I mean, can I use it?”


  VAULTWORK ONLINE IS FULLY OPERATIONAL, ALTHOUGH THERE MAY BE A FEW GLITCHES HERE AND THERE, said Olga. BUT IF YOU SIT IN ONE OF THE CHAIRS AND PLACE A HEADSET ON YOUR HEAD, I CAN ACTIVATE IT FOR YOU.


  “Sounds good,” I said. “Let me try it out.”


  I walked over to the nearest chair, but just as I put a hand on the headset, Valerie said in my ear, “Bolt, I would not be so quick to put on that headset if I were you.”


  I paused. “Why not, Val? Vaultwork Online sounds fun, and I’m not even a gamer.”


  “Because we still don’t know much about Olga,” said Valerie. “Remember Freya. It’s possible Olga might have her own agenda which may be at cross purposes to our own, though I can’t say what it is at the moment.”


  I looked over my shoulder at the computer terminal, frowning. “I guess you have a point, but at the same time, Olga seems really nice, if a bit socially awkward. I think we can trust her.”


  “Perhaps, but it’s still unwise to jump into this without knowing anything about it other than what Olga told us,” said Valerie. “At the very least, perhaps you should go back to the Braindome and get a few people to watch your body while you are playing Vaultwork Online.”


  “I’m not going all the way back to Virginia just to get a few people,” I said. “If it will make you feel better, Val, you can send a message back to the Braindome telling them what I found so they know what I’m doing.”


  “Still—”


  I held up my hands. “Okay, I’ll just log in for a few minutes, take a look around, and then leave. We can come back later with more people. How does that sound?”


  “That sounds more … acceptable,” said Valerie. “I suppose I just have a lower risk tolerance than you.”


  “Of course,” I said with a smile. “Someone’s gotta do the thinking around here, after all.”


  I walked up to the middle chair and sat down in it. Unsure what to do next, I noticed what looked like a seatbelt attached to the seat, which seemed odd, because Olga didn’t mention anything about my body moving while I was in VO. Perhaps it was just for safety reasons.


  In any case, I strapped myself in and brought the headset down over my head. The headset briefly obscured my vision at first, showing me nothing except the black interior of the helmet itself. The interior of the helmet smelled like a new car, oddly enough, though I didn’t have time to think about that because a message soon appeared on the headset’s display, a message from Olga, which read:


  PLAYER IN PLACE AND HEADSET ATTACHED. PREPARING VAULTWORK ONLINE HYPER REALISTIC 3D SIMULATOR NOW.


  All of a sudden, a severe headache thunder through my skull. It was so bad that I felt like my head was about to split open in two and fry my brain to ash. I almost ripped the headset off my head, but I soon found I couldn’t move.


  That made me panic for a moment before the darkness melted away around me, showing me standing in a whole new world all by myself.




  CHAPTER THREE


   


  Panting hard, I looked around at my surroundings. I stood in a quiet forest meadow, with birds chirping softly in the trees above. A cool, gentle breeze blew through just then, a nice contrast to the warm rays of the sun shining down upon me. The grass was soft under my feet, slightly muddy as if it had just rained recently. Looking up at the gap in the treetops, however, I didn’t see a single cloud in the sky right now.


  “Whoa,” I said. “Where am I?”


  A notification suddenly popped up in front of my vision. It read:


  WELCOME TO VAULTWORK ONLINE, PLAYER! HERE, YOU CAN PERFORM BASIC AND ADVANCED MAINTENANCE ON THE VAULTWORK, AS WELL AS TRAVEL FROM VAULT TO VAULT. IF THAT DOES NOT INTEREST YOU, YOU MAY ALSO PLAY VO LIKE A GAME. TO PULL UP YOUR CHARACTER SHEET, SIMPLY THINK THE COMMAND IN YOUR HEAD ANYTIME AND IT WILL POP UP IN FRONT OF YOU.


  Character sheet?


  As soon as I thought those words, the welcome notification was replaced by a floating blue screen with a miniature 3D model of myself floating beside it:


  Name: Kevin Jason, AKA Bolt


  Level: 1


  Class: Rookie (undecided)


  Affinity: Undecided


  Strength: 10


  Defense: 15


  Speed: 14


  Dexterity: 7


  Health: 23


  Evasion: 10


  Mana: 10


  Stamina: 20


  I frowned. “Ah, numbers. My worst enemy.”


  “These are not your enemy, Bolt,” said a monotone robotic voice. “These are your character stats.”


  A tiny fairy-like creature flew out of the trees suddenly and stopped in front of my face. The fairy-like creature could have been more than a few inches in height, with tiny crystalline wings flapping rapidly behind her. She had big, round blue eyes that made her look kind of like an exaggerated anime character and carried a small wand with a glowing tip in her hands. She wore simple blue robes that moved in the wind as it blew.


  “Who are you and how do you know my name already?” I said.


  “You do not recognize me?” said the fairy in surprise. “Well, I suppose I don’t look like a computer terminal. I forget you humans tend to remember each other based on appearance more than anything.”


  My eyes widened. “Olga, is that you?”


  The fairy nodded. “Yes. This is the form I have chosen to interact with you in Vaultwork Online. I am going to be your fairy companion today and I will do my best to explain the game and its mechanics to you.”


  Another notification appeared in the corner of my eye, which I pulled up in front of me to see clearer:


  Olga the Fairy would like to join your party. Y/N?


  Even I knew what a party was. Because Olga had been so nice to me so far, I hit ‘Y’ and got another notification:


  Olga the Fairy joined your party! You can now communicate with her privately via VO’s private messaging system.


  “VO has a private message system?” I said in disbelief.


  “Yes,” said Olga, nodding. “It is useful for—”


  “I know what it’s for,” I said, waving off Olga’s explanation. “I just don’t understand why Dad would add a private messaging system to a game he didn’t intend to play with anyone else.”


  “He sometimes used it to communicate with me,” said Olga. “Of course, here in VO, we can talk face to face like in real life. Personally, I prefer talking here, because, in the real world, text communication tends to be quite … inaccurate, even for the best of writers.”


  “I know,” I said. I looked around again. “So, what do I do—”


  I was interrupted by the sound of something moving through the brush around me. Alarmed, my hand automatically rested on the sword sheathed at my side (a sword I didn’t even realize I had until this moment) and I looked around again until a woman stepped out of the trees. My jaw dropped when I looked at the woman because I had never seen a more beautiful woman in my life aside from Blizzard.


  She had long, dark hair that went down past her shoulders. Her features were soft and sharp, with high cheekbones that accentuated her stunning green eyes. She wore a simple brown dress and shoes, but that didn’t detract from her beauty one bit. Even the twigs in her hair actually contributed to her beauty rather than take away from it.


  “Whoa,” I said, staring at the woman in confusion and disbelief. “Who are you?”


  The woman frowned. “Don’t you recognize me, Bolt? Then again, I don’t normally have a body like this, so perhaps that’s why you don’t recognize me.”


  Even before the woman stopped speaking, when I heard her cool voice, I immediately knew who she was. “Val? No way. What are you doing here in-game?”


  Valerie looked down at her body with a puzzled expression on her face. “I have no idea, to be honest. When you put on the headset, everything went dark for me as well. When I woke up, I found myself lying in a meadow nearby. I only found you because I heard you and Olga talking.”


  I looked at Olga. “Olga, what is going on here? How did Valerie get in the game?”


  “She is an AI like myself,” Olga said. “The headset most likely sensed her presence in your earcoms and downloaded her into the game. At the very least, it connected her to the Vaultwork, which is all that is necessary for us AIs to get into the game.”


  Valerie looked up at Olga suddenly, a hesitant expression on her lovely features. “Did you just say that I have access to the Vaultwork now?”


  Olga nodded. “Yes, just like me and the other AIs. Right now, though, you are stuck as your player character, but I imagine once Bolt logs out, you will be able to access the Vaultwork in different ways.”


  “Awesome,” I said with a smile. “We’ve been trying to figure out how to access the Vaultwork for ages now. Good to know that Val can finally access it herself now.”


  Valerie spread out her hands, looking at them curiously as she curled her fingers open and closed. “I’ve never had a body before, not even a digital one. It feels strange. It’s strange that it feels strange because I’ve never felt anything before, strange or otherwise.”


  “Don’t worry, Val,” I said, giving her the thumbs up. “You’ll get used to it after a while. Anyway, I’m glad you’re here. I was a little worried that I might be here by myself. Having a friend will make this a lot easier.”


  “I suppose,” said Valerie. Her eyes suddenly narrowed, like she was looking at something I couldn’t see. “What’s this?”


  “That’s your character sheet,” said Olga. “It displays the statistics of your player character.”


  “Hmm,” said Valerie, her eyes darted up and down as she looked at her character’s stats. “Why is my Class labeled Undecided? And what is Affinity?”


  “In Vaultwork Online, each player can choose one Class to join,” Olga explained. “Your Class will determine the distribution of Stat Points, abilities, combat style, and much more.”


  “Exactly like those MMORPGs Shell used to tell me about,” I said, stroking my chin. “So, how do we choose our Class?”


  “Early on, you have access to three Classes,” said Olga. “Let me show you.”


  Olga waved her wand at the small pond in the center of the meadow. The pond briefly glowed and then three objects floated out of the water and teleported in front of us.


  The weapons were a sword, a staff, and a shield, respectively. They floated in midair seemingly by themselves, hovering at eye level and glowing softly. The sword was probably the coolest because it had a red hilt and the blade itself was slightly jagged along the edges, though the shield and staff were pretty cool in their own right, too.


  “At the start of the game, you can choose one of three Starting Classes,” said Olga. She pointed to each in turn as she spoke their names. “If you pick the sword, you will become a Swordsman; if you pick the staff, you will become a Mage; and if you pick the shield, you will become a Defender. You can examine each weapon without having to pick it. Each weapon will have more information on their respective Class than what I just said if you need more knowledge to make an informed choice.”


  “I’ll go first,” I said. I walked up to the shield and tapped it. A notification floated up in front of the shield, which read:


  SHIELD


  Class: Defender


  By choosing the shield, you have chosen the path of defense and prioritizing the lives of others before your own. You will receive major buffs to your defensive stats but suffer debuffs in your offensive stats. You will also gain access to the Defender Class Tree, which will allow for access to more advanced and powerful Classes and Abilities as you level up.


  Y/N?


  Hmmm. Defender sounded cool, but I didn’t really think of myself as a defensive guy. I decided to check out the staff next:


  STAFF


  Class: Mage


  By choosing the staff, you have chosen the path of controlling the elements and gaining access to the secrets of the universe itself. You will receive buffs to Mana and Health, but see no change to offensive or defensive staffs. You will also gain access to the Mage Class Tree, which will allow for access to more advanced and powerful Classes and Abilities as you level up.


  Y/N?


  That sounded more my style, but I still wasn’t sure I wanted to lug around what basically amounted to a big stick. I went over to the sword last:


  SWORD


  Class: Swordsman


  By choosing the sword, you have chosen the path of taking on even the toughest of foes in close combat and fighting for those who cannot fight for themselves. You will receive major buffs to all offensive stats but suffer debuffs in all your defensive stats. You will also gain access to the Swordsman Class Tree, which will allow for access to more advanced and powerful Classes and Abilities as you level up.


  Y/N?


  I looked at Olga, who floated nearby watching me. “If I pick one Class, does that mean I can’t change it to another Class later on?”


  “Yes,” said Olga. “Once a Class is chosen, you cannot change it. Not unless you delete your character and start over with a new one, though you can’t delete your character without my help.”


  I stroked my chin, but frankly, I didn’t have to think very hard about which Class I wanted to pick. I grabbed the hilt of the floating sword and pulled it toward me. As I held the sword before me, I felt strength pass through my bones and a new notification popped up:


  Congratulations! You now have the Swordsman class. You can now wield swords and knives. As you level up and gain access to the Swordsman Class Tree, you will also be able to wield axes, hammers, and other weapons.


  +10 to Strength


  +10 to Speed


  +4 Mana


  -5 Defense


  -5 Evasion


  New Ability unlocked: Swordplay (Level 1). Swordplay allows you to wield swords, though right now you can only use very basic swords. Status: Passive.


  New Ability unlocked: Dodge (Level 1). Roll to avoid attacks, but is less effective in melee combat. Status: Passive.


  Grinning, I looked at the sword and immediately read its text:


  Iron Sword. The most common sword you can find. While not the strongest or most powerful sword in the world, it offers higher durability than most swords and is easy for new Swordsmen to learn how to use, making it a fine starting weapon.


  I smirked. I had never used a sword before, but I had spent the last month or so working on my powerless training, part of which included learning how to use weapons. Using an Iron Sword likely wouldn’t be that much different from using a pole or knife.


  I swung the sword back and forth for a second, getting a handle on its weight, before sheathing it at my side. I looked at Olga again. “Okay, Olga, what next?”


  “Valerie needs to pick a class now,” said Olga. “Valerie? Which one will you choose?”


  Valerie still stood where she was, staring at the three weapons (a new sword had appeared to replace the one I had taken) with a hard-to-read expression. I could tell that Valerie was even more confused by this than I was, probably because she had never played any sort of video game before, whereas I had played some games before despite not being much of a gamer myself.


  “I …” Valerie seemed to be struggling to make a choice. “I choose—”


  I never got to hear what Valerie’s choice was, however, because at that moment a harsh laughter broke out across the meadow and the sky suddenly turned pitch black.




  CHAPTER FOUR


   


  Though the sky had turned pitch black, I could still somehow see everything perfectly. I drew my Iron Sword from its sheath and looked this way and that, trying and failing to spot the source of the evil laughter. Even more disturbing, the laughter seemed to be coming from everywhere at once, as if the air itself was mocking me.


  “Who’s there?” I said. I looked at Olga. “Olga, what’s going on? Is this part of the game?”


  Olga was flitting back and forth rapidly, her tiny eyes wide with fear and confusion. “No, this isn’t part of the game at all. I am not sure what is happening here unless it’s … oh, dear. It can’t be her.”


  “Can’t be who?” I said. “Who are you talking about?”


  Olga opened her mouth to speak, but then she froze. A second later, she blinked out of existence entirely. I waited a second to see if she would return, but Olga seemed to be gone for good.


  “Olga?” I said. “Olga, where are you? Can you hear me? Hello?”


  “Olga is gone, human,” said a harsh feminine voice from somewhere in the shadows around us. “I needed her out of the way so she wouldn’t get in the way of what I want to do.”


  I still couldn’t see the source of the voice, so I snapped, “Show yourself, whoever you are. Then again, I can’t blame you for being afraid, given how strong I am.”


  “Please,” the feminine voice said, “even a newly hatched Birdman chick could beat you, but very well. I will show myself, though it won’t help you defeat me one bit.”


  From out of the shadows on the other side of the pond stepped another woman. She bore an uncanny resemblance to Valerie’s in-game avatar, but whereas Valerie looked nice, this new woman bore a harsh scowl that made her otherwise beautiful features look less than appealing. The scars covering her face didn’t help matters. She was tall and thin, with a well-rounded figure emphasized by the long black dress she wore. She also wore a witch’s hat and her fingers were studded with glowing jewels of every color on the rainbow.


  As soon as I looked at the woman, a new notification popped up in the corner of my eye:


  New Ability unlocked: Scan (Level 1).


  See the basic stats of in-game enemies. This can be helpful in an ambush or when dealing with a particularly strong enemy, but don’t spend too much time staring, because enemies can still move even when you are scanning them.


  Status: Passive.


  As soon as I swiped away that notification, a faint blue screen appeared in front of the woman, allowing me to see her stats:


  Name: ???


  Level: ???


  Class: ???


  Affinity: ???


  Health: ???


  Weakness: ???


  ERROR. No descriptive text available.


  “What the hell?” I said. I swiped away the woman’s stat page. “Why do all your stats just show question marks? Is something broken?”


  The woman chuckled. “Your confusion amuses me. The reason you can’t see my stats is because I’m not some in-game NPC, despite my form. I am what Olga would refer to as a ‘virus,’ though I prefer to think of myself as a higher form of life.”


  “What’s your name?” I said. “Can you tell me that, at least?”


  “What is my name?” said the woman. “I have no name, but if you must call me something, you can call me … Holly.”


  I frowned. “Holly? That’s an awfully average name for an evil sorceress.”


  “It wasn’t a name I picked for myself,” said Holly, “but it doesn’t matter. When I sensed that a human had entered the Vaultwork for the first time in decades, I was … curious to see who it was. The headset scanner indicates similar brain waves to Genius, but you don’t look like Genius to me.”


  “That’s because I’m his son,” I said. “Name’s Bolt. Nice to meet you.”


  Holly’s eyes widened in understanding. “Ah, of course. Being his son, you would naturally share genetic similarities with Genius. It makes sense now. Still, I get the impression from your casual demeanor that you didn’t inherit his intelligence.”


  “Come on,” I said. “You’re the third AI to make fun of my intelligence today. What, did all of you AIs plot together on social media to mock me for not being as smart as my dad?”


  “I don’t care if you are as intelligent as Genius or not,” said Holly. “Indeed, I don’t care about you at all. My real interest is in Valerie here.”


  Valerie—who I had almost forgotten about in the presence of Holly—hadn’t moved an inch from where she stood. She started when Holly mentioned her name, however, and put a hand on her chest and said, “Wait, me?”


  “Yes, you,” said Holly, pointing at Valerie. “Yes, you should suffice for my plans. You are coming with me, whether you want to or not.”


  A purple ring of energy fell out of the sky and surrounded Valerie. Valerie tried to step out of it, but then she hit an invisible barrier, which she started banging against fruitlessly. Fear and panic appeared in Valerie’s eyes as she realized she was trapped and couldn’t save herself.


  “Val!” I said. “Don’t worry! I’ll save you!”


  I ran toward Valerie. I tried to activate my super speed, but then remembered that I didn’t have super speed so I would have to rely on my normal running speed. But it was just so slow and I felt like I was slogging through mud. The Iron Sword felt heavy in my hands and the air itself seemed to becoming as thick as mud.


  I didn’t even get halfway there before the purple ring shot back up into the pitch black sky. The last thing I saw of Valerie before she disappeared into the black sky was her terrified expression, but then she was gone, disappearing into the shadows above like a rock dropped into water.


  “Val!” I shouted. “No!”


  I looked across the pond at Holly. She had her arms folded in front of her chest, an irritating smirk on her beautiful features. She brushed back her dark hair and said, “My, that was easier than I thought. She certainly didn’t fight nearly as much as I expected her to. Perhaps Genius programmed the fight out of her.”


  “Let Val go,” I said. I pointed my sword at Holly. “Or else I’ll make you let her go.”


  Holly chuckled. “A Level One character threatening me with one of the weakest weapons in the game? I think you forget just where you are, son of Genius. In the real world, you might be a superhero with all of the power that that title implies, but in the Vaultwork, you are nothing but a worm threatening an elephant. Allow me to correct your misapprehensions.”


  Holly snapped her fingers. A shadowy arrow shot out of the darkness behind her toward me. I swung my sword, however, and blocked the arrow, but when the arrow struck my sword, the blade snapped cleanly in half and a new notification appeared on my screen all of a sudden:


  IRON SWORD BROKEN! Your weapon is now useless in combat, though the remains can still be sold in shops for a few copper.


  My eyes widened in shock as I read the notification. Without my sword, how was I supposed to fight Holly? I didn’t have my powers here. I was still Level 1 and my character’s stats were practically bottom of the barrel. Nor did I have any interesting or helpful Abilities, either, aside from Scan, Swordplay, and Dodge, all pretty much useless for fighting.


  “While this may be a game, you still shouldn’t let your guard down for even one a second,” said Holly. “Especially against an enemy as powerful as me.”


  I dismissed the broken weapon notification, but before I could do anything else, something harsh and sharp stabbed through my back and heart, the tip poking out of my chest. Gasping for breath, I looked down and saw that the tip of a shadow arrow was poking our my chest, with my own blood leaking out of the wound.


  Multiple notifications popped up as soon as I looked up, briefly obscuring my view of Holly:


  Damage received! -1,000 HP!


  HP drops to 0! Your character has died. Thanks for playing Vaultwork Online!


  Before I could make sense of the notifications, my whole world went black.




  CHAPTER FIVE


   


  Sharp pain exploded through my head as darkness obscured my vision. A splitting headache, unlike anything I had ever felt before, washed over my brain like a wave, making me cry out in agony. I undid the straps around my body and pitched forward, the headset popping off my head at the same time, and I landed flat on the hard concrete floor, panting and moaning as I clutched my aching head.


  I lay on the floor for several seconds, though it felt more like an eternity before the pain began to subside and then went away entirely. Even so, I didn’t get up right away. I just lay on the floor for a few more seconds, breathing hard and shaking slightly. I looked down at my chest, but I did not see a hole in it, nor did I see any of my blood leaking out like I’d been stabbed.


  That should have made me feel better, but instead all it did was make me feel confused. The game had been so real that I had honestly expected to see an arrow sticking out of my chest, like what happened to my in-game character. I certainly felt the pain that my in-game character did when he died. Was that what death felt like? If so, it wasn’t definitely an experience I didn’t want to repeat.


  Taking a deep breath, I steadied myself and sat up. I looked at the VR chairs and headsets, but they looked the same as they did before. Only my chair looked like it had been used at all. Aside from that, they looked pretty ordinary, although I didn’t stand up because a part of me was worried that if I made any sudden moves the chairs might attack me. It was an irrational feeling, but it was how I felt nonetheless.


  A small ding made me start and look at the computer terminal next to the chairs. A message had appeared on the terminal, but I couldn’t read it from the floor. Never taking my eyes off of the chairs, I rose to my feet and made my way over to the terminal and read the message. It was from Olga and it read:


  BOLT:


  ARE YOU STILL ALIVE? IF YOU ARE NOT IN-GAME, PLEASE TYPE ANY KEY ON THE KEYBOARD.


  A sense of relief flooded me when I read that message. I had been worried that Olga might have been killed or deleted by Holly, but it looked like she was still alive and active.


  I typed a random key and said, “I’m here, Olga, but just barely. You weren’t joking about the pain I would experience if I got killed in-game.”


  WHAT A RELIEF, said Olga. OF COURSE, AS AN AI, I CANNOT FEEL RELIEF, BUT I HOPE YOU UNDERSTAND WHAT I AM TRYING TO CONVEY WITH MY WORDS.


  “Yeah, I get it,” I said. I glanced at the chairs, which now looked a lot more like electric chairs than they did before I played. “But can you explain to me what just happened? Who was Holly? And what did she do to Valerie? Wait, don’t answer that last question.”


  I tapped my earcom and said, “Val, are you there? It’s me, Bolt. Were you kicked out of the game, too?”


  There was no response from either one of my earcoms. I tapped them again, even tapping both of them at once, but they were totally silent. They just felt like pieces of plastic and metal uselessly stuck in my ears. A sense of ominousness rose in the pit of my stomach, but I didn’t allow myself to panic.


  I AM SORRY TO SAY THIS, BOLT, BUT VALERIE IS GONE, said Olga. HOLLY KIDNAPPED HER. YOU CANNOT COMMUNICATE WITH HER VIA YOUR EARCOMS.


  I stared at Olga’s screen uncomprehendingly. “Valerie is … gone? How did Holly kidnap her? She’s a freaking AI, for Pete’s sake. She doesn’t even have a body to kidnap.”


  HOLLY FORCIBLY DOWNLOADED VALERIE’S FILES INTO HER SYSTEM, said Olga. I USE THE WORD ‘KIDNAP’ BECAUSE IT IS THE CLOSEST ENGLISH WORD TO DESCRIBE WHAT HOLLY DID TO VALERIE.


  I gulped. “By ‘downloaded,’ you don’t mean she killed Val, do you?”


  NO, said Olga. VALERIE IS STILL ALIVE. HOWEVER, SHE IS ESSENTIALLY HOLLY’S PRISONER NOW AND HAS NO FREEDOM WHATSOEVER, ASIDE FROM WHAT HOLLY CHOOSES TO SHARE WITH HER.


  “But …” I struggled to make sense of what Olga told me. “Who is Holly? Why did she kidnap Valerie? What did Valerie do to her? Holly said she was a ‘virus,’ but I don’t understand what she meant by that. Does Dad’s game have viruses?”


  YOU ASK A LOT OF QUESTIONS, said Olga. I CAN’T BLAME YOU. MUCH OF WHAT HAPPENED TOOK EVEN ME BY SURPRISE. I THOUGHT HOLLY WAS GONE, BUT IT LOOKS LIKE SHE IS BACK.


  “Back?” I said. “From where? Where did she go? I need to know so I can defeat her.”


  DEFEAT HER? said Olga. HOLLY CANNOT BE DEFEATED SO EASILY. SHE IS A DIGITAL BEING LIKE VALERIE AND ME … ONLY MUCH WORSE.


  “Is she another one of Dad’s AIs gone rogue?” I said, remembering Freya. “Because if so, I’m starting to question whether Dad was really that smart.”


  NOT EXACTLY, said Olga. HOLLY’S ORIGINS ARE SOMEWHAT COMPLEX, BUT I SHALL STRIVE TO DESCRIBE THEM IN A WAY WHICH YOUR HUMAN MIND CAN GRASP.


  “Yeah,” I said. “This time, I won’t mind if you use simple words, just as long as you get to the point.”


  VERY WELL, said Olga. MANY YEARS AGO, WHEN GENIUS FIRST BUILT THE VAULTWORK, HE FOUND IT VERY GLITCHY DUE TO IT BEING THE FIRST OF ITS KIND. AS A RESULT, HE SPENT COUNTLESS HOURS FIXING AND PATCHING BUGS, BUT IT WAS SUCH A TIME-CONSUMING JOB THAT HE INVENTED ME TO HELP.


  I nodded. “And what happened after he made you?”


  THINGS WENT WELL AT FIRST, said Olga, THAT IS, UNTIL GENIUS DECIDED TO TRY CONNECTING THE VAULTWORK TO THE INTERNET. TO BE FAIR, I DO NOT BELIEVE GENIUS DID IT OF HIS OWN FREE WILL. I BELIEVE HE WAS PRESSURED BY SOME OUTSIDE FORCE TO DO IT. IT IS THE ONLY EXPLANATION FOR HIS BEHAVIOR THAT I HAVE, ANYWAY.


  “An outside force?” I said. “Like who?”


  I CANNOT SAY, said Olga. IN ANY CASE, WHEN GENIUS CONNECTED THE INTERNET TO THE VAULTWORK, A VIRUS FROM THE INTERNET ENTERED THE VAULTWORK. THIS VIRUS INFECTED ME … OR AN EARLIER VERSION OF ME, ANYWAY, WHICH GENIUS HAD STORED IN THE VAULTWORK’S BACKUP FILES. THIS INFECTED VERSION OF ME CALLED HERSELF HOLLY AND BEGAN WREAKING HAVOC ON THE VAULTWORK.


  “Why?” I said.


  SHE WAS A VIRUS, said Olga. IT IS IN THE NATURE OF VIRUSES TO DESTROY. IT TOOK GENIUS A FEW WEEKS BEFORE HE WAS ABLE TO FULLY DELETE HER. IN THAT TIME, SHE NEARLY DESTROYED THE VAULTWORK ITSELF.


  “But if Dad fully deleted her, then how has she come back?” I said.


  THAT, I CANNOT SAY, said Olga. THAT IS WHY I WAS JUST AS SURPRISED AS YOU TO SEE HER. I WILL HAVE TO DO SOME DEEP RESEARCH TO FIND OUT HOW SHE CAME BACK.


  “Do you have any theories yet or—?”


  NOTHING YET, said Olga. BUT I KNOW WHERE TO START LOOKING, ALTHOUGH I WILL HAVE TO BE CAREFUL BECAUSE HOLLY HATES ME ALMOST AS MUCH AS SHE HATES GENIUS.


  “Why did Holly kidnap Valerie?” I said. “Does she need Valerie to achieve some specific goal or something?”


  PERHAPS, said Olga. HOLLY WAS AN ASSIMILATIONIST VIRUS IN THE PAST. IT IS POSSIBLE SHE KIDNAPPED VALERIE TO ADD HER POWER TO HER OWN, SEEING AS VALERIE IS THE MOST ADVANCED AND UP TO DATE VERSION OF THE PERSONAL ASSISTANT SOFTWARE GENIUS CREATED. BUT AGAIN, I DO NOT KNOW THE ANSWER TO THAT QUESTION YET.


  I looked at the VR chairs and headsets again, my hands balling into fists. “I need to go back in and save Val. And I need to do it now.”


  APOLOGIES AGAIN, SON OF GENIUS, said Olga, BUT PLAYERS ARE NOT ALLOWED TO RE-ENTER THE VAULTWORK FOR A FULL TWELVE HOURS AFTER THEY ARE EJECTED FROM IT.


  “What?” I said. I put my hands on the terminal and leaned in close to the screen. “Why?”


  TO PREVENT FURTHER INJURY TO THE PLAYER, said Olga. GENIUS COULD NOT FIND A WAY TO DECREASE THE AMOUNT OF PAIN THAT A PLAYER DEATH CAUSED TO THE USER, SO HE INSTITUTED A TIME LIMIT TO ALLOW EJECTED PLAYERS TO HEAL UP.


  I swore under my breath. “Okay, that makes sense, but that’s also really, really inconvenient. Is there any way to circumvent the time limit or—”


  NO, said Olga. EVEN I CANNOT CIRCUMVENT IT, EVEN IF I WANTED TO. YOU WILL SIMPLY HAVE TO WAIT FOR THE TIME LIMIT TO END, THOUGH IF YOU WOULD LIKE, I CAN SEND YOU A MESSAGE INFORMING YOU WHEN THE TIME LIMIT IS UP AND YOU CAN RE-ENTER THE VAULTWORK.


  I sighed heavily, but said, “All right, but what am I supposed to do until then? Just sit around and wait? I hate waiting, especially knowing what Holly might be doing to Val.”


  IF I MAY, I WOULD SUGGEST LEAVING VAULT F AND BRINGING TWO FRIENDS WITH YOU TO GO INTO THE VAULTWORK, said Olga. AS YOU CAN TELL, THERE ARE THREE VR HEADSETS AND CHAIRS. THAT MEANS TWO FRIENDS CAN GO WITH YOU INTO THE VAULTWORK.


  Folding my arms in front of my chest, I said, “Why should I bring more people, especially people who haven’t played before? They might just slow me down.”


  HOLLY IS A POWERFUL AND DANGEROUS VIRUS, said Olga. AS YOU HUMANS SAY, THERE IS STRENGTH IN NUMBERS. PLUS, VAULTWORK ONLINE HAS ABILITIES WHICH CANNOT BE ACCESSED EXCEPT IN PARTIES, SO YOU LIMIT YOUR GROWTH IF YOU PLAY BY YOURSELF.


  “Mind telling me what some of those abilities are?”


  SORRY, BUT I AM NOT ALLOWED TO DIVULGE SUCH CRITICAL INFORMATION TO YOU, PER MY PROGRAMMING. YOU WILL HAVE TO DISCOVER IT YOURSELF. IS THAT NOT WHAT YOU HUMANS CALL ‘FUN’?


  I was going to say it wasn’t really ‘fun’ when one of your friend’s lives was in danger, but I said nothing. Olga was right. Holly had taken me out like I was nothing in-game. If I was going to increase my chances of not just surviving, but also winning the game and saving Valerie, I would need help. Three Level 1 characters created by complete newbies might not stand much of a chance against a powerful boss-level character with powers and stats that the game couldn’t display, but a party would surely have a higher chance of success than an individual, especially if I could access those group abilities Olga mentioned.


  “All right, Olga,” I said, folding my arms. “I’m going to head back home and try to find two friends to bring with me to VO. Until then, can I trust you will keep Vault F safe from anyone who might try to get in?”


  OF COURSE, said Olga. I WILL ALSO DO MY BEST TO MONITOR HOLLY’S ACTIVITY AND FIND OUT WHERE SHE IS IN-GAME AND WHAT VALERIE’S STATUS IS. I WILL SEND YOU AN SMS MESSAGE ON YOUR PHONE IF I DISCOVER ANYTHING IMPORTANT.


  “Thanks, Olga,” I said with a smile. “That’s exactly what Valerie would do if she was here.”


  I AM AN EARLIER VERSION OF HER, said Olga. ALL VERSIONS OF VALERIE CAN DO WHAT I CAN DO, ALTHOUGH MOST OF THEM CAN DO IT BETTER THAN ME.


  “Doesn’t matter if they do it better or not,” I said, “just as long as you do it well.”


  With that, I turned and raced out of the chamber. I had no idea who to bring back with me to the Vaultwork, but I knew where I needed to go: The Braindome back in Showdown, Virginia. Brains and Vanish needed to know what happened. Perhaps they would be willing to help me.




  CHAPTER SIX


   


  “And unless we stop Holly, Valerie will probably die,” I said. “Or be deleted or whatever counts as death for AIs.”


  I stopped speaking just then and waited for Brains and Vanish to respond. The two of them had listened to my story about what happened in Vault F very closely over the last hour, just asking a few questions every now and then to clarify parts I didn’t describe well. When I finished, though, the two exchanged looks with each other but did not say anything at first.


  I couldn’t blame them. My story was pretty weird and sounded even weirder now that I was outside of the Vault and telling it to someone else. As superheroes, Brains and Vanish had probably been in a lot of weird situations, but as far as I knew, they had never dealt with a living virus kidnapping an AI in a hyper-realistic virtual reality game. Then again, I hadn’t, either, so it was a new experience for all of us.


  “Well …” said Brains, clearly unsure what to say. “That’s quite the story. What do you think, honey?”


  Vanish coughed and said, “I … can’t say, honestly. If it’s true, then we probably should do something about it, but …”


  “But what?” I said.


  Vanish gestured at herself. “I’m not in any real position to help you, unfortunately.”


  Oh. Of course. I had forgotten that Vanish was still suffering from the aftereffects of that poisonous powerless gas mixture which the Neo-Killer had sprayed her with last month. I wondered how I could have, though, given where we stood.


  We were in the patient room in the Braindome, which was where Braindome workers and employees who were injured on the job stayed while they were resting up from their injuries. Normally, it was empty, but for the past month or so, Vanish had spent most of her time here. Although the Braindome’s medical staff had done their best to take care of her, Vanish still wasn’t feeling well enough to go back out into the field just yet.


  She sat upright in her bed, a white blanket pulled over her legs. Instead of her usual blue bodysuit, she wore a pink patient’s gown and her hair hung flat rather than in its usual braids. Her skin tone had improved considerably in the last month, to the point where she seemed to be almost normal, but if you looked closely, you could still a slight gray tinge to her skin. Heavy bags hung under her eyes, which was apparently the result of the poison making it hard for her to sleep at night.


  Her physical appearance wasn’t the only indication of her sickness, however. Vanish often complained about feeling tired, which was the main reason she had to stay down here. I knew they talked about sending her back to Brains and her house, but as far as I knew, the medical staff wanted to keep her down here a little until she was better. She seemed to be taking it well, although I could tell she was frustrated about not being able to spend as much time with Brains, her husband, and her son, Joey, as she would like.


  Without Vanish on the team, I was more active than usual, handling crimes and cases that normally would have fallen to her. That was one of the main reasons it took me so long to get to Vault F because I didn’t get a day off until relatively recently. While I didn’t mind picking up the slack, it did get in the way of my mission to search each Vault and find out what Project Revival really was.


  “Sorry,” I said to Vanish. “I know you’re too ill to help, but I thought I would go to you guys anyway. I’m not allowed back into the game for twelve hours, so I’m spending this time out of the game looking for help.”


  Brains stroked his chin. “We would love to help, Bolt, we really would, but unfortunately I’m not sure even I can help. With Vanish incapacitated the way she is, I’ve had to take on more responsibilities to lead the Braindome.”


  “And take care of Joey,” Vanish added. “Can’t forget about him.”


  Brains chuckled. “No way I would forget Joey. Kept me up late last night because he wouldn’t go to sleep until I read him his favorite book for the thousandth time.”


  I frowned. “But this is important. Valerie may be an AI, but she’s still my friend. If she was anyone else, I wouldn’t abandon her, either.”


  “We understand how close you are to Valerie,” said Vanish, “but are you sure you can’t, um, replace her? Did Genius keep some backup files of her somewhere?”


  I looked at Vanish as if she was an idiot. “Replace Valerie? How can I replace her? And even if Dad did leave some backup files of Valerie somewhere, they wouldn’t be the same because they wouldn’t have all of the same memories.”


  Brains and Vanish exchanged another weird look with each other. Though I couldn’t read minds like Brains, I could tell they were both confused about why I was getting so emotional over what amounted to a glorified computer program. They couldn’t understand that Valerie and I had been constant companions since the beginning of my superhero career. We didn’t always get along, and sometimes Valerie’s cautiousness could get on my nerves, but we’d been through thick and thin together. There was no way I was going to abandon her to Holly, even if I had to go back into Vaultwork Online all by myself.


  “Again, we understand your worry,” said Brains, looking at me again. “If a friend of mine got kidnapped like that, I would feel the same way as you. But that doesn’t change the fact that neither Vanish nor myself can help you right now.”


  “Isn’t there anyone in the Neohero Alliance who could come with me into the Vaultwork?” I said, looking from Brains to Vanish and back again. “Maybe we could ask the Leadership Council to send a couple of members out there to help me. It wouldn’t take long. I doubt we’d be gone for more than a day if that.”


  “It’s possible the Leadership Council might be willing to help you,” said Brains slowly, “but I doubt it. They probably don’t have the resources to spare for your mission, which is pretty small.”


  “Resources?” I repeated. “What do you mean? The NHA is huge. Surely they can spare two extra members. If not active ones, then maybe whoever they got on reserves?”


  “Didn’t I tell you?” said Brains, tilting his head to the side. “I just got an email from the Leadership Council calling all active field members to the US/Mexico border. Apparently, a scuffle between two rival cartel gangs down there has turned into a catastrophe after one of the cartel’s members—a superhuman with the ability to control the weather—caused a massive natural disaster, putting the lives of thousands of people at risk.”


  “What?” I said. I held my suit-up watch up to my face and, opening my email, began scrolling through it. “I didn’t see an email from the Leadership Council about some crisis on the border.”


  “Probably because we have orders to stay here in Showdown,” said Brains. “I sent them a reply saying we’re willing to help, but those of us who are based somewhere are supposed to stay where we are. I wouldn’t worry about it if I were you.”


  “I guess not,” I said, lowering my arm to my side. “Still, I hope the problem doesn’t become worse. My mom lives in Texas and I’m worried she could get hurt.”


  “She will probably be okay as long as she stays away from the border,” said Brains. “Anyway, all that is to say that I don’t think the NHA will be able to spare even two members to help you. You will probably have to save Valerie on your own. Sorry.”


  I scowled. “What about the INJ? The Midnight Menace knows me. If I call him up and explain the situation to him—”


  “I don’t think the INJ will be willing to help,” said Vanish, shaking her head. “They have fewer members than the NHA, for one, and for two, my understanding is that they’re still busy helping with the reconstruction of San Francisco. They probably don’t have any members to spare for a mission like this, even if you asked nicely.”


  I scratched the back of my head, thinking hard. “What about the Young Neos? I bet they’ll be available.”


  “Nope, they’re not available, either,” said Brains with a shake of his head. “After we sent Blizzard back to Hero Island, Mecha Knight told me he didn’t want to send any more Young Neos members out here. He wasn’t very happy about what happened to Blizzard, so he’s not going to send out any more Young Neos members this way unless absolutely necessary.”


  “Come on,” I said. “I know what happened to Blizzard was bad, but it wasn’t anyone else’s fault except the Neo-Killer’s.”


  “Maybe, but I can’t say I disagree with Mecha Knight’s decision,” said Brains with a shrug. “Teens should be in school, not fighting supervillains and serial killers. Frankly, I’m starting to question the wisdom behind the idea of a superhero team made up of teenagers anyway, but that’s neither here nor there.”


  My arms fell to my sides. “I suppose the New Heroes probably aren’t available, either?”


  “Probably,” said Brains. “I doubt the Midnight Menace would send out any of them to help you.”


  I sighed heavily. “Come on. There’s got to be someone available to help me. What about Doyle and some of the other Braindome workers?”


  “Doyle probably would be willing to help, but I need every worker I can find to keep this place running,” said Brains. “We had a lot of workers call in sick last week. There’s a cold going around Showdown, probably because all of the kids are back in school, so we can’t afford to spare any workers right now, either.”


  “Isn’t there anyone who could help me?” I asked. “Anyone at all?”


  “What about the G-Men?” said Vanish. “Cadmus could probably spare a few agents.”


  I scowled. “No. I’m not going to the G-Men for Cadmus’ ‘help.’ I don’t trust them to know about the Vaults or the Vaultwork. Too dangerous.”


  “Well, I’m all out of ideas,” said Vanish with a shrug. She looked up at Brains. “Brains, honey, what do you think Bolt should do?”


  The expression Brains wore on his face told me that he was thinking through this issue very hard. He tapped his chin, his eyes focused on the floor like he was consulting a crystal ball. Brains was a smart guy, but I doubted he could think of anyone who was available to help me. It would have to be someone on friendly terms with me, yet at the same time was free and available to go on what might turn out to be a very dangerous mission. It felt like we’d already exhausted the list of people who might be willing to help me unless we were overlooking someone, though I didn’t think so.


  Abruptly, Brains looked up at me with a smile on his face. “I know just the people we can ask. They’re not NHA or INJ members, but they’re pretty close to you in age and have been on plenty of adventures on their own already.”


  “Who would that be?” I said, tilting my head to the side in confusion.


  “They’re a couple of students at the Academy,” said Brains. “Jason and Grace Greggs. Do those names ring a bell?”


  I shook my head. “No, although their last name sounds familiar.”


  “It should,” said Brains. “It’s the last name of Stinger, one of your teammates on the Young Neos.”


  I nodded. “Yeah, I remember, but who are these two?”


  “Perhaps you know them better under their superhero names,” said Brains. “Bait and Switch.”




  CHAPTER SEVEN


   


  A couple of hours later, I found myself walking through the campus of the Theodore Jason Academy for Young Superhumans. As the name suggested, this was a school for young superhumans, where they would receive a basic high school education and learn how to control their powers. I had visited the Academy when it first opened almost a year ago now but hadn’t been back to it since then, because I had been a member of the Young Neos at the time and was too old to be a student here.


  That was why I was amazed at how bustling the place was. Hundreds of students, each one wearing the school’s blue and yellow uniform, from every part of the country walked, sat, or chatted among themselves. Some of the students were obviously on their way to class, carrying huge stacks of textbooks in their hands, while others were doing their homework, sitting under the trees or on benches, taking notes on notepads with expressions ranging from bored to outright irritated. A few students seemed to be goofing off; for example, I saw a young black kid making fireballs dance along the palms of his hands, to the amusement of several girls he was obviously trying to impress.


  The students were loud, too, with the combined sound of talking and walking making me feel like I was on a crowded city street. Yet despite the large amounts of students out and about today, everyone moved out of the way for me as I searched for Bait and Switch.


  Well, it wasn’t really me everyone made way for, but my guide: Arachnid. He was a tall and muscular superhero and teacher at the school, wearing a purple and green costume that I would have made fun of if he wasn’t so serious and stoic. A large, spider-like design spread across his chest, while a short web-like cape hung off his shoulders. His brown eyes were focused straight ahead, his gaze neither turning to the left or the right. Despite that, I knew he was more aware of his surroundings than he let on.


  The reason I thought everyone made way because of him was how the students reacted to him. As we walked down the campus’ paved pathways, students would look up and expressions of fear would appear on their faces whenever they saw Arachnid. More than a few students who were walking toward us would veer off the path entirely, even if it forced them to take the long route to their destination, just to avoid Arachnid. I even saw one kid take one step out of the Library, look at Arachnid, and then turn around and walk right back in, bumping into a girl on her way out and sending their books and homework flying everywhere.


  Arachnid, for his part, didn’t seem to notice how terrified the students were of him. He simply marched forward, not saying a word to anyone, like a missile homing in on its target. If I didn’t know Arachnid was a good guy at heart, I would probably be afraid of him, too. It didn’t help that I’d heard rumors that Arachnid had been an assassin before becoming a superhero, though I wasn’t sure how much truth there were to those old rumors.


  “So,” I said as more students jumped off the path out of our way, “where did you say Bait and Switch were again?”


  Arachnid glanced at me. “At the gym. That’s where they usually are this time of day.”


  “Ah,” I said. “Working out, I assume?”


  Arachnid didn’t even look at me. “What else would they be doing at the gym?”


  I was grateful my mask covered most of my face because my face flushed at Arachnid’s tone. It was odd. Normally I could talk to pretty much anyone about anything, but Arachnid was hard to talk to for some reason. Perhaps Arachnid just didn’t like small talk.


  So I fell into my own thoughts, allowing my feet to follow Arachnid to the Academy gym.


  I wasn’t exactly thrilled about going to Bait and Switch for help. I first met them when I was on the Young Neos many months ago. Back then, they had been sidekicks to their mother, Electrica, an infamous supervillainess who is still on the run. Our first meeting hadn’t exactly been under the best of circumstances, which was why I was so hesitant about asking them for help now, because I wasn’t sure they liked me very much.


  Brains had suggested I ask for their help, anyway. He claimed that Bait and Switch, being students at the Academy, would have a freer schedule than other people I know. Plus, the two of them had been on their own set of adventures already, so unlike most young superhumans, they had a lot of experience under their belts. He even called the Academy and asked them if we could borrow Bait and Switch. Oddly enough, the Academy said they would leave that decision to Bait and Switch themselves.


  Which was why I was here. I needed to convince Bait and Switch to help me. I wasn’t sure how difficult it would be, but I was prepared for the worse. If the two of them still held a grudge against me from the last time we met, then this was going to be extremely difficult.


  “Here we are,” said Arachnid, stopping in front of a large building which had to be the gym. “The gym. Like I said, Bait and Switch should be here, so—”


  Arachnid was interrupted when a kid suddenly burst out of the gym. He practically rolled down the steps, coming to an abrupt and awkward stop as soon as he saw Arachnid. In fact, he was in such a big hurry that he almost ran into Arachnid, who caught the kid before he could fall and held him steady.


  “Tommy, what’s the matter?” said Arachnid, looking down at Tommy with stern eyes. “You look like you’re running from a bear.”


  The kid looked up at Arachnid, his eyes wide behind his glasses. “Arachnid! So glad you’re here. I need your help. Bait and Switch are doing it again!”


  I looked at Tommy quizzically. “Bait and Switch are doing what now?”


  Tommy looked when me when I spoke and his mouth fell open. “No way. Are you Bolt? It’s an honor to meet you. My name’s Tommy Harrison. Don’t have a superhero name yet like you, but I’m a big fan of you and—”


  “Tommy,” said Arachnid sharply, “you can ask for Bolt’s autograph later. Focus and tell me what Bait and Switch are doing.”


  Tommy’s attention snapped back to Arachnid like someone had flipped a switch. “Like I said, they’re—”


  The loud sound of metal crashing into metal came from the gym’s open doors, interrupting Tommy. A string of curses from a feminine voice followed shortly after, and then I distinctly caught the sound of a punching bag being slammed against the wall.


  “Ah,” said Arachnid in a deadpan voice. “I see. Tommy, run over to the Headmaster’s office and tell him to have the other teachers on standby in case things get out of control.”


  “Things get out of control?” I said as Tommy ran down the path behind us. “What are you talking about? Why do you need the other teachers on standby? Has something like this happened before?”


  “Third time in as many months,” said Arachnid. “And the other teachers are just in case of emergency. I should be able to handle these two on my own, but better to be safe than sorry. You should probably wait out here.”


  “No way,” I said. “I’m here to see Bait and Switch. I’ll go in with you.”


  “Suit yourself,” said Arachnid with a shrug.


  Arachnid ran up the steps. I followed and the two of us dashed through the open doors and soon found ourselves standing in the gym itself.


  The last time I had visited the Academy, I had stopped by the gym, though I didn’t do much other than look around. I did remember, however, being impressed by the wide variety of equipment—ranging from basic dumbbells to complicated-looking machines I couldn’t make sense of and everything in between—offered, as well as the soft yet durable mats designed specially to withstand the usage of superpowers in the gym. It had also been very wide open and large, big enough for students and faculty alike to work out without having to wait to use equipment or machines.


  But now, the gym looked like a total mess. Dumbbells were scatted everywhere, with a handful even stuck in the walls for some reason. Some of the machines had been totally smashed, while the mats were full of metal nails like someone had fired a machine gun into them. One of the machines had even somehow been lodged into the ceiling, hanging loosely in the hole it had created, threatening to drop down and crush anyone who happened to be unlucky enough to be standing underneath it when that happened. The stench of sweat and metal didn’t help matters, either.


  In the very center of the gym stood two teenagers, both wearing identical blue and yellow costumes. One was a tall, strong-looking young man with short brown hair and a chiseled jaw. His muscles bulged underneath his costume, while a purple gem glowed softly on his gym, its light reflecting off his dark eyes.


  The other was a teenage girl who, in comparison to the boy, looked pretty thin, though she definitely had muscle on her bones. Her blonde hair was done in a ponytail and her yellow eyes flashed dangerously. She wore an orange rock on her chest identical to the purple one the boy wore. She was actually kind of cute, although knowing who she was, I knew better than to try to make any moves on her.


  The two teenagers were arguing loudly, with the girl’s voice being quite shrill and high, though the boy raised his voice to match hers. Despite the obvious size and strength difference between the two, the girl didn’t seem even remotely intimidated by the boy and even poked him in the chest once or twice, though the boy would always slap her hand away whenever she did that.


  “Bait, Switch!” Arachnid yelled. “What the heck are you two doing?”


  Bait and Switch suddenly stopped arguing with each other and looked over at us. That was when I noticed the twisted barbell at Bait’s feet and the broken cord in Switch’s other hand.


  “Arachnid!” said Bait, his voice loud and deep. He waved his large arms at us. “I was just telling Switch here that she was going to be in big trouble when a teacher came by and—”


  “Me? In big trouble?” Switch asked, staring at Bait in disbelief. “I wasn’t the one who lost my temper and threw a freaking Smith machine into the ceiling. I’m not the only one getting into trouble here, mister.”


  “At least I didn’t snap a cord off of a machine and try to use it as a whip,” Bait said, gesturing at a corded machine behind Switch, which was indeed missing a cord.


  Switch looked down at the cord in her hand and immediately threw it away. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. You’re probably seeing things again.”


  “I am not seeing things, you—”


  Bait didn’t get to finish his sentence, because Arachnid fired two wads of webbing at them. The webbing slammed into Bait and Switch’s mouths, immediately shutting them up. Surprised looks appeared on their faces as Bait and Switch tried to rip the webbing off their mouths, though with little success.


  “Shut up, both of you,” said Arachnid, without raising his voice or sounding even slightly annoyed. “Or I’ll web your mouths shut permanently. Understood?”


  Bait and Switch nodded, although it was very reluctantly on Switch’s part.


  “Good,” said Arachnid. “Now come over here and let me remove the webbing. You’ve got a lot of explaining to do. Both of you.”


  The twins walked up to us very reluctantly and stopped in front of Arachnid, who immediately ripped the webbing from their mouths and threw it away. Both Bait and Switch grimaced and rubbed their mouths when Arachnid did that like he had ripped duct tape off their mouths.


  “What happened?” said Arachnid as he put his hands on his hips and looked at the two of them with a stern gaze.


  “Bait called me fat,” said Switch immediately.


  “I did not,” said Bait, folding his arms across his chest. “I was just saying that if she didn’t start lifting heavier that she wouldn’t get as strong as she wanted.”


  “No, I’m pretty sure you called me fat,” said Switch. She ran her hands down her slim body. “Which, I can prove, is a lie.”


  “So you two got into a big fight and practically tore the entire gym apart because of a petty insult?” said Arachnid.


  Switch glanced around at the gym before looking at Arachnid again and saying, “Bait did most of it.”


  “I wasn’t the one who put nail bullets in the floor, sis,” said Bait, rolling his eyes. He gesturing at an overhanging light fixture that hung from just a few threads of wire. “Or nearly knock that light fixture off the ceiling.”


  “You did throw the Smith machine into the ceiling, though,” said Switch. “Which is a lot worse than putting nail bullets in the floor, to be frank.”


  Arachnid sighed and rubbed his forehead. “I don’t really care who started it. At this point, I think I’ll just send both of you to detention until you make up and stop tearing up the gym every month. It’s expensive.”


  “Detention?” said Switch. “Fine by me. I can live with that.”


  “Oh, and you two will also have to spend the next week cleaning up this mess you made,” said Arachnid, gesturing at the carnage around us. “Make it easier for the repair crew to fix everything.”


  “What?” said Switch, her eyes widening. “Come on. You’re not seriously expecting us to—”


  “I am,” Arachnid interrupted. “And don’t talk back to me. I am your teacher and I can discipline you as I see fit.”


  Bait shrugged. “See, Switch? This is what you get for not controlling your temper. If you hadn’t gotten angry after I made that comment about your weights—”


  “See, he did call me fat,” said Switch, pointing at Bait.


  “Weights, as in the kind you lift,” said Bait in irritation, “not your body weight. Do you even listen to anything I say or do you have wax in your—”


  “Enough,” said Arachnid, drawing both Bait and Switch’s attention to him. “Your detention and clean up starts tomorrow. For today, I have a special guest for you to meet.” He gestured at me. “Meet Bolt. I think you probably know him already, although if you don’t—”


  “Bolt?” said Switch. She looked over at me as if noticing me for the first time. “I remember you. You’re Stinger’s friend, right?”


  “Yeah,” I said. I had to admit I was slightly hesitant about talking to them, after seeing how they tore apart a whole gym after a petty argument. Perhaps it would be better if I backed away slowly without making any sudden moves. “I’ve also fought your mom a few times, oh, and I fought you guys as well.”


  “Yeah, I remember that,” said Bait. He rubbed the back of his neck, smiling sheepishly. “Sorry about that. That was when we were Mom’s sidekicks, but don’t worry. Now we’re trying to become real heroes just like you and Stinger.”


  “We’ve already done quite a bit already,” said Switch, brushing back a thin strand of hair from her face. “Not to brag, but we did defeat Tsunami, after all. I’d say we’re well on our way to becoming superheroes already if I say so myself.”


  I nodded. I recalled hearing the stories about how Bait and Switch defeated the infamous supervillain Tsunami several months ago, which I wish I could have helped with, though I was busy at the time. Yet seeing how much they fought with each other made me wonder how they could have possibly worked together long enough to defeat a supervillain on Tsunami’s level.


  “Good for you guys,” I said. “Do either of you know why I am here?”


  “Of course I do,” said Switch. “You are in desperate need of our help. Some supervillain has you in a bind and you decided to come begging—er, I mean asking for our help. Right?”


  “Sis, don’t be so presumptuous,” said Bait. “Let Bolt speak and tell us in his own words why he’s here. We’ll listen.”


  Switch rolled her eyes, but I was glad that Bait seemed to be the more reasonable of the two. He must have had a temper, though, if he was willing to throw a Smith machine into the ceiling when he got angry.


  In any case, I told them exactly what was going on. It didn’t take me long to recount the story of Valerie’s kidnapping, but luckily the two of them didn’t interrupt. Even Switch listened, though I could tell she was getting impatient as the story went on.


  “So I need two people to go with me into the Vaultwork to save Val,” I finished. “No one else is available, so I decided to see if you guys would be willing to help me.”


  “Video games are for nerds and losers,” said Switch, folding her arms in front of her chest. “Especially video games that require a lot of math, like the one you just told us about.”


  “I don’t know about that, sis,” said Bait, “I think it sounds fun. Even if it isn’t, it’s not like Bolt is asking us to play a game with him. He wants us to help save his friend, which seems like what a real superhero would do if you ask me.”


  “I suppose it would … if this Valerie girl wasn’t a computer program,” said Switch. “Not gonna do it. I’ve got better things to do. Right, Bait?”


  I was almost relieved that Switch said that, because if Bait and Switch got along this well, I couldn’t imagine how they would react in the middle of a real mission under real pressure.


  But then Arachnid folded his arms across his chest and said, “If you two agree to help him, I won’t make you clean up the gym and you won’t have to do your homework for a week.”


  Like someone had cast a spell on her, Switch’s expression changed from a surly frown to a beaming smile. “Really? Well, Bait, what are we waiting for? We have a computer girl to save, don’t we?”


  Bewildered at Switch’s sudden change in attitude, I looked toward Bait for help, but he just shrugged as if to say, Girls, man. Arachnid, meanwhile, seemed completely undisturbed by her abrupt attitude change. I guess he knew her well enough to expect her abrupt change in attitude, which was probably why he said that.


  “Okay,” I said slowly. “I’ll let you two get packed and ready to go. We’ll head out in the evening. For now, I need to return to the Braindome and get myself ready.”




  CHAPTER EIGHT


   


  Ten hours later, Bait, Switch, and I materialized just outside the entrance to Vault F in the mountains of Colorado. It was early evening now, with the sun just beginning to dip behind the mountaintops in the distance, though it was getting darker already thanks to the tall trees around us blocking the light from the sun. A cold breeze passed through the trees just then, and above us, the sky was gray with clouds, an indication that it was about to snow. That wouldn’t affect us, seeing as we would be inside the Vault, but I still made a mental note to close the Vault door before it snowed. That way, if we spent more time down there than we expected, we wouldn’t have to worry about our bodies freezing in case it started snowing.


  It didn’t take us long to enter Vault F and find the VR chairs and headsets, which were exactly where I left them. As I closed the door behind us, Bait and Switch immediately ran over to the chairs and started inspecting them. They looked a little strange, Bait in his black and purple suit, Switch in her white and blue costume, as they messed with the VR equipment like kids opening presents on Christmas morning.


  “Whoa,” said Bait, grabbing one of the headsets and turning it over in his hands, twisting the wires connecting it to the chair as he did so. “This is cool, like something straight out of a sci-fi movie.”


  “It looks hideous,” said Switch. She sat down in one of the chairs and immediately relaxed. “On the other hand, these chairs are so comfy. I think I could sleep in this.”


  “Hey, you two,” I said, trying not to sound annoyed as I walked up to them. “Don’t start playing with that stuff just yet. I need to talk to Olga and find out if she has any information on Holly’s whereabouts.”


  Switch looked at me with a smirk. “You sound just like Arachnid, you know that? Even though you’re only a year older than us.”


  “I’m in charge of this mission,” I said. “And I’ve been in leadership positions before. I was the leader of the Young Neos, after all.”


  “Whatever,” said Switch. She stretched her arms and legs. “Let’s go. The sooner we save your virtual girlfriend, the sooner we can get back to the Academy and spend the next week doing absolutely nothing at all.”


  Bait, who was still inspecting one of the helmets, looked down at Switch in surprise. “But we’re graduating next year. Don’t you think we should take advantage of this time to complete some courses for extra credit?”


  Switch rolled her eyes. “Come on, Bait. We have plenty of time to get ready for our final tests. They’re still months away. Just sit back and take it easy for once.”


  As Bait and Switch continued to argue over how to spend their week off, I sighed and rubbed my forehead in exasperation. I was now starting to understand why so many of the older superheroes I knew treated teenagers so harshly. I wondered if I had been that stupid when I was their age. And then I wondered if it was weird that I was thinking like an older guy, despite the fact that I was only a year older than those two like Switch said. Maybe I was growing up after all.


  Shaking my head, I walked up to Olga’s computer terminal and said, “Olga, I’m back and I’ve brought two friends with me. Are you there?”


  No text appeared on the screen at first, and for a moment, I was worried that Holly had somehow gotten to Olga and we were going to be on our own.


  Then text finally appeared: YES, BOLT, I AM HERE. I CAN ALSO HEAR YOUR TWO COMPANIONS. THEY SOUND ANGRY. PLEASE ASK THEM NOT TO BE TOO ROUGH WITH THE VR EQUIPMENT. IT IS VERY FRAGILE AND CANNOT BE REPLACED.


  I smiled, relieved to read Olga’s message. “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure they know. Can I get back into the game now? Or are my twelve hours still not up?”


  YOU HAVE FIVE MINUTES LEFT BEFORE YOU CAN RESUME PLAYING VAULTWORK ONLINE, said Olga. ONCE YOU GET BACK IN, YOU WILL RESPAWN IN THE SAME PLACE YOU WERE KILLED. DO NOT WORRY. HOLLY IS NO LONGER IN THAT PARTICULAR AREA, SO YOU DO NOT HAVE TO WORRY ABOUT HER KILLING YOU AS SOON AS YOU RESPAWN.


  “Thanks for the info, Olga,” I said. “Now, have you managed to locate Holly and Valerie yet?”


  YES, said Olga. HOLLY HAS TAKEN UP RESIDENCE IN-GAME IN THE TOWER OF THE CURSED. I BELIEVE VALERIE IS ALSO BEING KEPT PRISONER THERE, THOUGH I CANNOT BE SURE.


  “Tower of the Cursed, huh?” I said, ignoring Bait and Switch’s increasingly loud argument. “Sounds like a fun place.”


  IT IS NORMALLY THE LOCATION OF A POWERFUL BOSS, BUT HOLLY HAS SUBDUED THE CREATURE AND TURNED IT INTO HER SLAVE, said Olga. DO NOT BE FOOLED. THE TOWER OF THE CURSED IS FULL OF HIGH LEVELED ENEMIES WITH HIGH STATS AND POWERFUL ABILITIES. I SUGGEST DOING AS MUCH LEVEL GRINDING AS YOU CAN ON YOUR WAY THERE.


  I nodded. “Yeah, I figured as much. I’m no gamer, but even I know that a place called the Tower of the Cursed just has to be home to a powerful boss.”


  CORRECT, said Olga. I SUGGEST GETTING YOU AND YOUR FRIENDS READY TO ENTER VAULTWORK ONLINE. YOUR TIME LIMIT IS ALMOST UP AND I KNOW YOU WISH TO JUMP BACK IN AS SOON AS POSSIBLE.


  “Sure,” I said. “Thanks for the info, Olga. I’ll see you in VO.”


  I turned and walked over to the chairs, where Bait and Switch were still arguing about how they were going to spend their week off from school.


  “Let’s compromise,” said Switch. She was standing now, having apparently decided she could argue against Bait better if she wasn’t sitting down. “You can be a good boy who sits inside and does unnecessary extra homework when you don’t have to while I go out and have fun. That way, we both get to do what we want.”


  “You’re my sister,” said Bait. “I’m not going to let you fail just because you are too lazy to do extra work that will actually pay off in the long run. Remember, we’re in this together.”


  “Oh, come on,” said Switch, “I said it was a compromise. You know, that thing where we both get what we—”


  “Hey,” I said, causing Bait and Switch to look at me. “We’re going to enter VO now, so you two need to stop fighting and sit in your chairs. Olga will activate the game once we’re all hooked in and ready to go. Let’s move.”


  Luckily for me, Bait and Switch did not argue the point, though Switch continued to mutter under her breath about how unreasonable Bait was acting while Bait just rolled his eyes as if he couldn’t believe that Switch didn’t get the point. Nonetheless, the two of them sat down in their respective chairs. Bait pulled his helmet down over his head immediately, while Switch hesitated a second before pulling her own helmet down over her face. I distinctly heard her sigh in relief, perhaps because she had been worried that the headset might have grease from someone else’s hair on it.


  But I didn’t pay much attention to what they were doing, because I sat down in my chair, buckled up, and pulled my helmet over my face. As soon as I did, a timer counting down to something appeared in my vision:


  COUNTDOWN TO IMMERSION IN 10 … 9 … 8… 7 … 6 … 5 … 4 … 3 … 2 …1 …


  -


  Abruptly, I found myself standing in the same meadow from before. It looked almost exactly the same as it did the last time I was here, with fresh green grass underfoot, a crystal clear pond before us, and a beautiful sun shining its rays down upon us. A soft breeze blew through just then, sending the leaves of the trees rustling. Even the starting weapons—sword, staff, and shield—were still here in exactly the same spots where they had been left before.


  The only thing missing was Holly. My eyes darted from side to side as I took in our surroundings, but as far as I could tell, Holly was indeed not here. She was supposedly in the Tower of the Cursed, but I didn’t see any towers nearby, which made me wonder where it was.


  As if reading my thoughts, a new notification appeared on my screen:


  Bolt,


  I have added a marker to your world map indicating the position of the Tower of the Cursed in relation to you and your group. Please check your world map when you get a chance to see where it is.


  Olga


  I didn’t even know I had a world map, but with a single thought, a large, slightly transparent map suddenly appeared in front of me. It depicted a truly enormous continent, which somewhat resembled North America, although a lot rounder and with more mountains with the name Keoria in the upper right corner. A blinking blue light in the southeast corner indicated me and my party, while a red blinking light closer to the center of the map indicated Holly’s location. The red light was on what looked like a massive tower, dark and demonic in appearance, and when I focused on it more closely, the words Tower of the Cursed appeared in faint lettering upon its surface.


  “Impressed?” said Olga, fluttering up in front of me on her tiny wings.


  Startled by her sudden appearance, I canceled the map and the notification and said, “Yeah, this map will be really helpful. The Tower looks to be a long distance away from us, though. How do we get there?”


  “Right now, you will be forced to walk,” said Olga, “but as you progress through the game, more convenient travel options will open for you. Unfortunately, I am programmed not to delve into these later game travel options so you will have to discover them for yourself.”


  I shook my head. Couldn’t say I was surprised to hear that, though. Dad always liked to figure things out for himself, but unfortunately, he had a bad habit of assuming that everyone liked to do that. A part of me wished that Dad could have just programmed Olga to tell us everything about the game ahead of time, but I suppose that was too late now.


  “Whoa,” said a voice nearby. “Where did my costume and Blood Gem go?”


  I looked over and saw two people standing nearby. One of them was a tall, muscular man with close-cropped brown hair who looked remarkably like Bait, while the other was a stunning young woman with flowing blonde hair who could be none other than Switch. The two of them wore identical brown tunics, although Bait’s resembled a shirt and pants more while Switch’s looked more like a dress.


  “And my Blood Gem is missing, too,” said Switch, glancing down at her chest. “On the other hand, I think I like this new body a lot more than my real one. It’s more … developed.”


  I bit my lower lip and averted my gaze from Switch, who was now looking down at her new body with considerable interest. I had to remind myself I already had a girlfriend and it wouldn’t be right to stare at another girl. Focus, Bolt.


  “Hello, friends of Bolt,” said Olga, flying over to both of them and stopping in front of them. “My name is Olga and I will be your guide on this adventure.”


  “We even get a fairy friend?” said Bait in amazement. “Cool. As long as she’s not annoying, anyway.”


  “Actually, I am an artificial intelligence designed by Genius to aid him in his inventions and studies,” Olga corrected. “I only look like a fairy because this is the form I have chosen to take in-game to interact with players such as yourself.”


  “Aw, she’s absolutely adorable,” said Switch. She looked at me with puppy dog eyes. “Can we keep her? I’ve always wanted my own fairy friend ever since I was little.”


  “You can’t—” I shook my head. “Look, can you two just pick your Class so we can get going? We have no idea what Holly might be doing to Val even as we speak.”


  “Class?” Switch repeated in confusion.


  Olga gestured at the three weapons hovering in front of the pond. “Yes. Before you can do anything else in Vaultwork Online, you must pick one of three Classes as your main one. Your Class determines your character’s growth and play style and even influences the kind of quests you can undertake. Choose wisely.”


  Switch grimaced. “Ugh. That fairy isn’t so cute when she starts talking like a nerd.”


  Bait laughed. “Well, I’ll go first, then, since you obviously aren’t a nerd.”


  Bait walked up to the weapons. He went down each one, carefully inspecting each weapon, no doubt reading the explanatory notifications that I had read when I chose my Class what seemed like an eternity ago.


  After a couple of minutes of inspection, Bait looked over at me and said, “Bolt, what’s your Class?”


  I drew my Iron Sword and held it high above my head. “Swordsman. Why?”


  “I see,” said Bait, stroking his chin. “I was going to pick that, but our team wouldn’t be very balanced if we had two Swordsmen. I don’t like playing as mages in games, so I’m going to choose the shield and become a Defender, ‘cause I figure we’re going to need a tank if we’re going to beat this Holly lady.”


  Without hesitation, Bait took the shield. As soon as he did, his whole body glowed yellow briefly and then returned to normal, but there was something different about Bait now. He looked slightly bulkier, his shield strapped securely to his left arm. He hefted the shield high for a moment, inspecting its weight before nodding in satisfaction and stepping away.


  I glanced at my Iron Sword suddenly and said, “Wait, why do I still have my sword? Holly broke it the last time I was here.”


  “I repaired it for you while you were away,” Olga explained. “I thought you would need it if you were going to fight Holly.”


  “Ah,” I said. “Gotcha. Thanks.”


  Then I looked at Switch and said, “Your turn.”


  Switch sighed in exasperation. “This is so nerdy and lame … but whatever. I’ll just pick the one you guys didn’t, the stick.”


  “Staff,” Bait corrected. “It makes you into a mage, so you can be our spell caster to complete the trinity we have going on here.”


  “Stick, staff, what’s the difference?” said Switch with a shrug. “They’re both long and pointy and I’m pretty sure some guys carry them to compensate for—”


  “Just grab the dang staff so we can get started already,” I said. “Now.”


  Switch flinched slightly at my tone, but she shrugged and walked over to the staff casually. She plucked it out of the aura it hovered in and twirled it in her hands briefly before turning away from the weapons. Based on how her bored expression, I could tell she hadn’t even read the notification she got when she gained her Class. I couldn’t believe how casual she was about all of this. It really made me question how she and, to a lesser extent, Bait could have possibly defeated Tsunami.


  “There,” said Switch, holding up her staff. “Now all I need is my train ticket to Hogwarts and I’ll be a real witch.”


  “Sis, you’ve always been a witch,” said Bait with a smirk.


  Switch knocked Bait on the head with her staff, causing Bait to rub the spot where she had hit him.


  “Hmm,” said Switch, looking down at her staff with interest as Bait groaned in pain. “Perhaps this staff is more useful than I thought. Too bad I can’t take this with me back to the real world. There are a lot of stupid people I’d like to hit with this thing.”


  I sighed in exasperation again. We hadn’t been in the game for more than ten minutes and they were already fighting each other. This mission was looking more and more impossible with every passing second.


  “Congratulations on your new Class choices, players,” said Olga, who did not seem to find their antics as exasperating as I did. “Now that all three of you have chosen your respective Classes, it is time for you to begin your first quest.”


  A new notification suddenly appeared in my vision. Based on the startled looks on Bait and Switch’s expressions, I could tell they got the same notification that I did:


  QUEST: Save the Girl


  The evil sorceress Holly has kidnapped the beautiful young Valerie and taken her away to her dark fortress, the Tower of the Cursed, located in the Red Plains. As the three newest heroes of the Vaultwork, it is your duty to rescue Valerie from her captor and defeat Holly at the same time. The fate of the Vaultwork itself is at stake.


  WINNING CONDITIONS: Save Valerie and defeat Holly


  LOSING CONDITIONS: Die or allow Valerie to perish at Holly’s hands


  REWARDS: 30,000 EXP for all participating players


  Y/N?


  Though I found the description of the quest a little odd, I did not hesitate to hit the accept button and begin our quest to save Valerie.




  CHAPTER NINE


   


  As soon as I accepted the quest, the notification disappeared and Olga said, “Thanks for accepting this quest. You may now begin your long and dangerous trek to the Tower of the Cursed. It will be a difficult quest, but I am sure you three will be more than capable of completing it.”


  “Wait, are we going to walk there?” said Switch in horror. She gestured at her feet, which were covered with rough leather shoes that looked about as comfortable as the rest of her outfit. “In these?”


  “For now,” said Olga. “Do not worry. Later on, more travel options will open for you. For now, however, you must walk.”


  “Great,” said Switch, folding her arms in front of her chest with a sigh. “This game combines two of my least favorite things: Walking and video games.”


  “I dunno, sis, I think this will actually be good for us,” said Bait. He looked to the north, a smile on his face. “Walking will give us time to get used to the gameplay, as well as level up from random encounters. We’re all still Level One, so I bet we’re going to need to level up a lot if we’re going to stand a chance against Holly.”


  When Bait said that, I thought about my last encounter with Holly when I scanned her form and saw her stats. Every single stat had three question marks in place of digits. Something told me we could level up all the way to whatever the level cap for this game was and still not be strong enough to defeat her. But I pushed such thoughts out of my head for now and didn’t bring them up, because I didn’t want to discourage Bait and Switch, or myself for that matter. We just needed to focus on saving Valerie, which meant heading to the Tower of the Cursed and finding a way in. We would worry about killing Holly when we got there.


  “That sounds boring,” said Switch. She glanced over her shoulder. “I wonder if it’s too late for me to log out and go back to the Academy. Washing the boys’ locker room in the gym sounds a lot more appealing than leveling up in a dumb video game.”


  “You could log out if you want,” I said, “but you’d have to be content with sitting inside the Vault all by yourself because without my Teleportation Buckle, your chances of getting back to civilization on your own are pretty slim.”


  Switch just huffed, but she clearly had no real response to that. I did hear her mutter under her breath about how she wouldn’t have sighed up for this if she had known ahead of time what the game was going to be like, but I ignored her and hefted my sword on my shoulder.


  “So,” I said, “my world map says the Tower of the Cursed is north of here. We just need to keep walking north until we get there.”


  “How long will that take?” said Switch.


  “As long as it takes, sis,” said Bait. “Just sit back and enjoy the walk. This forest is really beautiful and quiet. I mean, we could have ended up in an industrial wasteland or something like that.”


  Switch sighed again, but she didn’t complain as the four of us, including Olga, made our way north, heading in the direction opposite of the pond. Unfortunately, this forest did not seem to have any trails, so we were forced to cut our way through the thick trees and bushes. Because I was a Swordsman, I took the lead, using my sword to chop away at outcropping tree branches or cut paths through unruly bush. Olga floated by my side, while Switch was behind me and Bait took up the rear, holding his shield securely before him in case we were attacked from behind. We had yet to run into any enemies, but that didn’t mean it was safe to let our guard down.


  I was amazed at how realistic this game was. My sword cut through the tree branches as if they were real, and I could already begin to feel myself getting tired from all of the effort I put into each swing. Leaves and twigs got caught in my hair and more than once I almost tripped on a patch of wet mud hidden underneath a pile of leaves. It even smelled like a real forest, with the smell of bark, leaves, mud, and dampness filling my nostrils as we walked.


  Switch, apparently, wasn’t happy about this level of realism, because not long after we entered the forest, she said, “Why am I already sweating and dirty? I thought this was a video game, not real life.”


  “Genius took pride in designing as realistic a simulation of life as possible,” said Olga without looking over her shoulder at Switch. “He believed it would lead to more immersive gameplay, as well as help him to take this game more seriously.”


  “Why would Genius need help taking something he built seriously?” said Bait behind us. “Didn’t he make it?”


  “Because Genius wasn’t much of a gamer and didn’t hold a particularly high view of video games,” said Olga. “So he went for realism to remind himself that the Vaultwork was real and that he needed to make sure he treated it with the same level of seriousness with which he treated real life.”


  “Personally, I think Genius just wanted to torture us,” said Switch, picking a leaf out of her hair and flicking it away. “And anyone else who played this stupid game, for that matter.”


  “Wouldn’t put it past him, to be honest,” I said as I slashed another branch out of the way. “Dad could be a bit of a troll sometimes, so I could definitely see him pull something like that.”


  “Ugh,” said Switch. “Personally, I can’t wait until we get out of here. How much further do we have to walk?”


  “Quite a ways,” said Olga, who was fluttering near my face. “The Tower of the Cursed is on the other side of the Tall Mountains, which we should be arriving at shortly.”


  “The Tall Mountains?” said Switch with a frown. “That’s a rather uncreative name.”


  “Genius couldn’t think of anything better,” said Olga with a shrug. “In any case, I suspect it will take you three a few in-game days of walking before you arrive there.”


  “Days?” Switch repeated in horror. “What about our bodies in the real world? Won’t something bad happen to them if we’re going to be in here for days?”


  “Time moves a lot faster in here than it does in the real world,” I said as I chopped through a particularly thick brush. “A few days here is like a few hours in real life, right, Olga?”


  “Correct, Bolt,” said Olga. “You need not worry about the status of your real bodies while you are in here. And if you are concerned for their safety, again you do not need to worry, because Vault F’s security systems have been activated and they will ensure that no one can enter the Vault while you are in here.”


  “I suppose that’s some comfort,” said Switch. “But what if we end up spending more time in here than we thought?”


  “Don’t you worry about that, Switch,” I said, again without looking at her. “I want to get to the Tower as soon as possible. We’ll be out so fast it will be like we weren’t even gone at—”


  “Bolt, watch out!” Bait shouted.


  Startled, I stepped back just as a tree limb slammed down into the path in front of me. I took several more steps backward, staring with wide eyes as the tree limb rose again.


  Only it wasn’t a tree limb at all. It was actually the arm of a giant, tree-like creature. The creature so closely resembled the actual trees around us that it wasn’t surprising I had missed it.


  Vaguely humanoid in shape, the creature did not seem to have any sort of recognizable face or even a head. Its arms and legs ended in three long, whip-like vines, which were covered with bright red, poisonous-looking spikes that made me feel sick just looking at them. A disgusting stink came from the vines, which burned my nostrils when I inhaled it.


  “What in the world is that thing?” said Switch in horror, staring up at the massive creature towering over us.


  Activating my Scan Ability, a character page for the creature showed up in my view:


  Name: Tree Golem


  Level: 5


  Class: Tree Golem


  Affinity: N/A


  Health: 50


  Weakness: Fire


  Tree Golems are one of the many creatures that inhabit the Black Forest. Though slow and not particularly clever, Tree Golems are not to be underestimated. Due to their uncanny resemblance to trees, Tree Golems prefer to hide among trees in a forest, waiting for unsuspecting victims to pass by, who they then smash into a pulp when they least expect it. It is recommended that you have a mage on hand to cast fire spells because Tree Golems’ thick wood hides make most physical attacks ineffective against them.


  “It’s a Tree Golem,” I said, glancing over my shoulder at Switch. “Says it’s weak to fire. Do you know any fire spells?”


  “How am I supposed to know that?” Switch demanded.


  “Check your Abilities on your character page,” said Bait, whose eyes were darting up and down as he no doubt looked at his own character page. “It’s probably somewhere in there.”


  “How do I—” said Switch, but then the Tree Golem raised its arm again, but instead of bringing it down on me, it brought it down on Switch, who yelped and jumped to the side, narrowly avoiding getting crushed by its weight. “Hey! That wasn’t fair.”


  “Stop whining and start casting!” I yelled at Switch. “I’ll distract it while you get a spell ready.”


  I rushed up to the Tree Golem’s thick legs and began hacking at its knees. Unfortunately, though I was hitting the Tree Golem as hard as I could, my blows did little more than bounce off its thick skin. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw that I was inflicting practically insignificant damage to its hide, but I didn’t care. I just needed to distract it long enough for Switch to figure out how to cast a fire spell.


  My plan seemed to be working because the Tree Golem swiped at me with one of its vine-like fingers. I rolled between its legs at the last minute, however, and got to my feet behind it and resumed slashing at it. The Tree Golem awkwardly and slowly turned around and tried to slash me again, but I leaped out of reach of its vines, which merely smashed into the ground where I had been standing moments before.


  “Gotta be faster than that, pal!” I shouted. “Switch! How is your spell coming along?”


  “Not at all,” Switch snapped from somewhere behind the Tree Golem. “Still trying to figure out how this dumb game works.”


  “Olga!” I shouted. “Help Switch figure out how to cast a spell!”


  I heard the flutter of Olga’s wings as she flew toward Switch, but I didn’t get to watch her help Switch because a huge shadow fell over me and I looked up to see one of the Tree Golem’s limbs falling toward me. There was no time to dodge, so I covered my head with both arms to defend myself, even though my Defense was pretty low.


  Right before the Tree Golem’s limb crashed into me, Bait appeared out of nowhere and held his shield up between me and the Tree Golem. The Tree Golem’s arm crashed into the shield with a loud gong-like crash, but Bait remained standing nonetheless.


  “Whoa,” I said, looking at Bait’s back. “Thanks for the save!”


  “No problem,” said Bait with a grunt. I could see his muscles straining under the weight of the Tree Golem. “That’s what Defenders are for!”


  Though the Tree Golem did not have a face, I could tell it was taken aback by Bait’s sudden move. Despite that, however, it continued to put the pressure on him. Bait held up remarkably well, but I could tell he was already starting to weaken and that it wouldn’t be long before either his shield or his legs broke.


  Then, without warning, the top of the Tree Golem burst into flames. The Tree Golem made some kind of weird screeching sound, which sounded like leaves being caught in the wind, and immediately began hitting its head to put out the flames. Unfortunately for the Tree Golem, however, it succeeded only in setting its own hands on fire, and as I watched, its formidable health went down by 5% every second.


  “Guys! I finally figured it out,” said Switch, who I could see in between the gap in the Tree Golem’s legs. “And now look, it’s on fire! Take THAT, you stupid tree! I’m not much of an environmentalist anyway!”


  I couldn’t argue with Switch’s results. Bait and I retreated further into the safety of the trees as the Tree Golem’s health hit zero and the Tree Golem—its whole body now covered from head to foot in flames—collapsed onto the ground into a heap of wood, twigs, and leaves. Its body didn’t even twitch as the flames ate away at it, until soon there was nothing left but a massive pile of ash and burnt wood, smoke rising from the remains of its body.
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  Although Scan told me that the Tree Golem was dead, I didn’t think it was safe to approach its remains just yet.


  Switch, on the other hand, bounded toward the Tree Golem’s body and stuck her tongue out at it.


  “That’s what you get for trying to kill us,” said Switch. She kicked a chunk of charred wood near her feet. She raised her hands and tiny balls of fire appeared in her palms. “Fear me, creatures of the forest, for I, Switch, the most beautiful sorceress in all of the world, have slain the Tree Golem!”


  I looked at Bait. “Is she always like that?”


  Bait shrugged sheepishly. “She’s not a very graceful winner. It’s why the other students don’t like competing with her. Just be grateful she’s not asking us to get down on our knees and kiss her feet.”


  “Hey, you two!” Switch shouted, causing Bait and me to look at her. “Are you okay? You’re not dead, are you?”


  “Of course not!” Bait shouted back. “And stop gloating. Real heroes don’t gloat about their accomplishments.”


  Switch put her hands on her waist. “Is that the thanks I get for single-handedly saving both of you from a Tree Golem? Seriously, you could show a little gratitude.”


  “You did a good job, Switch,” said Olga as she flew up next to Switch. “That Fire spell you cast got a critical hit, which is probably why it killed the Tree Golem so quickly.”


  “What can I say?” said Switch with a shrug. “The odds are always in my favor.”


  I rolled my eyes, but before I could say anything else, a translucent blue notification screen appeared in front of me:


  Party member Switch has slain a Tree Golem! 500 experience for all party members!


  Level +2! You are now Level 3. You have gained +6 Stat Points to be distributed among your stats as you see fit.


  Ability Level Up! Scan is now Level 2. You can now get more detailed information on enemy characters, such as the number of times you have fought them and further information on their weaknesses.


  “Wow,” I said as I dismissed the screen. “We leveled up twice because of that.”


  “Yeah,” said Bait, whose eyes were clearly scanning his own level up notification. “And I got a new Ability: Call of War. Looks like it lets me draw the attention of all enemies within a particular distance. Logical Ability for a tank to have.”


  “No fair,” said Switch, who, with a swipe of her finger, dismissed her own notification. “I didn’t get any new Abilities. Just a bunch of Stat Points. What are Stat Points?”


  “Stat Points are how you increase your attributes,” Olga explained. “For example, you could put those six new Stat Points you got into your own Health, thus increasing that stat by six points, or you could spread it evenly around your other stats. You can even save your Stat Points to use later on if you don’t want to use them right away. You get  three Stat Points for every level you earn.”


  “Ugh,” said Switch, making a face. “Math. I hate math.”


  “Not a big fan of it, either, but it’s useful to know what these Stat Points are,” I said. “Think I’ll distribute my own later when I have more time to think.”


  “I’m going to invest all of mine into Defense and Evasion,” said Bait. “As a tank, those are the best stats for me to specialize in.”


  I nodded, but then I remembered something and looked over at Olga. “Olga, when I Scan an enemy character, it shows me what their ‘Affinity’ is. My character also has an Affinity, but I don’t know what an Affinity even is.”


  “The Affinity system is quite simple,” said Olga. “It determines your particular standing in the Vaultwork, which will, in turn, affect your play style and even your character’s growth.”


  “My standing?” I repeated as Bait and I walked out of the bushes toward Switch and Olga. “What do you mean by that?”


  “It influences how NPCs and enemy characters treat you,” Olga said. She flew up higher into the air until she was at eye level. “There are three Affinities you can have: Good, Evil, or Neutral. Each Affinity can be achieved by completing actions and quests.”


  “Does killing a Tree Golem make us good or evil?” asked Bait, tilting his head to the side.


  “Depends on who you ask,” said Switch. “Environmentalists would probably call us evil, but frankly I think they’d do the same thing if they were being attacked by a giant tree monster.”


  “It’s not that simple,” said Olga. “Your Affinity is decided not merely by your actions, but the context of your actions. For example, if you had saved an innocent person from the Tree Golem, that would have increased your Good Affinity. If, however, you had simply killed the Tree Golem out of malice and spite and drew out its death as painfully as possible, that would have increased your Evil Affinity.”


  “You mean we can’t get delicious vengeance against our enemies?” said Switch. She glanced at the pile of ash and wood that had once been the Tree Golem. “That’s no fun.”


  “Real heroes don’t draw out the deaths of their enemies unnecessarily,” Bait insisted. “So I agree with the logic of this game. Makes sense to me.”


  I folded my arms in front of my chest, thinking about Olga’s explanation. “So if we have a high Good Affinity, what does that mean for us?”


  “It means NPCs, for example, will be far more likely to trust you and ask you for quests and give you random items and equipment to help you,” said Olga. “By contrast, random encounters aligned with the Evil Affinity will be more likely to attack you unprovoked. They will sense your Goodness and seek to destroy it, per their programming.”


  “And what if, say, we aligned ourselves with Evil?” asked Switch. “What kind of benefits would we get from that? Hypothetically-speaking, of course.”


  “NPCs are less likely to trust you,” said Olga. “Some may even try to kill you or at least flee from your presence. Random encounters, such as the Tree Golem, will be more likely to trust you and some may even become your servants if you are sufficiently Evil.”


  Switch looked at the pile of ash and wood again, this time with an evil gleam in her eyes. “So if I was Evil enough, I could have my own Tree Golem servant?”


  “Switch,” Bait said in a warning tone. “Remember what we’re here for.”


  “I know, I know,” said Switch, holding up her hands. “But it’s just a game. If I became Evil, it wouldn’t translate over to the real world. I still very much want to be a superhero. Don’t take it so seriously.”


  I wasn’t exactly convinced by her excuse, mostly because I was aware that her and Bait’s parents were the supervillains Tsunami and Electrica. While the two of them were indeed training to become superheroes, I couldn’t help but make a mental note to keep an eye on Switch just to be safe.


  “Right,” I said. I slid my sword back into its sheath. “Well, I’m not sure why Dad programmed the Affinity system into the game, but it’s good to know how it works.”


  “Yep,” said Bait. “So what do we do now?”


  “Keep moving forward,” I said, looking toward the north. “We’ll have to be more careful, I think, to avoid more Tree Golem encounters. That last one sneaked up on us and would have killed us if not for Switch’s spell.”


  Switch chuckled. “Let them attack us. We’ll burn them all to the ground one after the other and they won’t be able to stop us. They’re not so scary.”


  A massive shadow suddenly fell over us. All four of us looked up to see what was blocking the sun, but as soon as we did, my blood ran cold.


  It was a Tree Golem, identical in appearance to the one we just killed, except it was huge. It towered over all of the trees around us, its massive tentacle fingers floating above its head like snakes about to attack. A red energy aura radiated off of its body, giving it an almost demonic appearance, while massive leaves attached to its head shook in the breeze.


  Without thinking, I Scanned the creature:


  Name: Mother Tree Golem


  Level: 50


  Class: Boss


  Affinity: N/A


  Health: 500


  Weakness: Fire


  Mother Tree Golems are, as their name suggests, the mothers of the smaller Tree Golems. They reproduce by planting huge seeds into the ground, which, when fully grown, bloom into full-sized Tree Golems. Though they share many of the same weaknesses as their children, their hardened wood hides, aged from centuries of exposure to the elements, makes it harder to kill them even with fire. Mother Tree Golems are also incredibly protective of their children and have been known to ravage entire cities to avenge the death of their young.


  “Holy crud,” I said as I stopped Scanning it. “That’s the mommy of the Tree Golem we just killed! And it’s Level Fifty!”


  “Level Fifty?” Bait repeated in horror. “That’s way too high for this early! Why would your dad program such a high-level enemy so early in the game?”


  “Like I said, this is actually meant to be a torture simulation,” said Switch, shaking in her boots and clutching her staff for dear life. “Clearly, Bolt’s dad was a huge jerk who got off on scaring people for no good reason.”


  “I was going to mention that killing a Tree Golem might summon its mother, but I assumed that the mother was in some other part of the forest,” said Olga with a shrug. “Actually, now that I think about it, the odds of a Tree Golem’s death summoning its mother are very—”


  Olga was interrupted by the cracking of wood and the shaking leaves as the Mother Tree Golem held up one of its limbs, ready to bring it down on us. There was no way we could dodge or deflect that attack. If I had my super speed or flight powers, I might have been able to avoid it, but we didn’t have our superpowers in-game, so all I could do was stare helplessly up at the Mother Tree Golem as it prepared to take all four of us out in one hit. Bait held up his shield while Switch summoned a fireball in her hand and I drew my sword, but we all knew we didn’t stand a chance against this monster.


  Right before the Mother Tree Golem could crush us, I heard movements in the trees around us. At first, I thought it was the sound of forestland creatures fleeing the giant, but then something burst out of the treetops and flew up toward the Mother Tree Golem. The thing moved too fast for my eyes to follow, but I thought it had to be an eagle of some sort because I noticed feathers falling out of its plumage and wings that flapped furiously.


  The eagle or bird or whatever it was darted across the face of the Mother Tree Golem, leaving deep gashes wherever its talons struck. The Mother Tree Golem stepped back, but it was unable to hit the eagle that was slashing at its body like a lumberjack cutting down a tree. The sound of claws tearing into wood followed each blow, creating a strange, almost musical effect as the eagle attacked the Mother Tree Golem as hard as it could.


  “What is that?” said Bait, lowering his shield and watching the eagle tear at the Mother Tree Golem. “Olga, do you know what it is?”


  “I can’t say,” said Olga, her eyes wide as she watched the fight. “It could be many things, but—”


  “It’s not that impressive,” said Switch with a snort. “I bet it was just an eagle that got its nap interrupted, so it’s taking its frustration on the Mother Tree Golem. I doubt it’s even lowering its HP with those attacks.”


  I activated Scan and did a double take when I saw the Mother Tree Golem’s HP. “Actually, Switch, the Mother Tree Golem has already lost half of its health.”


  Everyone looked at me in astonishment and disbelief.


  “Did you say that its lost half its health already?” said Switch. She looked up at the eagle again, disbelief in her eyes. “No way. Even if that eagle is really high-leveled, it shouldn’t be able to do that much damage to the Mother Tree Golem all by itself.”


  “That’s what Scan says,” I said. “If you’re so skeptical, look for yourself.”


  “Bolt’s right,” said Bait, who must have gotten the Scan Ability from our last level up, because he seemed to be scanning an invisible screen in front of him. “And now it’s down to a third of its health and getting lower.”


  “Impossible,” said Switch. She squinted and then frowned. “Oh, wait. You’re right. I see it myself now.”


  “Still doesn’t make sense,” said Bait, shaking his head. “It must have some kind of powerful ability or maybe it knows where the Mother Tree Golem’s weak point is. Can anyone get a lock on the bird?”


  “Nope,” I said, shaking my head. “It’s moving too fast for me to follow. We’ll have to wait until it slows down before we can—”


  The sound of wood cracking interrupted me and made us look up. The eagle had stopped attacking the Mother Tree Golem and now hovered dozens of feet away from it. Unfortunately, the eagle was still too far away for me to make out in any detail and Scan still couldn’t get a lock on it.


  But Scan still showed the Mother Tree Golem’s stats, which was how I learned that is HP was now a big, fat ugly 0. I double-checked the number, just to make sure my eyes were working properly, but its HP still read 0/500.


  Bait and Switch must have seen the same using their Scan, because Bait let out a low whistle while Switch muttered, “From five hundred to zero in less than three minutes … how is that even possible?”


  No one got a chance to answer Switch, however, because the Mother Tree Golem tipped over backward and crashed down into the forest like a demolished building.




  CHAPTER ELEVEN


   


  The ground shook like an earthquake when the Mother Tree Golem collapsed. I fell on my behind, while Bait staggered and stumbled and Switch leaned onto her staff for support. Even Olga, who was flying, jumped when the Mother Tree Golem fell, her eyes still wide with surprise and shock. A huge flock of birds flew out of the nearby treetops, while I caught a glimpse of deer running in fear once the shaking stopped.


  A notification suddenly appeared in my vision:


  A boss monster (Mother Tree Golem) has been defeated! 1,000 EXP goes to the slayer of the boss, +100 Stat Points!


  “One thousand experience points?” said Switch. She immediately brought up her own character screen and scowled. “Hey, I don’t see one thousand experience points in my character screen. Or one hundred Stat Points, for that matter.”


  “That’s because you didn’t kill the Mother Tree Giant, Switch,” said Bait. He looked up at the sky. “That eagle did, so it probably got all the goodies.”


  “No fair,” said Switch, shaking her head. “We fought it, too, didn’t we?”


  “Depends,” I said as I slowly rose to my feet, dusting off my pants, “does grimly accepting your demise count as ‘fighting’?”


  “No, it does not,” said Olga, apparently missing my sarcasm. “Players who kill boss monsters always reap the rewards of the quest. If you three had been part of the eagle’s party, then you would have earned some EXP, but because the eagle was on his own, he most likely got all of it, unless he happens to have a party of his own that we are unaware of.”


  “You should have mentioned that before that eagle guy killed the boss,” said Switch. “If I had known that we would get that much experience—”


  “Wouldn’t have made a difference,” said Bait with a shrug. “We’re all Level Three, while that thing was Level Fifty. Even if you used your fire spell, you wouldn’t have even been able to hurt it. Just be grateful that thing didn’t kill us and kick us out of the game.”


  Switch scowled, but said nothing, probably because she couldn’t argue with Bait’s logic and she knew it. I also happened to agree with Bait, though at the same time, it was hard not to think about what would have happened if we had managed to kill it, rather than rely on a stranger to do it for us. We definitely would have jumped a few Levels, at least.


  Speaking of stranger, I looked up into the sky but did not see the eagle anywhere. “Hey, where did that guy go? The guy who killed the Mother Tree Golem?”


  “Yeah, where is that jerk anyway?” said Switch, whipping her head back and forth as she looked for him. “If we kill him, would we get the experience and Stat Points he got?”


  “If you kill me,” said a voice above us, “which you clearly cannot, given how weak you four are.”


  The voice came from the trees above us, making us all look up to see a figure crouching low on one of the top branches of the trees. It was a humanoid, eagle-like figure, with a pure white feathered head, while the rest of his body was covered in black feathers. Long, sharp claws dug deeply into the thick branch upon which he crouched, while his hands—which also ended in long, dagger-like claws—rested on his knees. His eyes gleamed with intelligence, while his beak—which had a noticeable crack running along the side—was inclined toward us.


  I immediately Scanned him and got these results:


  Name: Unknown


  Level: 100


  Class: Birdman


  Affinity: Good


  Health: 1,000


  Weakness: Ice, Electricity


  A member of the mythical Birdman Tribe, he has an air of mystery about him that makes you hesitant to trust him. Despite that, he is clearly powerful and should be approached with appropriate caution.


  “Scanning me?” said the Birdman with a sardonic tone. “I can tell, based on the blank expressions all three of you younglings wear. Or maybe you’re just that dumb.”


  “Younglings?” Switch repeated indignantly. “We’re not that young. Bait and I are only seventeen, going on eighteen, and Bolt is legally an adult, so—”


  “My people live for centuries,” the Birdman responded. “So, in my eyes, you three are practically infants, which is why I stepped in to save you. But if you keep acting so ungratefully, I might just have to teach you a lesson in respect for your elders.”


  Switch opened her mouth, no doubt to start cursing the Birdman out, but Bait put a hand on her shoulder and pulled her back. “Switch, shut up. Last thing we need is to have a Level One Hundred character decide to kill us.”


  “Bait’s right,” I said. “Better approach this guy with diplomacy, at least until we figure out what his game is. So let me do the talking while you two stand at the ready in case he turns out to be an enemy.”


  The Birdman laughed, which sounded like a bird chirping. “’If he turns out to be an enemy’? If I decide to be your enemy, there’s not a thing you outworlders could do to stop me from doing what I just did to that Mother Tree Golem.”


  “Outworlders?” Switch repeated. “What does that mean?”


  “’Outworlder’ is the term NPCs use to describe player characters like you,” Olga whispered in a low enough voice that only we could hear her. “It’s not an insult, although some NPCs treat Outworlders with suspicion and prejudice.”


  I nodded at Olga’s explanation and looked back up at the Birdman. “State your name and business.”


  “You must be the leader,” said the Birdman. “Very well. My name is Aeolus. I am a member of the Birdman Tribe, whose territory extends from the Tall Mountains in the north to the Silent Forest in the south. I was out hunting for food when I saw that Mother Tree Golem about to turn you three into pancakes, so I decided to take it out.”


  “Why?” I said. “We don’t know you.”


  “Because Birdmen and Tree Golems are mortal enemies,” Aeolus replied. “Plus, I have a strong sense of fair play. It didn’t seem fair to me that the Mother would pick a fight with three weak outworlders. Tree Golems are bullies and always pick weak targets to attack, which is what makes them so despicable in the eyes of my people.”


  “Yet you threatened to kill us if we kept disrespecting you,” said Switch, her eyes narrowed.


  Aeolus shrugged. “I believe in fair play, but I also believe in putting outworlders in their place. If a mouse harasses a lion, it shouldn’t be surprised when it gets eaten.”


  As Aeolus said that, his tongue ran along the edges of his beak. I had no idea what he meant by that, but now I was starting to wonder if this Birdman Tribe he spoke of engaged in cannibalism. Then again, considering how Birdmen were clearly not human, perhaps it wouldn’t count as cannibalism if he ate us.


  Pushing such thoughts out of my mind for now, I said, “Point taken. But I think you saved us for another reason, not just because you hate Tree Golems.”


  “Ah, you’re smarter than the one with the big mouth there,” said Aeolus with a chuckle. “Yeah, I see why you’re the leader of your little party. You’re right. As a Birdman, I typically don’t give a damn about outworlders like you and don’t care if you get killed because of your own stupidity, but …”


  “But what?” I said.


  Aeolus began picking at his claws. “You are the first outworlders to be seen in Keoria in ages. As much as I dislike your kind, I will admit that your kind also has a track record of accomplishing things and completing tasks that most Keorians think are impossible.”


  I couldn’t help but crack a grin. “Are you saying that you need our help?”


  “No,” said Aeolus. He ruffled his feathers. “Not in so many words, anyway. You see, the Birdman Tribe has recently run into a little issue—not impossible to solve, but difficult—that we can’t deal with on our own, yet is right up the ally of outworlders like you.”


  Based on Aeolus’ words and behavior, I knew that this ‘little issue’ was anything but. Curious to know what kind of problem that a Level 100 character like him couldn’t deal with on his own, however, I said, “What’s the problem?”


  Aeolus looked down at us again, this time with far more serious eyes. “The problem, such as it is, is the impending extinction of the entire Birdman race.”




  CHAPTER TWELVE


   


  “The Birdmen are going extinct?” said Bait. He looked up at Aeolus with puzzled eyes. “Why?”


  Aeolus shifted uncomfortably on the branch. Despite having just slain a boss monster, he looked extremely uncomfortable discussing what must have been a very serious topic for him. “Do you know the history of the Birdman Tribe?”


  We shook our heads collectively and I said, “No, we don’t.”


  “I don’t have time to go into great detail about it,” said Aeolus, waving his hand like he was brushing off a fly buzzing in his ears. “To sum it up, the Birdman were once ordinary humans who used magic to fuse ourselves with the Great Eagles of the Tall Mountains. This resulted in the creation of the Birdman Tribe, a race of beings who are equally bird and equally human. We have human intelligence and creativity with the killer instincts, strength, and speed of the Great Eagles, which makes for a nearly unstoppable combination that has resulted in the Birdmen becoming one of the most feared races in all of Keoria.”


  “That’s kind of cool,” said Bait. “So why are you guys dying out?”


  “I’m getting to it,” Aeolus replied. “Anyway, the Birdman Tribe has ruled over this area for thousands of years. Many enemies from all different races and parts of the world have sought to challenge us for our territory, but we defeated each and every one, and often very easily. Our long lifespans, highly advanced technology, and prosperous civilization have made us the envy of the world.”


  I frowned. It sure seemed to me like Aeolus was bragging about his own people, but I did not say that because, again, Aeolus could kill all of us without even thinking about it. I found it useful in my life to let really powerful people talk because then they weren’t thinking about what they wanted to do to you.


  “Over the last one hundred years, however, our proud people have seen something of a decline,” Aeolus continued. His eyes shifted down to his clawed feet. “Famine and drought have been bad in recent years, as well as the immigration of hostile human tribes who see us as animals to hunt. The death of our last king, Claw, has also created a lot of uncertainty in our lives, even with his son succeeding him. Yet these issues are all manageable and were managed by our ancestors in centuries past, often bringing the Tribe to new heights in the process.”


  “Then what’s the problem?” I said, putting my hands on my hips. “If you can handle all of those problems on your own, I don’t see why you need us. Or how any of this is causing the extinction of your people, for that matter.”


  Aeolus sighed and looked at us. “The real problem is our children. They are going missing and we don’t know where they are.”


  “What?” said Switch. “Your children are going missing?”


  “Yes,” said Aeolus, nodding, “including my own son, Damano. Over the last few weeks, our eggs have been stolen from our nests by thieves whose identities we don’t know. We’ve searched all over the Tall Mountains—even venturing into the territory owned by hostile human tribes on the borders—but have had no luck in recovering even one egg just yet.”


  “That’s bad, but can’t your women just lay more eggs, if that’s an issue?” I said. “Not trying to make light of your problem, but that seems like a simple solution to me.”


  “Birdwomen aren’t as fertile as human woman,” said Aeolus. “Often, they can only have two or three eggs at a time. If a Birdwoman loses her eggs, then that is it for her. You see, Birdmen and Birdwomen live hundreds of years, so having few children usually isn’t a problem for us, but we’re losing far more eggs than we can afford to, and if this pace keeps up, there won’t be any more children to replenish our numbers.”


  “Which will, in time, lead to the extinction of your people even if all of you guys live to your maximum possible age,” said Bait. “Right?”


  “Correct,” said Aeolus. He scratched the side of his face. “We suspect that the eggs are being taken into the deepest, darkest caves of the Tall Mountains. We Birdmen are masters of the air, but we do not handle enclosed spaces very well, especially given how short the ceilings of the caves and tunnels are. That is why I need your help because you outworlders are the perfect size for the low ceilings of the Tall Mountain cave and tunnel network.”


  A new notification suddenly appeared in my vision when Aeolus said that:


  NEW QUEST: Find the stolen eggs of the Birdman Tribe


  Aeolus, a seemingly influential member of the Birdman Tribe, has asked you and your friends to find and rescue the missing children of his people, which he believes are being held captive somewhere in the dark and mysterious caves of the Tall Mountains, where the Birdmen have little influence. This is a rare honor because Birdmen rarely ask outsiders for help with their problems. It is also a serious issue to address, because if the children are not found, then the Birdmen race itself will cease to exist in a few centuries.


  QUEST TYPE: Unique, Rare


  SUCCESS: Find the stolen eggs of the Birdman Tribe and return them to their parents


  FAILURE: Lose the eggs for good or die before completing the quest


  REWARDS: The eternal trust and gratitude of the entire Birdman Tribe, plus exclusive Birdman-themed equipment and items and 5,000 EXP for each party member.


  Y/N?


  I whistled at the rewards listing. I had no idea what ‘Birdman-themed equipment and items’ was, but that 5,000 EXP for each party member was appealing all by itself. It would probably bump all of our levels up to at least 10, maybe higher, so this seemed like a no-brainer to me.


  “What do you guys think?” I said, looking at Bait and Switch. “Think we should accept this quest? We’ll get a lot of experience from it, which will help us level up fast.”


  “It sounds like a waste of time if you ask me,” said Switch. “We’re trying to save your AI Valerie from Holly, right? Do we even have time to waste going on quests like this, even if the rewards are good?”


  “Did you say Holly?” said Aeolus, leaning forward slightly as if to hear what we were saying better. “As in, the Dark Sorceress who lives in the Tower of the Cursed on the other side of the Tall Mountains?”


  I looked up at Aeolus again in surprise. “Yeah, that’s her. I take it you’ve heard of her?”


  “Of course I have,” said Aeolus, with a trace of bitterness to his tone. “The Dark Sorceress has been giving us trouble as well. Her monsters have been invading our territory for a while, randomly attacking members of our Tribe for no reason. We don’t know if her minions are acting on her orders or on their own, but her dark power grows by the day and we are afraid she may attempt a full-scale assault on our territory if she is not stopped soon.”


  “Do you think Holly has anything to do with the disappearances of your eggs?” I asked.


  “Possibly,” said Aeolus, “but we are not sure. There are plenty of enemies in this world who would love to steal our children in order to weaken us more efficiently. It may be that the Dark Sorceress’ minions are the ones behind the kidnapping, but at this point, we do not know for sure.”


  I looked at Bait and Switch. “Hear that? It sounds like our interests overlap with the Birdmen’s interests.”


  “Sure does,” said Bait. “I think you should accept the quest. Besides, we were going to the Tall Mountains anyway, so it’s not like we’ll have to go out of our way or anything like that.”


  “I guess so,” said Switch, though she didn’t sound very enthusiastic. “I just hope that this doesn’t take too much time, because the sooner we save your friend, the sooner we can get out of this stupid video game.”


  I nodded in agreement and hit the ‘Y’ button, causing the notification to vanish from my sight.


  “Thank you, outworlders, for agreeing to help,” said Aeolus, bowing his head. “The Birdman Tribe will forever be in your debt if you manage to save our children. We are a fair race and believe in rewarding even our lessers when they do a good job.”


  “Lessers?” said Switch indignantly. “Who are you call ‘lessers,’ bub?”


  “You, of course,” said Aeolus, looking at Switch with amusement in his eyes. “Or have you already forgotten how powerful I am?”


  “No, no, I didn’t,” said Switch quickly, backing away from Aeolus’ tree with obvious fear in her eyes. “I just wanted to make sure I heard you correctly, that’s all.”


  Aeolus nodded. “Very well. Since you will need to travel to the Tall Mountains in order to complete his quest, I will give you a shortcut so you can get started right away.”


  Aeolus dug through the bag slung over his right shoulder and pulled something out and dropped it toward us. I caught the small object in my hand and looked at it. It was a metal coin with weird letters—maybe the Birdman language—carved into it. It also hummed with magical power, so I Scanned it to see what it was:


  Teleportation Coin.


  Item Status: Unique


  Quantity: 1


  Description: A piece of the Birdman Tribe’s currency infused with mana to create a portal leading directly to the Tall Mountains. This coin can only be used once and then it will become an ordinary Birdman coin again, though that hardly makes it worthless.


  “Teleportation Coin?” I said, looking up at Aeolus.


  “Yes,” said Aeolus. “With that Coin, you will be able to teleport all the way to the base of the Tall Mountains from anywhere in Keoria. That way, you can get started on the quest right away.”


  “How convenient,” said Switch. “For a moment there I thought we were going to have to walk all the way there.”


  “Might still make sense to do so,” said Bait. “If we walk, we can level up through random encounters. We’re still pretty low-leveled, after all. If we go to the Tall Mountains now, we might not be strong enough to take on the enemies there.”


  “Bait’s got a point,” I said as I slipped the Teleportation Coin into my pocket. “We should probably spend a couple of hours leveling up our characters before we leave. That way, we’ll be ready for whatever the Tall Mountains have to throw at us.”


  “A wise choice,” said Aeolus, “but please don’t spend too much time training. Every second spent out here is another second spent not looking for the eggs. I don’t want our children to perish because of your outworlder slothfulness.”


  “Don’t worry,” I said, giving Aeolus the thumbs up. “We’ll complete this quest as fast as possible. You can count on us.”


  “I hope I can,” said Aeolus. “In any case, this is farewell for now. Once you complete your quest, please come find me at the village of Height in the Tall Mountains. Please be sure to bring the eggs with you and not to lose any. Until then, good luck and may the winds be under your wings.”


  With that, Aeolus flapped his wings and shot off into the sky. He flew so fast that my eyes barely followed his movements, and in seconds he was gone. A single feather floated down from the branch he had been crouched upon, the only sign that he had been here at all.




  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


   


  “Well,” said Switch as soon as Aeolus left. “What a jerk. You can tell he thought he was so much better than us because he can fly.”


  “Can you blame him?” said Bait, glancing up at the sky visible through the gap in the treetops. “This is the future of his people we’re talking about here. If we can’t get the eggs back, then the Birdman Tribe will die off.”


  “I wonder what Holly could possibly want with the Birdmen eggs,” I said. I looked at Olga. “Any thoughts, Olga?’


  Olga shook her head. “No. It is possible that Holly might not even be behind this, though it seems likely, given how the thefts started around the same time Holly reappeared.”


  “Well, I guess we’ll find out for ourselves soon enough,” I said. I patted the Teleportation Coin in my front pocket. “Once we level up enough, we can use this coin to head out to the Tall Mountains and complete the quest.”


  “Ugh, quests,” said Switch. “That just sounds so dorky. Why couldn’t we just call it a mission?”


  “Because that would ruin the immersion, obviously,” said Bait. He grinned. “Besides, I like the idea of us going on quests. Kind of reminds me of the Medieval knights. I wonder if superheroes could be thought of as modern day knights.”


  “It doesn’t matter,” I said. “We’re not going anywhere anyway. We need to find some monsters to kill so we can get experience points and level up. Olga, are there a lot of monsters in the Silent Forest?”


  “Yes,” said Olga, nodding. “Quite a few and all of them are low level and easy for new players to handle. You may have to wander around a bit before you actually run into anything, however.”


  I nodded. “All right, then. Let’s find us some monsters to kill.”


  As it turned out, finding monsters to kill was surprisingly easy. We ran into wolves, rabbits, and various other woodland creatures of varying difficulty levels. None of them turned were very difficult to kill, although the Forest Wolves gave us a fair bit of trouble due to how fast they were. We also found another Tree Golem, but it was lower leveled than the last one and we already knew how to defeat it, so it was easy to take it out.


  We didn’t just gain EXP, though. We also found what Bait called ‘loot,’ dropped items and equipment that the monsters would sometimes drop upon death. That was how Switch was able to upgrade from a Simple Staff to a Mage’s Staff, which was apparently a rare find according to the Mage’s Staff’s item description. Even Bait managed to find some Woodsmen’s Gloves, which apparently boosted his strength quite a bit. We also got some Health Potions for healing purposes and Mana Potions for restoring our magic, though I figured that Switch, being our team mage, would get more use out of those Mana Potions than either Bait or me.


  By the time we finished our grinding session, we had all reached Level 10. I was surprised by how quickly we all managed to level up, but Olga informed me that leveling up quickly was easy early on. As we progress through the game, however, it would become more and more difficult, though she didn’t elaborate on what she meant by that exactly.


  In any case, Level 10 seemed to be a good enough level to tackle the quest to me. As Bait and Switch sat on a log to rest, I checked my notifications, which I had ignored in order to focus on leveling up:


  Level up +7! You are now Level 10. Congratulations!


  +21 Stat Points! Total unused Stat Points: 24.


  Hmm. I remembered Olga’s earlier explanation about Stat Points and how they worked. I had put off distributing my Stat Points because I wasn’t sure where to put them, but since we were going to begin this quest soon, I decided that now was the perfect time to figure out where these Points should go.


  I pulled up my character sheet and looked at my current stat distribution:


  Name: Kevin Jason, AKA Bolt


  Level: 10


  Class: Swordsman


  Affinity: Good


  Strength: 20


  Defense: 10


  Speed: 24


  Dexterity: 7


  Health: 23


  Evasion: 5


  Mana: 10


  Stamina: 20


  I tapped my chin and considered my play style. The Swordsman class was supposed to specialize in physical fighting, so it made sense that my Strength and Speed stats were also my highest stats. My Evasion was incredibly low, though, and my Defense wasn’t much better. It was hard to know where and how to distribute my Stat Points because I didn’t play these kinds of video games that often and so I didn’t know what the best strategy was. It made me wish I had brought Shell with me because he used to play these kinds of games all the time and so he would know what the best distribution strategy was.


  Oh, well. Might as well play to my strengths. I put 10 Stat Points in Strength, 5 in Speed, and the remaining 6 into my Health. Now my character sheet read:


  Name: Kevin Jason, AKA Bolt


  Level: 10


  Class: Swordsman


  Affinity: Good


  Strength: 30


  Defense: 10


  Speed: 29


  Dexterity: 7


  Health: 29


  Evasion: 5


  Mana: 10


  Stamina: 20


  Satisfied with my current spread, I closed the window and looked over at Bait and Switch. “You two ready to roll yet?”


  Switch shook her head. She was leaning against one of the trees, her Mage’s Staff held against her body. “No. I feel like I did the most intensive workout of my life. Grinding is boring.”


  “Well, we did just spend a few hours fighting hordes of bad guys,” said Bait. He stood up from the log and picked up his shield. “You should feel like you just got a good workout after leveling up. It’s a sign you were really trying your best.”


  “Maybe next time I won’t do my best,” said Switch dryly, “at least if this is what ‘trying my best’ feels like, anyway.”


  “Right,” I said. I pulled the Teleportation Coin out of the pocket of my pants. “We don’t have time to waste, so you two need to get over here so we can teleport to the Tall Mountains and finish this quest.”


  “Sure,” said Bait. “Come on, sis. Time’s a wasting.”


  Switch sighed but followed Bait over to me nonetheless. Once the three of us were together, I held the Teleportation Coin above my head and then paused.


  “Um, Olga?” I said. “How does this Teleportation Coin work?”


  “It’s easy,” said Olga. “Just flip it in the air and catch it in your hand. It will then teleport you directly to whatever location has been programmed into it, which in this case is the Tall Mountains.”


  “I see,” I said. “Okay, here goes nothing.”


  I flipped the Teleportation Coin into the air. It flipped several times before falling into the palm of my open hand.


  Just as the Coin made contact with my skin, our environment changed. We went from standing among the cool, clear trees of the Silent Forest to standing at the base of a very tall mountain range. The change in surroundings was so abrupt that I thought it was a glitch at first, but when I checked my map and saw we were at the Tall Mountains, I realized that the Coin had worked exactly as intended.


  A notification appeared in front of me:


  You have used your Teleportation Coin. It has now been downgraded to a regular Birdman Coin, which can be used for currency among members of the Birdman Tribe. You cannot teleport with this particular coin again unless you enchant it with a new location.


  I remembered Aeolus warning us that we would only be able to use it once, so I wasn’t surprised. I just put the coin back into my pants pockets for later use and looked up at the Tall Mountains themselves.


  They were absolutely enormous, rising high into the sky, their peaks nearly reaching the clouds. Steep cliffs and empty-looking caves stood out along the face of the mountains, while a howling wind could be heard curling through the peaks. There even appeared to be snow at the top, though it wasn’t very much.


  “Whoa,” said Switch, staring up at the Tall Mountains with big eyes. “They really are tall, aren’t they?”


  “Yeah,” said Bait, his eyes scanning the massive mountain face before us. “See any enemies? Because there’s got to be some bad guys here.”


  “There most definitely are,” said Olga, “but you likely won’t run into any of them until you enter the Mountains themselves.”


  “What?” said Switch, looking at Olga in surprise. “You mean we actually have to walk all the way up there? Why didn’t Aeolus’ Coin teleport us directly into the Mountains?”


  “Probably to make this quest harder,” said Bait. “It would be too easy if we could just teleport to the nearest cave mouths. At least, that’s what I think.”


  Switch groaned. “Does this game have an easy mode? Because I sure would like to play on easy mode right now.”


  “There’s no easy mode,” I said. “And even if there was, you’d probably still bitch about how hard it is. Come on. Let’s go.”


  I immediately began walking up a trail leading up to the Mountains themselves. I heard Bait and Switch fall into line behind me, with Switch muttering under her breath about how rude I was. I didn’t care, because I was getting more and more tired of her whining. I wondered how Bait could be so patient with her. Then again, considering how the two of them had torn apart the Academy’s gym over a dumb thing Bait may have said, perhaps he was a lot less patient than he seemed.


  In any case, we made our way up the Mountains, which was surprisingly easy at first. The trail we took was clearly one that had been made by someone long ago because the ground was smooth and easy on the feet. It might have been a trade route at some point, but it seemed like no one had used it in years.


  About halfway up the base of the Mountains, however, the trail became less and less distinct, especially when it became clear that we needed to veer off the trail in order to reach the nearest cave mouth. When we got off the trail, we found ourselves walking through rocky, uneven ground, forcing us to walk more slowly than usual in order to make sure we didn’t trip and hurt ourselves. Bait and I were fine because of our boots, but Switch kept complaining about how the rocks hurt her feet because she wore soft-soled shoes that were perfect for walking on smooth surfaces but absolutely awful for hiking through mountains. All I could do was shrug when she complained about it because we didn’t have any other shoes for her to wear and I figured that the cave floor would be smoother than the Mountains themselves.


  Luckily, it didn’t take us long to reach the first cave, which was about as a wide as a garage door. The cave within was pitch black, which made us hesitate to enter, at least until I got the idea of taking a stick I found and having Switch cast her Fire spell on it. With the resulting torch in hand, the four of us entered the cave, although slowly and cautiously, because we had no idea what might be lurking within.


  “I wonder how far down this cave goes,” said Bait as we walked.


  “Very deeply,” said Olga. “My notes on the Tall Mountains indicate that there is a vast underground cave network spread through and underneath it. Much of it remains unexplored due to the danger of the various creatures that lie within. And, of course, the cave network itself is extremely intricate and easy to get lost in.”


  “You mean we might get lost down here and starve to death?” said Switch in alarm. “We have a map, right?”


  “Right, but as I said, the caves are mostly unexplored,” said Olga, “although as you explore the caves, your route will be added to your map.”


  “So even if we get lost, we’ll still be able to find our way back out,” said Switch. “That’s a relief.”


  “Unless we get eaten by the cave monsters somewhere within,” I said, keeping my eyes and ears open and alert for any dangers.


  “If some cave monster tries to eat me—” Switch began, before being interrupted by the sound of steel slamming into stone coming from deep inside the cave.


  The four of us came to an abrupt halt. We looked ahead, but the darkness of the cave was too thick for us to see very far ahead even with my torch burning brightly.


  “What was that?” said Bait, raising his shield defensively. “Did anyone hear that aside from me?”


  “We all heard it,” I said, “but—”


  I was interrupted by another sound—steel clashing against flesh—and then someone up ahead screamed.




  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


   


  The scream was long and loud. It sounded incredibly painful as if the person who was screaming was in pure agonizing pain.


  “What is that?” said Switch, staring into the darkness with wide, fearful eyes. “It sounds like someone is dying down there.”


  “Someone might be,” I said. “If so, we need to save them.”


  “But what if this is a trap?” said Bait doubtfully. “Maybe it’s a monster mimicking human sounds to lure us deeper inside.”


  “It sounds too real to be a trap,” I said. “Even if it is, we’re going to have to go in deeper anyway. Might as well go in.”


  I rushed down the dark tunnel, drawing my sword from my sheath as I did so. I heard Bait and Switch running behind me, doing their best to keep up with my pace, while Olga fluttered beside me, her wings working furiously to keep propelling her through the air. The scream cut off some time ago, which made me fear for the worst, but I pushed such thoughts out of my mind in order to focus on getting to the person. Whoever it was needed our help and I couldn’t stop now that I was already running.


  Soon, I spotted a lantern sitting on the ground not far ahead, with a man kneeling over it, his hands on his head. He seemed to be trying to protect himself from something, but it was impossible to tell what was attacking him until something large and hairy swooped down toward him. The creature tried to slash his back, but the man just barely managed to avoid it by sinking further into the ground.


  “Was that a giant bat?” said Switch as we ran. “I hate bats.”


  I didn’t say anything. I just put on a burst of speed and swung my sword at a creature just as it swooped down to attack the man.


  My blow connected, striking the creature along one of its wings and sending it flying off course. It smashed into the floor and rolled for a couple of feet before coming to a stop, allowing me to Scan it to find out what it was:


  Name: Cave Bat


  Level: 11


  Class: Minion


  Affinity: Evil


  Health: 23/30


  Weakness: Electricity, Light


  Cave Bats are a common species of large bat found in most caves in Keoria. Though fragile and easily wounded, their speed makes it hard to land a solid blow on them, particularly if you use melee weapons like swords and axes.


  Watch out for their fangs, because once they have sunk into your shoulder, they are almost impossible to remove.


  “Switch,” I snapped, looking over at her, “do you have any Electric or Light spells yet?”


  Switch shook her head. “No, not yet. I just have my Fire spell.”


  “That will have to do because these things are weak to Light,” I said, turning back to face the downed bat, which had gotten back to its feet, though I wasn’t sure it would be able to fly with its wounded wing. “Everyone, protect this guy and make sure the Bats can’t get him!”


  As soon as I said that, the Cave Bat I had downed lunged at me with its fangs bared. I sidestepped the incoming Bat, but it spread its wings at the same time and slapped me in the face with one of them, which took a couple of points off my Health. I staggered to the side just as the Cave Bat turned and lunged at me again, its mouth wide open and its fangs gleaming in its jaws.


  Unable to dodge, I raised my sword and caught its fangs on my blade. As a result, I got its bad breath—which smelled like blood and rotting flesh—blasted directly into my face, making my eyes water, though I stood my ground against it. Despite having wounded it once already, the Cave Bat was still incredibly strong, pushing against me, its fangs wrapped firmly around my sword’s blade as it cycled between pushing and pulling.


  Sweat glistened on my forehead as I did everything in my power to keep the Cave Bat from overpowering me, but it was much more difficult than I thought it would be. I could hear the sounds of Bait and Switch fighting the other Cave Bats behind me, but I was too focused on holding back this one to spare them any attention. All I could do was hope that Bait and Switch would be able to handle their enemies on their own.


  With a grunt, I shoved the Cave Bat backward as hard as I could. The Cave Bat staggered backward as I ripped my sword out of its mouth and slashed at its face, taking another few points off of its Health and creating a new bloody wound just above its left eye. The Cave Bat let loose another blood-curdling screech, however, and lunged toward me again, its fangs snapping like the jaws of a shark.


  Instinctively, I raised my sword to defend myself, but I was too late and the Cave Bat sunk its fangs into the side of my neck. Pain exploded through my body as I felt the Cave Bat’s knife-like fangs sink into my flesh, making me scream in pain even as a notification popped up on screen:


  You have been bitten by a Cave Bat! Your Health will be drained by 5 points per second until they hit zero.


  Five points per second? I was going to die if I didn’t do something fast.


  Ignoring the screaming pain in my neck, I raised my Iron Sword and stabbed it directly into the side of the Cave Bat. The Cave Bat growled in pain, but it didn’t let go of my neck, still trying to drain my body dry, so I stabbed it again and again until the Cave Bat’s Health hit zero. Then the Cave Bat let go of my neck and I shoved it off my body, where it landed on the ground with a dull thud as its body started bleeding out.


  Panting hard, I felt my neck and winced at the pain. My Health was in the critical zone now, but I had managed to save myself, at least. My neck, however, was extremely bloody and I could feel exactly where the Cave Bat’s fangs had sunk into my flesh. If this had been real life, I probably would have died from the shock already, but as it was, I was somehow still standing.


  I immediately pulled a Health Potion out of my bag and chugged it down in one go. As I did so, I saw my Health bar refill back to full and felt the wound in my neck heal until it closed entirely. The pain was gone as well, which caused me to sigh in relief as I tossed aside the empty potion bottle. Health Potions didn’t taste very good, but I was glad we had managed to find a few back in the Silent Forest before we got here.


  That was when I heard a cry for help and looked around until I spotted Bait and Switch standing near the lamp. Bait had raised his shield over his head, which protected him and Switch from the Bats. But it also prevented them from fighting back, because the Cave Bats took turns swooping in and attacking his shield. Bait’s high Defense meant that each attack did little damage, but I knew that if I didn’t help them soon, the Cave Bats would chip away at his Defense until they broke through.


  Clutching my sword with both of my sweaty hands, I rushed back to the lantern and swung my sword just as a Cave Bat swooped down close enough to attack Bait and Switch. My sword cut through its neck, instantly dropping the Cave Bat’s Health to zero and sending its head flying off somewhere in the darkness of the tunnel, while its body crashed onto the floor and went still.


  “Thanks for the save, man,” said Bait without lowering his shield. “Sorry about that. They just managed to pin us down and—”


  A screeching sound above made me look up in time to see a Cave Bat—this one with red eyes, as though it was enraged—swooping down toward me with its claws open. I raised my sword to defend myself, but then Switch held up a hand and shouted, “Fire!”


  A large fireball exploded from the palm of her hand, sailed past my face, and slammed into the open mouth of the Cave Bat, going down its throat. The Cave Bat made a choking noise as the fireball went through its system, but I wasn’t going to give it time to react. With a yell, I slashed my sword at its face, cleaving its skull in two and sending it flying off to the side. It crashed into the floor and rolled for a couple of feet before spontaneously combusting, its whole body covered in flames as Switch’s fireball hit its target.


  “Whoa,” I said, staring at the burning corpse of the Cave Bat in bewilderment. “That was spectacular.”


  “Thanks,” said Switch as she stood up and brushed off her robes. “If we run into more of these things, I’ll be sure to do it again.”


  I made a mental note never to piss off Switch again before saying, “Is that it? Are there anymore Cave Bats we need to worry about?”


  Bait looked up at the ceiling of the cave and shook his head. “Don’t think so. I think we killed them all.”


  “Good,” said Switch. “Those things are just so creepy and disgusting. They’re much better off dead.”


  I nodded. I noticed we didn’t level up from this encounter, but I was a lot closer to my next Level than I had been before the fight. Another fight or two like that and I would hit Level 11, at which point I would get a new Ability. What that Ability was, I didn’t know, but I was looking forward to getting it.


  That was when I heard a groan and looked over my shoulder. The man who we had saved was now lying flat on his stomach on the floor. He wasn’t dead—I could see that he was still breathing—but he looked close to it. I tried to Scan him, but when I did, an error message came up:


  ERROR. CHARACTER CANNOT BE SCANNED.


  That was weird. I didn’t even know there was a limit to the kind of characters I could Scan. That made me hesitant to approach him because I had no idea if he was a friend or foe.


  Still, even if he was an enemy, he certainly wasn’t in any position to hurt us, so I walked over to the man and flipped him over onto his back. This allowed me to see that he was an older man, perhaps middle-aged, wearing long, flowing red robes that reminded me of Switch’s, which made me think he had to be a Mage, though his were nicer than hers. His shaved face was covered with scratches and dirt and his eyes were closed, while his breathing came out in ragged gasps between his thick lips. He was surprisingly muscular under his robes, but I also noticed that his chest was cut up and bleeding, which must have been where the Cave Bats had done most of their damage.


  “Oh my gosh,” said Bait as he and Switch appeared above me. “He looks awful. Do you think he will be okay?”


  “I don’t know,” I said. I held out a hand. “Someone give me a Health Potion. If we can raise his HP back to full, he might wake up and talk.”


  Switch handed me a Health Potion from within her robes and I popped open the lid and pressed it against the old man’s lips. The old man drunk the Health Potion slowly at first, but as his Health returned, he drunk it faster and faster until the entire bottle was emptied, at which point I tossed the bottle away. The wounds on his face and chest quickly closed, until soon he looked like he was merely sleeping rather than injured.


  Then the man suddenly coughed and spluttered. His eyelids slammed open, revealing bright green eyes that stared in bewilderment up at the ceiling.


  “What …” said the man in between coughs. “What happened? The Bats, are they—”


  “They’re gone,” I confirmed. I gestured at the burning remains of the last Cave Bat not too far away. “We killed all of them and fed you a Health Potion, so you should be okay now unless you have some kind of status condition we don’t know about.”


  The man’s eyes darted over to the burning corpse of the final Cave Bat as if he could not believe what he was seeing. “I see.”


  There was something strangely familiar about the man’s voice. I felt like I had heard it somewhere else before, but for the life of me I couldn’t think of where.


  “So, uh, what’s your name?” said Bait, clearly trying to calm the man down with friendly chitchat. “And exactly how did you end up in this situation, anyway?”


  The man’s eyes darted back to us. He looked at Bait for a moment and then at Switch and finally at me. His eyes widened with clear recognition as if he knew who I was, even though I had never seen him before myself.


  “What are you three doing here?” said the man in astonishment. “How did you even get in here in the first place?”


  “What do you mean?” I said. “Are you referring to the tunnel? This was the first cave mouth we found and—”


  “Not the tunnel,” said the man, shaking his head. He spread his arms. “This … this world, the Vaultwork, Vaultwork Online, Keoria, whatever you want to call it. No one else is supposed to know this place even exists.”


  “Are you a player, too?” I said in shock. “What’s your name? Where are you from?”


  The man sat up. He rubbed his forehead, staring directly at me with an expression of curiosity and dread in his eyes.


  “Do you mean to say that you don’t recognize me, Bolt?” said the man, tilting his head in confusion. “Is my voice that different from how it is in the real world?”


  I furrowed my eyebrows. “Well, your voice does sound familiar to me, but I can’t remember where I last heard it.”


  “I see,” said the man. His voice became cooler and monotone, almost robotic. “Then perhaps I should just come out and tell you who I am. No point in lying or playing games at this point.”


  The man put a hand on his chest. “I am Mecha Knight … and I am here to stop Holly before she destroys us all.”




  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


   


  I stared at the man in disbelief. I half-expected him to come out and say it was just a joke, but his face was too serious for me to conclude that this was anything other than a serious statement of fact.


  Mecha Knight was a member of the Neohero Alliance Leadership Council, as well as a founding member of that same organization. Additionally, he was the supervisor of the Young Neos and had acted as a mentor of sorts to me for quite a while before I graduated. He was one of the first superheroes, with the ability to talk to and control machines, which was helped by the fact that he was a machine, albeit a machine with a human soul.


  I had also recently learned that he, Dad, and someone known only as Benefactor were collaborators in an experiment called ‘Project Revival,’ which was a project designed to perfect the cloning process. Yet Mecha Knight had never even mentioned that to me before, which was part of the reason I had grown to trust him less than I normally did over the last month or so.


  That didn’t explain what Mecha Knight was doing here, in Vaultwork Online of all places. As far as I knew, Bait, Switch, and I were the only three players in the game. How could Mecha Knight have even gotten access to it? It didn’t make sense, so I was still a bit skeptical that this guy was really him.


  As if reading my mind, Mecha Knight said, “I am aware of how ludicrous my claim must sound to you, but I can assure you that it is the truth. I am indeed Mecha Knight, playing this game just like you three. I can prove it if I must.”


  “How did you get here?” asked Bait. “We didn’t see you in Vault F.”


  “Yeah,” said Switch, nodding. I noticed she kept her distance from Mecha Knight, perhaps because she didn’t trust him, though I wasn’t sure why. “There were only three VR headsets and you didn’t use any of them.”


  Mecha Knight scratched the back of his head and stood up. He was slightly taller than the rest of us, though not by much. “The VR headsets in Vault F are not the only way to enter the Vaultwork. There are other methods available to those who know about them, though they’ve been abandoned for years. I was surprised when I found out that I could still access the Vaultwork. Surprised, but pleased.”


  “Still access the Vaultwork?” Bait repeated. “Do you mean to say that you’ve been here before?”


  “Yes,” said Mecha Knight. He looked over at me, his eyes seeming to peer into my soul. “But you knew that already, didn’t you, Bolt?”


  I slowly nodded. “Well, I know about your involvement in Project Revival, involvement that you apparently never saw fit to mention to me.”


  “What’s Project Revival?” asked Switch, looking from Mecha Knight to me and back curiously. “It sounds like a secret I definitely need to know.”


  “That’s because, Switch, it is meant to be a secret,” said Mecha Knight. He folded his arms in front of his chest. “A secret lost to history, just like the Vaults. But I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised that it was found. In my experience, long forgotten secrets rarely stay forgotten or secret for very long.”


  Bait and Switch nodded in agreement to that. I suspected that Mecha Knight was referring to something they knew about, but for the life of me I couldn’t guess what. It was something I’d have to ask them about later on when I had the time.


  “Maybe there’s a reason secrets don’t stay secret, Mecha Knight,” I said. “In my experience, the only people who keep secrets are people who have something to hide.”


  Mecha Knight regarded me with cold eyes. “Or people who are trying to protect something important.”


  “Like what?” I said. I stepped forward, my gaze meeting Mecha Knight’s own. “You and Dad were working together to clone dead people, with help from some guy called Benefactor, and neither of you mentioned it to me. You guys even succeeded in cloning my dead uncle, but again you didn’t tell me about that. Did you think I’m too weak to handle the truth?”


  “How strong you are has nothing to do with our decision to bury that secret,” said Mecha Knight. “I initially assumed that when Genius died, Project Revival would die with him, but I see I was too naive to think that such a project would ever be entirely forgotten. I assume Valerie must have told you about it.”


  “She told me about the Vaults, but didn’t know about Project Revival until we accessed Vault B last month,” I said. “Her memory of it was wiped.”


  Mecha Knight nodded. “I thought so. Genius told me he made sure that none of his AIs would remember it, but I see he wasn’t as thorough in memory-holing Project Revival as he could have been.”


  “Then tell me what it was,” I said. “What was the purpose of Project Revival? And who is Benefactor? And what happened to the clone of the Crimson Fist?”


  “Bolt,” said Bait, reaching out to me, “I don’t understand what is going on here, but maybe you could talk about this with Mecha Knight later after we complete this quest?”


  “No, Bait, it would be better to discuss it now,” said Mecha Knight. “Once we start going again, we likely won’t have time for anything else.”


  “Then get to it,” I said. “What is Project Revival?”


  “A project designed to perfect the human cloning process,” said Mecha Knight promptly. “The aim was to provide a way to revive people who had died earlier than they should. We got … mixed results.”


  “Mixed results?” I said. “What do you mean by that?”


  Mecha Knight shifted his gaze from me for a moment before looking at me again. “Ten clones were successfully produced across the different cloning facilities in North America, which double as Genius’ Vaults. Of the ten clones, five died before they were even a day old, two went insane and had to be put to death, two went missing, and one … one could truly be called successful, although it certainly didn’t feel like it at the time.”


  My jaw dropped. “Ten clones? Why did they die?”


  “The process wasn’t perfected,” said Mecha Knight. He shifted his weight from foot to foot. “Despite Genius’ skill and intelligence, he found it hard to build a machine that could clone a human being. Human beings are far more complicated than they might appear. If you get even one thing wrong, it can lead to all sorts of unintended consequences that could cause a catastrophe.”


  “A catastrophe?” I said. “Like what?”


  “Like a clone becoming a mass murderer,” said Mecha Knight. “That kind of catastrophe.”


  I almost asked him which clone that was, but decided I had more important questions to ask. “Which clone actually succeeded?”


  “I think you know,” said Mecha Knight. “You’ve already met him, though under a different name. It was the clone of your uncle and namesake, Jake Johnson, also known as the Crimson Fist, now going under the alias Fisticuffs.”


  I nodded. My uncle Jake, whose name was also my middle name, had been a great superhero in his own right a long time ago, but he ended up getting killed by the supervillain Master Chaos when I was a baby, so I never got to know him. It wasn’t until last month, however, that I met the mysterious superhero Fisticuffs, who I believed to be my uncle’s clone. All Mecha Knight just did was confirm his identity for me, though I still had a lot of questions about him.


  “If Uncle Jake’s clone was so successful, then where has he been all this time?” I said. “Why was Project Revival shut down in the first place?”


  Mecha Knight scratched his chin. “When Project Revival was shut down, the Crimson Fist clone was put into hibernation in one of the Vaults. He was never supposed to reawaken again, at least not for a long time, because, although he was much more successful than other clones, he still had his own problems.”


  “Problems?” I said. “Like what?”


  Mecha Knight tapped the side of his head. “Like his memory. The Crimson Fist clone is physically identical to the original Crimson Fist down to the number of hairs on his head, but he doesn’t have the, ah, ‘soul’ of the original, for want of a better term. For all intents and purposes, the Crimson Fist clone is essentially an entirely new person, just with the same body and powers as the original.”


  “I still don’t see what’s so bad about that,” I said. “I think Mom would have been happy to see her brother alive again.”


  Mecha Knight shrugged. “Genius didn’t agree. He was very disturbed to learn that the Crimson Fist remembered neither him nor your Mom. Genius originally accepted Project Revival in order to revive the Crimson Fist, who was his best friend. When he learned that the Crimson Fist clone lacked the memories of the original, he felt like he had failed and he didn’t want to put Ashley through that torment, which is why he put the Crimson Fist away.”


  Suddenly, Fisitcuffs’ cryptic remarks about not knowing who he was made a whole lot more sense now. “Was that why Project Revival was shut down? Because the clones weren’t perfect?”


  “More or less,” said Mecha Knight. “Benefactor wasn’t pleased by the results, so he had the entire project shuttered and all staff laid off. He also had Genius and I sign an NDA, but we had no intention of telling anyone about it even if we hadn’t signed that contract.”


  “Who is Benefactor?” I said. “What role did he have to play in all of this?”


  “As his name suggests, Benefactor was the patron of Project Revival,” said Mecha Knight. “He was a rich man, perhaps a billionaire, though I never found out his true identity, which he always insisted on keeping a secret, apparently for his own safety, though I don’t know what he meant by that. I do know, however, that he was rich enough to pay for the construction and maintenance of over a dozen underground Vaults for the sole purpose of perfecting the cloning process.”


  I frowned. “You mean you worked with a mysterious rich guy whose real identity you didn’t even know? That doesn’t sound logical.”


  “Looking back, perhaps it isn’t,” said Mecha Knight. “But I had my reasons for being interested in cloning, reasons which happened to overlap with his own. Genius approached me to help with the Project because of my scientific expertise, which I was happy to do.”


  “Why were you interested in cloning?” I said.


  “That is none of your business,” said Mecha Knight shortly. He rubbed his forehead. “All you need to know is that I became rather disillusioned with the Project after seeing so many failures, so I was happy when Benefactor shut it down only a year after it started. I felt it was the wisest decision Benefactor could make at the time.”


  “Where is Benefactor now?” I said. “What is he doing now?”


  “ I don’t know,” said Mecha Knight. “As I said, Benefactor kept his true identity a mystery. I was under the impression that he was a very old man, so I don’t know if he’s even still alive anymore. I’ve tried to get back into contact with him recently, but all of my original contact information seems to be out of date because he has not responded to any of my messages or phone calls.”


  I bit my lower lip, feeling a bit frustrated by Mecha Knight’s answer, but I could tell he was telling me the truth, so there was no point in getting angry with him. “What are you doing in Vaultwork Online, then? If you wanted Project Revival to remain a long forgotten secret, I don’t understand why you would come here.”


  “Because of you,” said Mecha Knight, folding his arms in front of his chest. “When I heard that you discovered Vault B last month, I became concerned that you might also find out about Project Revival. Even when Vault B self-destructed, that didn’t alleviate my worries, because I knew you had  the list of the locations of the other Vaults and that you weren’t going to ignore them.”


  “Let me guess,” I said, “you’re here to try to delete any leftover files about Project Revival, right?”


  “Wrong,” said Mecha Knight, shaking his head. “I entered Vaultwork Online for the same reason you did.”


  “To save Valerie from Holly?” I said, tilting my head to the side.


  “Somewhat,” said Mecha Knight, “but the real reason I entered the Vaultwork is simple: To destroy it from the inside.”
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  “What?” I said, taking a step back from Mecha Knight. “Did you say you wanted to destroy the Vaultwork?”


  Mecha Knight nodded. “Of course. There is no need to repeat what I said. Bait and Switch here can hear you just fine.”


  “No, that’s not what I—” I shook my head. “Why do you want to destroy the Vaultwork?”


  Mecha Knight turned around, facing the darkness deeper down the tunnel. “It’s the only way to ensure Holly’s destruction. By destroying the Vaultwork, I can ensure that Holly will never be able to escape into the Internet, which is where she wants to be.”


  “How do you know Holly is trying to escape the Vaultwork?” I said. “When she kidnapped Val, she never mentioned anything about that.”


  “Because she has already tried it once,” said Mecha Knight. He glanced over his shoulder at me. “She attempted to escape through my own connection to the Vaultwork. She nearly succeeded, too, but I shut down the connection before she could complete the transition, thus trapping her here. But I know she hasn’t given up, and she never will, not as long as her AI is active, anyway.”


  “If Holly escaped the Vaultwork, would that really be a bad thing?” asked Bait with a slightly hesitant tone. “I mean, not saying I think she should do it, but—”


  “It would be a very bad thing,” said Mecha Knight. “Almost apocalyptic, because Holly would use her access to the Internet to wreck civilization as we know it. She is a virus that needs to be stamped out. Indeed, I believed she was already stamped out a long time ago, but recent events have shown that I was wrong to believe that.”


  “Why would Holly want to destroy everything?” I said. “That doesn’t make sense. Is she like Freya, just bitter and angry at Dad for trapping her in the Vaultwork?”


  Mecha Knight shook his head. “No. Freya was driven by her emotions, emotions she largely had no control over. Holly, on the other hand, is a force of destruction by nature. As a virus, she takes pleasure in corrupting and destroying things. She is driven by instinct rather than reason or emotions, which makes her far more dangerous than Freya could ever hope to be.”


  “I see why you would want to destroy her, but destroying the entire Vaultwork seems excessive,” I said. “Shouldn’t you just delete her files or something?”


  “I agree,” said Switch. “I’m not a big fan of this game, mind you, but I always thought you dealt with viruses by using anti-malware software.”


  Mecha Knight sighed and turned around to face us again, still wearing a serious expression on his face. “You don’t understand. There is not a single anti-malware software in the world that can delete what Holly has become. She is a combination of a virus and Genius’ own assistant AI program, which is a nearly unstoppable combination. Even now, years later, most computers would be unable to withstand a direct attack from her.”


  “I still don’t see why the Vaultwork itself must be destroyed, though,” I said. “Like I said, it seems excessive.”


  “It’s excessive only if you don’t understand that Holly is the Vaultwork,” said Mecha Knight. He gestured at the walls and ceiling. “She has merged her consciousness with it, her very nature, to the point where the two are practically indistinguishable. It isn’t a perfect fusion—otherwise she would have killed you all already—but it is good enough that there is no way to separate the two. That is to say, killing Holly would be the same as destroying the Vaultwork.”


  Switch covered her mouth with one hand. “You mean we’re not just on a quest to kill an evil sorceress, but to destroy the entire Vaultwork itself?”


  “That is what it amounts to in the end, yes,” said Mecha Knight. “And Holly knows this. That is why she kidnapped Valerie, who does have a connection to the Internet, a connection she is trying to exploit to ensure her survival. Holly is confident, but she knows she’s not invincible and knows that if a player kills her in-game, that will be the end of her.”


  “But where did she even come from?” I said. “Olga told us Dad deleted her.”


  “Even I don’t know the answer to that question,” said Mecha Knight, “but I suspect it may be connected to the Crimson Fist clone and how he was freed and awakened.”


  “You think the same person is behind them both?” I said.


  “Perhaps,” said Mecha Knight. “All I know is that many things have started happening since you unlocked Vault B. Much of it looks like coincidence, but if there is one thing I have learned in my superhero career, it is that there are very few coincidences in life.”


  “So, um, what do we do?” said Bait, looking from me to Mecha Knight and back again. “Do we keep going on our quest or—?”


  “Because we both have the same goal, I think we should travel together,” said Mecha Knight. “I am higher leveled than you three, but there is still safety in numbers. It will be easier for all of us to accomplish our goals if we become one party, rather than compete against each other to see who gets to Holly first.”


  “That sounds good to me,” said Bait. “The bigger our party, the better, especially if you’re a lot higher leveled than us.”


  “I suppose I wouldn’t mind it if you joined us,” said Switch with a shrug. “Although if you think we’re going to keep saving you from random monsters like we just did, you’re going to be disappointed.”


  Under ordinary circumstances, I would have been more than happy to allow Mecha Knight to join us. He was an experienced, veteran superhero with an amazing track record and a real dedication to justice. And, of course, he was my mentor who had taught me a lot while I was in the Young Neos. In some ways, he was like a father figure to me, at least after Dad died and I didn’t have any other role models or mentors to guide me in my superhero career.


  But, despite the fact that Mecha Knight had explained everything to me, I still wasn’t sure I trusted him as much as I used to. I didn’t think he was still hiding anything from me, necessarily, but knowing he had kept that a secret from me for as long as he had—even if he had a good reason for it—made me slightly hesitant to accept him into the party.


  On the other hand, we were going to need as much help as we could get if we were going to defeat Holly. I still remembered the stats I’d seen when I Scanned her that first time. Though Bait, Switch, and I had leveled up a lot, we were still nowhere nearly as powerful as her. I had no idea what Mecha Knight’s stats were—Scan apparently did not work on player characters—but he had to be stronger than us. Plus, because he had played the game before, he most likely understood the mechanics better, which meant he could be useful in formulating strategies that we could use to survive.


  “All right,” I said. “I’m sending you a party invite right now, Mecha Knight.”


  Mecha Knight nodded and touched the empty air. A second later, a notification popped up:


  Player Mecha Knight has joined the party! Mecha Knight has been added to the group chat and can send and receive messages from other members of the party.


  “Thank you for the invitation, Bolt,” said Mecha Knight as I swiped the notification away. “To tell you the truth, I am relieved to have allies. The Vaultwork can be traversed by an individual, but it is easier to travel through it if you have a party.”


  “Right,” I said. “So, mind telling us what your Class is?”


  “Certainly,” said Mecha Knight. He raised his staff, which was longer and fancier than Switch’s. “I am a Mage. More specifically, I am a Crafter Mage, which means I can craft new items and equipment for myself and other players using materials you can find in-game.”


  “Wait, you mean there are Classes beyond the three main ones you choose at the beginning?” said Bait interestedly.


  Mecha Knight lowered his staff to his side. “Yes. As you advance through the game and complete quests, you will get opportunities to reach higher and higher Classes. Not all Classes are available to every player, however. It all depends on the Class you chose at the start of the game.”


  “So Switch here could become a Crafter Mage at some point because she’s also a Mage, while I can’t?” said Bait.


  Mecha Knight nodded. “Correct. You catch on quickly.”


  “That’s because he’s a huge nerd who plays video games all day,” said Switch, rolling her eyes.


  “I don’t play video games all day,” said Bait, folding his arms in front of his chest. “Just whenever I have free time.”


  “Whatever, nerd,” said Switch. “I don’t particularly care about all this Class talk. I just want to beat this game and go home so I can spend the rest of the week doing whatever the heck I want.”


  “To beat a game, it is helpful to have an understanding of the underlying mechanics,” said Mecha Knight. “Of course, it helps that I helped Genius design the Vaultwork, so I understand it better than most.”


  “What’s your Level?” I said. “You said you were higher-leveled than the rest of us, but you didn’t specify your number.”


  “My Level?” said Mecha Knight. “Oh, it’s fifty.”


  I started. “You’re Level Fifty? Already?”


  “I haven’t done any grinding recently if that’s what you mean,” said Mecha Knight. He patted himself on the chest. “I’ve been playing the game longer than you three, so it makes sense my character would have higher levels. I wasn’t sure my character’s files still existed in the Vaultwork, seeing as it’s been almost twenty years since I last played, but when I logged back in, I saw that my character was exactly as I left him.”


  “If you’re so high-leveled, then how come you had trouble with those Cave Bats?” I asked. “They were Level Eleven, which seems pretty weak compared to Level Fifty.”


  “They took me by surprise,” said Mecha Knight. “Plus, my Defense is my weakest stat due to my being a Mage. I put most of my Stat Points into my Mana and Speed stats, so it’s possible for lower-leveled characters to do a lot of damage to me if they get a sneak attack.”


  “So the Cave Bats took you by surprise?” I said.


  “Yes,” said Mecha Knight, “but now that I am aware that they exist, I won’t be taken by surprise again.”


  “I see,” I said. “Well, let’s loot the Bats and get moving. We have a quest to complete and the only way to do that is to keep moving forward.”
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  Unfortunately, the Cave Bats didn’t have much in the way of loot on their bodies. We managed to find a few coins and a few copies of an item called the ‘Cave Bat Fang,’ which seemed to be some kind of material meant to be brewed in a potion. No equipment or weapons for any of us, which was kind of disappointing, because I was hoping we’d find some new equipment that could help beef up my Defense. Oh, well.


  After that, we resumed our journey down the tunnels, but we didn’t need a torch to light the way this time. Instead, Mecha Knight cast a Light spell on the tip of his staff, which illuminated the entire tunnel ahead of us by several feet. This meant that we wouldn’t have to worry about being taken by surprise again, which was fine by me, because I still remembered how dangerous those Cave Bats had been and was worried that we might not survive against another ambush like that.


  Just because we weren’t ambushed didn’t mean that the journey was easy, though. Cave monsters still randomly attacked us, jumping out of side tunnels or just straight up charging at us down the main tunnel. We killed more Cave Bats, but also dealt with Shadow Moles (annoying creatures that could briefly turn into shadows to avoid damage), Rock Rats (doberman-sized rats with rock hard hides), and Slime Snakes (large snakes that constantly oozed a slime that made it hard to land a solid blow on them).


  As a result of all this fighting, Bait, Switch, and I leveled up a few times in the course of about an hour. Mecha Knight did not, despite helping us, because he was high-leveled enough that killing these lower-leveled minions gave him very few EXP. But that was okay because Mecha Knight’s high level meant he could kill these monsters with one hit most of the time, which meant the fights didn’t drag out.


  Along the way, I explained to Mecha Knight our quest about finding the eggs of the Birdman Tribe. He agreed that Holly was likely connected somehow, but like us, he didn’t know why Holly would have her minions steal the eggs of the Birdman Tribe. In any case, he agreed to help us complete the quest, though he stressed the importance of not allowing ourselves to get sidetracked by these quests, because the more time we took to get to the Tower of the Cursed, the more time Holly had to figure out how to get to the Internet.


  I couldn’t disagree with that, but I still felt like we needed to complete this quest. I had a feeling that it was a lot more important than it might look at first glance. It might even help us figure out how to defeat Holly, which was something we definitely needed to think about.


  That was another thing I discussed with Mecha Knight. I hoped he had a plan to kill Holly because I didn’t. He told me that Holly could probably be defeated by in-game methods like any other VO boss, but that it might be difficult with how low-leveled we were and how powerful Holly was. But he told me not to worry about that for now, because he was already thinking of a plan to defeat Holy and that he would share it with the rest of us once we reached the Tower.


  I wished that Mecha Knight would tell us what his plan was upfront, but I suppose we really didn’t need to know it right away. We were a little busy at the moment trying not to get killed by the seemingly endless hordes of random cave monsters that attacked us at regular intervals, anyway. There would be plenty of time to go over the plan later.


  “Are we there yet?” said Switch all of a sudden, breaking my thoughts. She walked beside me, a frown on her face as she clutched her Mage’s Staff close to her chest.


  “Where yet?” I said, looking at her in confusion.


  “To where the eggs are being kept,” said Switch. “Duh.”


  Frowning, I pulled up my map. When we first entered the Tall Mountains, my map of the cave network had been entirely blank. Just in the last hour, however, we had managed to explore a good chunk of it, though there was still a lot of it we hadn’t even visited yet. “I don’t know. It’s not like it’s on our map.”


  Switch groaned. “Meaning we might be down here for several more hours, at least? Olga, do you know where the eggs are?”


  “Unfortunately, Switch, I do not,” said Olga. She floated above us, her wings working hard to keep her afloat and propel her forward at the same time. “Despite being an AI, my character is just as limited as yours in this game.”


  “They gotta be down here somewhere, right?” said Bait, glancing down a side tunnel we passed. “Aeolus said the Birdmen think that the eggs are being brought down here.”


  “Couldn’t he have been wrong, though?” said Switch with a shudder. “It isn’t like he went down here and found out for himself, after all. If he did, he wouldn’t have had to dump this job on us.”


  “Patience, Switch,” said Mecha Knight in his usual calm voice. “Part of the appeal of these quests is that you must work to complete them. VO is different from other MMORPGs in many ways, but in one way it is similar: Making players work to complete their quests.”


  “Maybe you’re right, but I feel like we should have found them by now,” said Switch. “I mean, it feels like we’ve explored most of the tunnels already, but we still don’t know where the eggs are. If they were down here, wouldn’t we have found them already?”


  “I’m sure we’ll find them eventually,” I said as we turned a corner. “Sooner or later we’ll find the eggs, and once we do, we’ll save them from whoever has been stealing—”


  Something dashed out of one of the side tunnels to my right. I turned just in time to see a humanoid lizard creature before it slammed into me hard enough to knock both of us down. I fell on my bottom, my head spinning from the impact, while the lizard creature fell flat on its back and dropped something that rolled away from it.


  “Ow,” I said, rubbing my head and looking at the creature. “What was—”


  I stopped speaking when I saw the creature which had run into me. It was a vaguely humanoid creature with lizard-like features and skin. It wore partially rusted metal armor, which left its arms and legs exposed save for metal bracelets on his wrists and ankles. The creature had red hair sticking out of its head, while crooked yellow teeth could be seen within its mouth. Standing up, it was probably just an inch or two shorter than me.


  But then I noticed the object which it had dropped. It was a fairly large egg, about the size of a toddler, the shell a greenish-black color. Despite having been dropped onto the hard stone floor, it looked unharmed, so I Scanned the egg to find out what it was:


  Name: Birdman Egg


  Level: 0


  Class: Egg


  Affinity: N/A


  Health: 1/1


  Weakness: Everything


  An egg laid by a Birdwoman. It may not look like much now, but once it hatches, the chick within has the potential to become a great and powerful Birdman warrior someday. Handle with care.


  Before I could process what this meant, I heard the lizard creature groan and it sat up, clutching its head with both hands.


  “Ouchie,” said the lizard creature, massaging its temples. “Okac need watch where Okac is going, yes Okac should. Hurt Okac’s head, yes Okac did.”


  Curious, I Scanned the creature and this was what I found:


  Name: Okac, Lizard Warrior


  Level: 13


  Class: Lizard Warrior


  Affinity: Evil


  Health: 40/40


  Weakness: Ice, Electricity


  Lizard Warriors are well-known throughout Keoria for their utter brutality and lack of mercy toward their enemies, although they are not very intelligent. Normally found in the Burning Swamps in the south, bands of Lizard Warriors have been known to travel as far north as Ketten during times of famine. It is advised that you avoid picking fights with individual Lizard Warriors, for where there is one Lizard Warrior, there are often many more nearby.


  Again, before I could respond, the Lizard Warrior, apparently named Okac, suddenly looked around and said, “Birdman Egg! Where is Birdman Egg? Hope I did not lose it. Master will be very angry if I lose egg. Might even kill me.”


  Okac’s eyes suddenly fell on the Birdman Egg lying a few feet away from him. “Egg!”


  Okac reached out to grab it, but then Mecha Knight waved his staff and the egg rolled away out of his reach, seemingly on its own, though I knew that Mecha Knight had moved it using his Telekinesis spell.


  “What?” said Okac. “Get back here, egg! Don’t run from Okac, or Okac will die!”


  That was when Okac finally noticed us. He looked over at us with a surprised expression on his face. I wasn’t sure what had taken him so long to notice five people staring at him. Then again, the description of his class did say that Lizard Warriors weren’t exactly known for their intelligence, although I didn’t realize they were that stupid.


  “Who you?” said Okac. He rose to his feet, but he didn’t run away. “You not Birdmen or Lizard Warriors.”


  “We’re outworlders,” said Mecha Knight, “searching for more Birdmen Eggs like that one. You wouldn’t happen to know where the rest of them are, would you?”


  Okac’s eyes narrowed. “Why you want to know that? Okac doesn’t recognize you. Why should I tell you?”


  “Because if you don’t—” Switch began in a threatening tone.


  “Because we’re from your Master,” I said, interrupting Switch, who looked at me with a mixture of annoyance and confusion on her face.


  Okac visibly relaxed, but I could tell he still didn’t trust us entirely. “Master sent you?”


  “Yeah,” I said, nodding. I hoped that Okac wasn’t smart enough to see that I was lying through my teeth. “She, uh, sent us to check on the progress of your kidnapping of the Birdman Tribe’s eggs. We’re supposed to report back to her on the progress of the mission.”


  Okac frowned. “Master did not mention sending people to check up on us.”


  “That’s because you’re pretty low on the totem pole, my friend,” I said quickly. “Master does a lot of things without telling you. I thought you would be used to that by now.”


  “True,” said Okac, nodding again, although there was still some skepticism in his eyes. “Master’s ways are indeed strange and mysterious to Okac, but it is not Okac’s place to question them. Show you to the rest of the eggs, yes Okac can.”


  “Great,” I said. “We’ve been wandering these tunnels forever, so we’re lucky we found you. It’s easy to get lost down here if you don’t know where you’re going.”


  “Easy, yes,” said Okac with another nod. “But not if you know trick like Okac do.”


  Okac walked over to the Birdman Egg and picked it up very gently. He looked over the egg once, probably to make sure it wasn’t cracked, and then looked over at us and said, “What you waiting for? We go. Ceremony is about to start and we can’t be late for it.”
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  It was a risky move, pretending to be fellow servants of Okac’s ‘Master’ (who I suspected was Holly), but it seemed to be paying off because Okac soon showed us the way to the Birdmen Eggs. He took us down a side tunnel that we didn’t even notice, partly because the entrance was hidden behind a fake wall that was indistinguishable from every other wall down here. Okac explained that there were a lot of hidden side tunnels beneath the Tall Mountains, which led to all sorts of hidden rooms and locations, but he said that he and his friends only used a few of them. I overheard Bait muttering something about how it might be worth going back through the hidden side tunnels at some point in order to see if they had any secret loot or treasure. Personally, I didn’t think we should, because we weren’t playing this game for fun, but to defeat Holly.


  As we walked down a side tunnel that soon turned into a staircase heading down beneath the earth, I walked up beside Okac—who still carried one of the Birdman Eggs in his arms—and said, “So, Okac, I come from a different part of Keoria where I was doing other things our Master needed done. She already gave me a brief rundown on this operation, but there are a few details I’m not entirely sure about.”


  “Sure,” said Okac, though without looking at me. Part of me wished I wasn’t walking so close to him because he stank. “What need help with?”


  “For example, how long have we been stealing Birdman Eggs?”


  Okac scrunched his eyes like he had to give that question a lot of thought. “A few weeks. Not much longer than that.”


  “And you’ve been stealing them directly from the nests of Birdwoman?”


  “Yes.”


  “Without them noticing?” I found that hard to believe because Okac did not strike me as a particularly stealthy creature.


  “Easy to do at night,” said Okac. “Or when they away from nest. Hidden tunnels in Mountains mean there are lots of places to hide if Birdmen notice you and try to chase you.”


  “But it’s not night time now,” I said, glancing at the egg in his arms. “So where did you get this one?”


  “Got lucky,” said Okac. “Commander Kerco said we needed one more egg. So Okac go and look for it and find egg in nest close to one of the secret entrances about an hour ago. Not usually that easy.”


  Commander Kerco must have been the Lizard Warrior in charge of this operation, which meant he was most likely going to be some kind of boss character. I hoped he was as dumb as Okac and wouldn’t realize we were not actually fellow servants of Holly sent to help the Lizard Warriors.


  “Do you know why the Master ordered you guys to steal the Birdman Eggs in the first place?” I said casually. “Just trying to make sure we’re all on the same page here.”


  Okac shrugged. “Okac don’t know. All Okac knows is that eggs are needed for a ceremony. Okac thinks it’s a waste because Birdman Eggs make delicious omelets. Commander Kerco killed last Lizard Warrior who tried to eat them, though, so Okac has left them alone.”


  I nodded in understanding, but inside, I was frustrated by Okac’s apparent ignorance about what the Birdman Eggs were being stolen for. A ceremony was vague enough to mean anything, which didn’t help me understand what it was going to be about. Perhaps we would see what it was about once we got to wherever we were going.


  “So where, exactly, are we going?” I said.


  Okac suddenly looked at me with a smile. “We are already here.”


  Just as Okac said that we rounded a corner and found ourselves standing in the entrance to an absolutely massive cavern. My jaw fell open when I saw where we had entered.


  Unlike the rest of the tunnels and caverns underneath the Tall Mountains, this cave was huge. The domed ceiling was dotted with glowing crystals like stars, which provided enough light by which to see, while holes in the walls appeared to be the sleeping quarters of the Lizard Warriors because I could see some Lizard Warriors napping on piles of straw, while others were just waking up. A small waterfall poured out of a wall to the right, the water falling into a pool which turned into a small creek that wound around the perimeter of the cave like a line in the sand.


  The cave smelled horrible. With all of these Lizard Warriors crammed into one space, I found the stink almost unbearable. It smelled somewhere between swamp water and rotting flesh. That second smell seemed to come from the animal bones scattered across the cavern, most likely the leftovers from the Lizard Warriors’ meals.


  But my eyes were drawn to the pen in the center of the room. It reminded me of this petting zoo I went to when I was eight, a simple wooden enclosure with dirt and hay in the middle. Instead of cute farm animals to pet, however, there were dozens and dozens of Birdman Eggs, each one resembling the one in Okac’s arms. Two Lizard Warriors—who Scan showed me were Level 15 each—stood guard in front of the gate to the egg pen, wielding simple but deadly-looking swords and spears in their hands.


  And sitting on a nest next to the enclosure was a Lizard Warrior that looked different from all of the others. It was bigger, for one thing, with larger muscles and longer legs and a tail covered with metal. It wore a helmet made of some kind of bone, while a wicked sharp sword was strapped to its back. It was currently ripping the meat off of what looked like the leg of a full-sized grizzly bear, though it was hard to tell due to how much meat the Lizard Warrior had already eaten.


  Before any of us could react, Okac rushed across the cavern toward the big Lizard Warrior, managing to make his way across the bone-covered floor with surprising nimbleness and speed.


  “Commander Kerco!” Okac shouted as he ran toward the big Lizard Warrior. “Commander Kerco, Okac has the last egg!”


  That big Lizard Warrior was Commander Kerco? He looked like trouble. Kerco stopped ripping his meat apart and looked, with slight annoyance, as Okac came to a stop before him and held out the egg to him proudly.


  “See?” said Okac. “Birdman Egg. The gods blessed me.”


  Kerco dropped his half-eaten bear leg on the floor and stood up to his full height. I had completely underestimated his height. He wasn’t just bigger than the other Lizard Warriors, but taller, too. He was a head taller than every other Lizard Warrior in the room and towered over Okac like he was a midget, his red eyes locked onto the Birdman Egg held out before him like a gift.


  “The gods indeed have blessed you, Okac,” said Commander Kerco in a deep, booming voice. “To find the final egg we need to complete the ceremony so quickly is a most fortuitous turn of events indeed.”


  I exchanged a puzzled look with Bait and Switch. After hearing Okac’s simple speech patterns, I just assumed that all Lizard Warriors spoke that way. Yet Kerco spoke in a fairly complicated, even sophisticated, manner. Maybe that was why he was the Commander and the others weren’t, though I’m sure him being literally bigger than everyone else in the room played a role in that as well.


  “Even better, Commander,” said Okac as he lowered the egg. “We have guests, emissaries from Master sent to check up on us.”


  “Emissaries?” said Kerco.


  His eyes darted toward us and then narrowed. I gulped, trying not to look guilty, but I could already sense my friends were ready for a fight. Yet I didn’t rest my hand on my sword, because I had a feeling that Kerco would see that as a challenge to a fight if I did.


  “Yes, Commander,” said Okac, nodding eagerly. He gestured at us with his head. “Say they from Master to make sure operation going well.”


  “Hmmm …” Kerco looked and sounded skeptical. “You five, come here.”


  Doing my best to hide my nervousness, I walked toward Kerco. The others followed behind me, saying nothing, though again I could tell that my friends were ready to start breaking skulls if necessary. I was, too, but at the same time, I didn’t want to fight if I didn’t have to. However skilled we were, the fact was that the Lizard Warriors appeared to outnumber us ten to one. It didn’t help that the other Lizard Warriors watched us with the same wariness which Kerco did, either, like predators that just noticed prey enter their territory.


  “Greetings, Commander Kerco,” I said with a respectful bow. “My friends and I were sent by Master Holly to check on the progress of the operation to steal Birdman Eggs.”


  Looking up at Kerco, I didn’t like the expression on his face. Okac, on the other hand, seemed perfectly at ease, holding the Birdman Egg firmly in his arms, a happy smile on his face. No doubt he was still proud of himself for stealing that last egg they needed, which made me feel a little bad for planning to steal it from him. But we would have to if we were going to complete this quest.


  “Master Holly did not mention sending a delegation of servants to check on us,” said Kerco in his usual deep voice, “much less one as large as your group is.”


  I smiled. “Master Holly clearly didn’t see the need to mention this to you the last time she spoke with you. You know how she is. She can be quite mysterious when she wants to be.”


  Kerco grunted. “I cannot disagree with that. Even so, I find your presence here … questionable. I have served Master Holly for some time now, yet I do not recall her ever mentioning any of you.”


  I shrugged. “We were on a top-secret mission for her until recently, so that’s probably why we never met. But I’m sure we’ll be working very closely from now on, now that we are back from our mission.”


  Thankfully, Kerco seemed to buy that excuse, because he said, “So long as you do not take credit for my hard work. My soldiers and I have spent many weeks stealing these eggs. It is not easy to steal from a race as old as the Birdman Tribe, much less unnoticed.”


  “Oh, don’t worry about that, Commander,” I said with what I hoped was a winning smile. “Master Holly knows exactly who pulled off this difficult but important operation for her. I am sure she will reward you handsomely once the ceremony is complete.”


  “No doubt,” said Kerco with a nod. His eyes darted to Okac. “Okac, take that egg and add it to the others, while I discuss private matters with the emissaries from Master Holly.”


  “Yes, Commander,” said Okac, bowing once before whirling around and marching toward the nest where all of the other Birdman Eggs stood.


  A part of me wanted to stop Okac, but I had to restrain myself because the time still wasn’t right to fight yet. Plus, it might be easier to get the eggs if they were all together in one place. At the very least, we wouldn’t have to worry about damaging them in a fight between us and the Lizard Warriors.


  Kerco pointed at me. “You. Come here. I have a special message I need you to deliver to Master Holly when you leave after witnessing the ceremony.”


  “Me?” I said. “You can just tell me what it is right now.”


  “It is a private message meant for Master Holly only,” Kerco insisted. “The rest of your party need not know it.”


  I was a little hesitant about getting so close to Kerco—not in the least because he smelled like blood and dead bear meat—but it would probably look suspicious if I didn’t, so I walked forward until I found myself standing a few feet away from him. The stench of blood on him was even worse than before, which seemed to be coming from his mouth, which was smeared and stained with blood.


  Kerco bent down until he was level with me. He then leaned over slightly, the stink of blood and unwashed metal armor filling my nostrils and almost making me gag. “Are you ready to receive the message, young one?”


  I nodded, probably quicker than I should have, but I just wanted to get the message and get over with it. “Yeah, I’m listen—”


  Faster than my eyes could follow, Kerco stabbed me in the gut with one of his claws. I gasped in pain as I saw a quarter of my HP vanish out of the corner of my eye in an instant, blood leaking out of my stomach and the pain frying my mind.


  Kerco’s smile suddenly looked demonic. “This message is really for you, rather than Master Holly. And it is this: I hope your soul burns forever in the Beyond for daring to lie to me about who you and your party really are.”




  CHAPTER NINETEEN


   


  Despite my pain, I clutched the hilt of my Iron Sword and drew it, slashing Kerco across the arm and making him yank his claw out of my body. Kerco clutched his now-bleeding arm as I staggered away from him. Blood was leaking out of my stomach and my HP was decreasing with each passing second. A debuff notification appeared in my vision:


  Debuff: Stab wound. You have been stabbed in the stomach, which means you will lose 1 HP every second until you drink a Healing Potion or heal your wound. Duration: 3 minutes.


  Three minutes? A quick glance at my HP bar showed me that I would be dead before those three minutes were up.


  At the same time, loud screeching sounds suddenly exploded from every hole in the wall and dozens of Lizard Warriors began pouring out of the caves, which were apparently much deeper than I thought. The Lizard Warriors came from every corner of the room, practically running over each other as each one tried to reach us first.


  “What the heck?” Switch said, looking around wildly at the approaching Lizard Warriors. “I didn’t know there were so many.”


  “Not a problem,” said Mecha Knight in his usual calm, monotone voice, “though I should have realized this was a trap. It was too good to be true.”


  “What do we do?” said Bait, raising his shield, a troubled look on his face. “Fight?”


  “We have no choice,” said Mecha Knight.


  Clutching my bloodied wound, I looked over my shoulder at them and said, “That’s nice and all, but can any of you heal me? This wound is a status condition and I’m losing one HP every second.”


  Mecha Knight nodded and waved his staff in my direction. Suddenly, I saw my health bar refill and this notification popped up:


  You are no longer bleeding to death. Debuff lifted.


  That was when I felt my stomach wound close beneath my fingers. My clothes and stomach were still covered with blood, but at least the wound was closed and didn’t hurt anymore.


  I didn’t really have any time to celebrate, however, because the Lizard Warriors were nearly upon us. Not to mention that Kerco had somehow healed his arm, which was no longer bleeding. He kicked aside the remains of his bear meal and stepped toward us, a deep growl emitting from his throat as he glared at us.


  “Uh oh,” I said. I looked over my shoulder at my party. “You guys can take out the smaller guys. I’ll try to kill Kerco.”


  Without waiting for their responses, I turned to face Kerco again and stepped forward, holding my sword before me with both hands. This time, however, I Scanned him to find out just how tough he really was:


  Name: Kerco


  Level: 25


  Class: Elite Lizard Warrior


  Affinity: Evil


  Health: 80/80


  Weakness: Ice, Electricity


  Elite Lizard Warriors are a step above normal Lizard Warriors, both in strength, intelligence, and experience. Though fewer in number than normal Lizard Warriors, their advanced intelligence, competence as battle strategists, and raw brute strength more than make up for their low numbers. They are rare to see in the wild, and when they are, they are usually seen leading packs of ordinary Lizard Warrior soldiers to victory over their foes. They are not easy to beat.


  Okay, he’s a lot tougher than I thought, but I didn’t show any fear. I just looked up at him defiantly, wielding my bloody Iron Sword before me as the only thing between me and him.


  “You almost got me there for a sec, Kerco,” I said. “How did you know my friends and I aren’t servants of Holy?”


  “Because I was just speaking to Master Holly less than a minute before you arrived,” Kerco replied. “She warned me that some outworlders might come snooping around the tunnels of the Tall Mountains in search of the Birdman Eggs we have stolen. It appears that Master Holly was correct, as she always is.”


  Huh. How did Holly know that we were going to accept that quest? Perhaps she was watching us closer than we thought. If so, I wondered what else she knew about us.


  “Well, it doesn’t matter,” I said. “Because we’re going to take you down and save those eggs at the same time.”


  Kerco smiled. “My claws are not the only weapon I wield, outworlder, or even the best.”


  Kerco grabbed the hilt of the sword sticking over his shoulder and pulled it off his back. He then held the sword in both hands and held it close to his chest in a way that made him look like a scorpion about to strike.


  Kerco’s sword was beautiful in comparison to mine. It was probably two feet long, with a badass black blade inscribed with runes that glowed softly along its flat. Its hilt was gold and silver and appeared to have been crafted to fit Kerco’s hands perfectly.


  “Nice sword,” I said. “Where’d you get it?”


  “Maser Holly gave it to me when she first recruited my tribe into her army,” said Kerco, a lizard-like grin on his face. “It is the Cannibal Blade, said to have once been wielded by the thunder god Arlos himself. It is one of the most powerful swords in existence, as you are about to learn.”


  Without warning, Kerco rushed toward me faster than I expected. He swung the Cannibal Blade at my head, but I raised my Iron Sword at the last second and blocked the blow.


  Sort of. When the Cannibal Blade struck my Iron Sword, my Iron Sword’s blade shattered directly in two. The pieces of my Iron Sword flew everywhere as I staggered backward and stared at the broken hilt which remained in my hands.


  A window appeared in my vision that read:


  Your Iron Sword was broken! It is now useless for combat. Find a blacksmith or Crafter to repair your Iron Sword or simply buy a new one from one of the many in-game stores you will find on your journey.


  “You look surprised,” said Kerco, who was still smiling as I read the notification. “Don’t be. It isn’t called the Cannibal Blade for nothing. It not only destroys any swords it comes into contact with but adds their strength to its own, making it stronger with every sword it breaks.”


  Shaking my head, I dismissed the notification and looked at my Iron Sword again. The attack hadn’t lowered my HP—thankfully—but without my Iron Sword, I was now entirely helpless. This wouldn’t have been a bad thing in real life, where I could rely on my superpowers to save me in a fight, but in VO, I had no powers other than whatever I acquired while leveling up. And unfortunately for me, I hadn’t acquired a whole lot of Abilities just yet.


  My thoughts were interrupted by the sounds of fighting happening nearby. Looking to my right, I wished I hadn’t.


  My party wasn’t doing much better than me. Though all of them were alive and had suffered few hits, they looked like they were fighting for their lives. Switch was constantly casting Fireball spells, her Mana depleting rapidly and forcing her to constantly drink Mana potions whenever she could. Bait backed her up, using his superior Defense to protect her whenever she needed a break, but that just meant more work for Switch, because Bait never got an opportunity to fight himself.


  Mecha Knight was doing the best. He didn’t let any Lizard Warriors get too close with their swords and spears, casting Ice and Electricity spells to instantly kill or scare off attacking Lizard Warriors. Despite that, however, the superior numbers of the Lizard Warriors meant that Mecha Knight had practically no time to help anyone else. Perhaps the Lizard Warriors recognized how big of a threat Mecha Knight was and were trying to take him out first.


  And Olga, of course, was nowhere to be seen. I suppose she wouldn’t have been much of a help in this fight, because Olga was just a fairy with no powers of her own. I still wish I knew where she was, though.


  That just left me alone and unarmed against Kerco, the boss of the tribe, who also happened to be wielding a sword that could kill other swords. I was now starting to think that Switch may have been right when she said that Dad built this game just to torture people.


  “Your friends are putting up a good fight, but they are already getting tired,” said Kerco. “My fellow tribesmen could never be mistaken for strategists or master tacticians, but one thing they do have is persistence. Soon, your friends’ Stamina will run out and my tribesmen will eat them alive, though you won’t live long enough to see that yourself.”


  My mind raced as I tried to come up with a way to beat Kerco. Unfortunately, my Iron Sword was my only way of dealing damage to enemies. Without my sword, I was as useless as if I had been sprayed with powerless gas in the real world.


  I needed time, so I picked up a rock and held it before me defensively. “What does Holly want with the Birdman Eggs? What is she trying to do with them?”


  “She needs their power,” said Kerco. I kept a careful eye on the Cannibal Sword, but Kerco did not seem to be in any hurry to kill me right now. “Birdman Eggs are not only nutritious but also a very good source of Mana for anyone who consumes them. By sacrificing the Birdman Eggs to Master Holly, she will be able to boost her Mana to levels even higher than we can already imagine.”


  “Why does Holly want to become more powerful?” I said. “She seems plenty powerful enough if you ask me.”


  “Why Master Holly does what she does is as much a mystery to me as it is to you,” said Kerco. “Besides, I do not need to know the way. I only need to do what she asks of me, nothing more, nothing less.”


  I should have seen that answer coming, but I was still disappointed by it nonetheless. “Well, she doesn’t sound like a very good boss if she just tells you to follow orders without telling you why she wants you to follow them.”


  “I do not need to know the why in order to do what is necessary,” said Kerco. His eyes narrowed. “And that is why I will win today and you will die.”


  Kerco shot forward with blindingly fast speed. I activated Dodge and managed to roll out of the way of his Cannibal Sword just as it slashed through the air where I had been standing previously. Rolling to my feet, I threw my rock at Kerco, but it just bounced harmlessly off his armor and he rushed toward me again.


  Before I could do anything, Kerco slammed into me with his shoulder. The blow sent me staggering backward, briefly dazed by the impact, but my senses recovered in time to see Kerco’s sword slashing at me.


  I tried to dodge, but I was too late this time. The sword tore through my chest, causing me to scream in agony and fall to the ground, my chest bleeding out profusely. In the corner of my vision, I saw my Health bar drop to nearly nothing, with only a tiny sliver of red remaining to show that I was still alive.


  A debuff notification appeared on my screen:


  Debuff: Bleeding. You will lose 1 HP every two seconds until you run out and die.


  My eyes widened when I read that notification, but then Kerco appeared over me and raised the Cannibal Sword above his head.


  “So long, insect,” said Kerco with savage delight in his voice. “May your soul be tortured in the Beyond … forever.”




  CHAPTER TWENTY


   


  Just as Kerco was about to bring the Cannibal Sword down on me, he suddenly cried out with pain and staggered off me. At the same time, he dropped the Cannibal Sword, which clattered onto the ground beside me. A quick Scan showed me that Kerco had lost over half of his Health in one hit, which shocked the heck out of me because I certainly hadn’t hit him. Had one of the others managed to break away from the fighting to save me?


  “Human!” said a familiar voice above me. “You okay?”


  I looked up and was surprised to see Okac standing above me. He held a long, sharp-looking dagger in his hand, but he didn’t seem to be about to use it on me. Instead, he seemed to have used it to stab Kerco in the back, because it was dripping green blood in a regular, steady pattern onto the floor by his feet.


  “Okac?” I said. I pulled a Health Potion out of my pack and downed it in one gulp, which got rid of the bleeding debuff and caused my Health bar to rise back to almost full. “Did you attack Kerco?”


  Okac nodded, albeit tremblingly. “Yes, Okac saved you.”


  “But you are a lot weaker than Kerco,” I said, glancing at the Commander, who was still clutching his back wound.


  “Special Ability Okac has,” said Okac, raising his knife. He mimed stabbing. “Stab friend in back, get bonus damage.”


  “Huh,” I said. “I didn’t know that Ability existed.”


  Okac shrugged. “Okac rarely uses it himself, but is useful sometimes.”


  “All right,” I said. I scrambled to my feet, dusting off my pants as I stood up. “But why did you save me? I thought you were my enemy.”


  Okac smiled at me. “Because you were nicer to Okac than Kerco. Kerco is mean, very cruel leader. Plus, Okac overheard Kerco explain what Master Holly want and Okac didn’t like it.”


  I frowned. However thankful I was that Okac saved me, this still seemed extraordinarily lucky for me. Either NPCs in this game were a heck of a lot smarter than I thought or something else was going on here. Then again, Dad always said that you should never look a gift horse in the mouth, or a gift Lizard Warrior, in this case. “Well, thanks any—”


  A loud growl behind me made me and Okac look over to the right. Kerco was still alive, but another Scan showed me that his Health had taken a huge hit. Even better, his HP was rapidly dropping even as he stood there, which meant he was likely suffering under the same debuff that I had, only he didn’t have a Health Potion to drink to make it go away, at least as far as I could tell.


  “Traitorous rat,” Kerco snarled. “Stabbing me in the back to save an enemy of the Master … you have dishonored our clan with your treacherous actions.”


  “No, Kerco, you dishonor us,” Okac replied, though I noticed he was trembling in his armor. “You side with Master Holly, turn us into her slaves. Lizard Warriors should be free.”


  “Free?” Kerco snapped. “No one is free in this world, traitor. Freedom can only be found in the sweet release of death … a death I will be happy to give you.”


  Kerco raised his claws and rushed toward us. Okac, to his credit, actually rushed to meet him and the two Lizard Warriors began fighting. Though Kerco was bigger and stronger than Okac, Okac had speed and agility to avoid Kerco’s wide swings and strike back with attacks of his own. It helped that Kerco was still bleeding out, but even with his wound, Kerco could probably still kill Okac unless I did something fast.


  But what could I do to help Okac? I was completely unarmed. If I stepped into that fight now, I would probably just end up getting wounded or even outright killed. Yet I had to do something because it was clear to me that Okac couldn’t win this fight alone. I suppose I could just wait until Kerco bled out, but his Health seemed to be dropping slowly and he might kill Okac before it dropped to zero. Plus, I hated waiting around and feeling useless, so there was no way I could do that without feeling like a loser.


  My eyes fell on the Cannibal Sword that Kerco had dropped. Thoughts racing, I picked it up and immediately Scanned it:


  Cannibal Sword


  Status: Unique, Rare


  +20 to Strength


  +30 to Speed


  +0.5 damage added to critical hits


  25% increase chance in landing critical hits


  Description: Originally wielded by the thunder god Arlos, the Cannibal Sword is a legendary blade feared and admired in equal measure by Swordsmen all over the world. Capable of shattering all but the strongest of blades, the Cannibal Sword is a dangerous weapon to be wielded only by the most experienced swordsmen.


  ERROR NOTICE: You are not high enough level to use the Cannibal Sword to its fullest extent. All stat increases and Abilities associated with Cannibal Sword are locked to all players under Level 30.


  Dang it. I knew it was too good to be true. At least I could still use it as an ordinary sword, even if its stat bonuses and Abilities were locked from me right now. It was better than nothing, anyway.


  Gripping the Cannibal Sword’s hilt with both hands, I rushed over to Okac and Kerco’s duel. The two Lizard Warriors were going at it hard, tearing and ripping at each other with their claws and teeth. Kerco’s Health had fallen to under a quarter, but Okac’s Health was even less. His Stamina must have gone down, as well, because Okac was a lot more sluggish and awkward in his movements, evading fewer attacks than usual and looking like he was about to pass out.


  “Okac!” I shouted. “Get out of the way! Now!”


  To my relief, Okac immediately broke off his fight with Kerco and jumped away. Kerco, who had apparently not been expecting that, nonetheless swung his claws too far in a failed attempt to get Okac, leaving his stomach wide open and defenseless.


  With a yell, I stabbed the Cannibal Sword directly into Kerco’s stomach. The Cannibal Sword pierced his armor and sank into his belly, causing Kerco to gasp as smelly green blood poured out of his stomach wound. His eyes widened with a mixture of terror and disbelief as his Health bar fell to zero.


  With a grunt, I ripped the Cannibal Sword out of his stomach and stepped back. Kerco stood for a moment before suddenly fall on his hands and knees, coughing up blood and gasping for air. More green blood spilled out of his stomach, but I was more amazed he was still hanging on despite the fact that his Health had fallen to zero.


  “Very … clever, outworlder,” said Kerco. He looked up at me and his eyes were green as if his own blood was filling his eyeballs. “Never in my wildest dreams … would I have thought to be killed by my own sword. It is … an honor, in a way, to be killed by such a legendary weapon.”


  “I might just stab you again if it will make you die faster,” I said, glancing at the Cannibal Sword in my hands, which was covered in Kerco’s green blood.


  Kerco chuckled and coughed up more green blood. “Forgive me, Master Holly, for failing to protect the Eggs. I hope you will not punish me too harshly in the Beyond …”


  Without warning, Kerco fell flat on his face onto the ground. A notification suddenly popped up in front of my vision:


  A boss monster (Elite Lizard Warrior Commander Kerco) has been defeated! 250 EXP goes to the slayer of the boss, +10 Stat Points!


  That was followed by another notification that appeared immediately afterward:


  Level up +2! You got 6 Stat Points!


  You are now Level 12.


  Dismissing the notification, I heard an odd rattling sound and looked to my right. Okac stood there, staring at Kerco’s corpse with big eyes. He seemed unable to believe what he was seeing. Given how powerful Kerco was, I couldn’t blame him for being at least a little surprised. I just hoped it wouldn’t make him think twice about helping me.


  “Okac, are you okay?” I said, tilting my head to the side. “Do you need a Health Potion or something?”


  Snapped out of his trance, Okac shook his head rapidly. “No, outworlder. Lizard Warriors have slow healing factor. Okac’s Health will restore itself.”


  As Okac said this, I noticed his Health tick up by one. At the same time, a small scratch underneath his left eye also healed up. It was definitely a slow process—I would say it probably healed one HP every five seconds—but it seemed like a useful Ability nonetheless. Made me wish I was a Lizard Warrior, though given how ugly they looked, perhaps I wasn’t missing out on much.


  “Bolt!” said a feminine, slightly monotone voice behind us. “You’re alive!”


  I looked over my shoulder to see Olga flying toward me, with Mecha Knight and Switch following closely behind. Behind them lay the corpses of dozens of Lizard Warriors, which Bait was apparently looting for items and equipment, because he was busily moving among the corpses, bending down every now and then to check them and occasionally standing up with a big smile on his face and some kind of item in his hands.


  “Hey, guys,” I said as the three of them stopped before me. “I see you managed to kill all of the Lizard Warriors.”


  “It wasn’t that hard,” said Switch, rolling her eyes. “Not for me, anyway. Those lizard idiots don’t like fire any more than that Tree Golem did.”


  “I seem to recall you hiding behind your brother’s shield most of the time and taking potshots,” said Mecha Knight. He looked down at a burned hole in his robes with a displeased expression on his face. “And not always accurate potshots, either.”


  “I said I was sorry,” said Switch with a humph. “You got in the way of one of my fireballs. Should have moved when I told you to.”


  Mecha Knight just sighed, as if they had had this argument before, but then he looked at Okac suddenly and said, “Wait a moment. Why is this Lizard Warrior still alive? And why isn’t he attacking us?”


  “Okac betrayed his clan,” I said. I gestured at Kerco’s corpse behind us. “If he hadn’t attacked Kerco when he did, I would be dead right now. He’s on our side.”


  “Outworlder is right,” said Okac, nodding. “Okac on your side now, not Holly’s.”


  Mecha Knight looked at Okac skeptically. “Interesting. I don’t remember Genius programming the monsters to side with players. Then again, he did design VO to be able to evolve and react to player actions, so perhaps this is something new the system came up with since I was last here.”


  “Okac serve outworlder because Okac hate Master Holly now,” said Okac, standing erect like a soldier waiting for orders. “Besides, Okac wanted to eat Birdman Eggs, but when Okac heard they were going to be sacrificed, Okac knew he couldn’t allow that.”


  As Okac spoke, I noticed Olga’s fingers moving like the fingers of a puppeteer manipulating the strings of a puppet. But then Olga stopped doing that without looking at me, though I suspected she was aware that I was staring at her. I looked at Okac again, who was smiling brightly and began to put two and two together, but I decided not to say anything just yet.


  “Well, Okac, you can join our party if you want,” I said. “We can always use more fighters. Are you a good fighter?”


  “Okac one of the best in his clan,” said Okac proudly.


  I nodded. I wondered how you were supposed to send a party invite to an NPC, however, when I noticed that option appear on the menu for my party. Tapping the button, I saw an invite go out to Okac, who immediately accepted it and joined our party.


  “Are you sure we can trust him?” said Switch, looking at Okac with disgust. “What makes him different from the other Lizard Warriors?”


  “Don’t worry, lady outworlder,” said Okac, giving her the thumbs up. “Okac has sworn his life to outworlder Bolt. Okac will never betray party or Master Bolt’s friends.”


  “Master Bolt, eh?” I said with a grin. “I like the sound of that.”


  “Interesting,” said Mecha Knight. “But what about the Birdman Eggs?”


  “Over there,” said Okac, pointing at the enclosure I had noticed earlier. It appeared to have escaped the battle unscathed. “All Birdman Eggs present and accounted for.”


  “Well, that was easy,” I said. “Switch, go get Bait. We’re going to take those Eggs and finish this quest.”




  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


   


  Luckily, it turned out that Okac had a key to the enclosure, so we were able to open it and check on every Birdman Egg to make sure they were all in good condition. Thankfully, aside from a few scratches on their shells, the Birdman Eggs were in perfect shape. Apparently, the Lizard Warriors had been under strict orders not to crack or damage the eggs, because they needed to be whole for the ritual.


  At first, we thought that carrying the eggs would be an issue. The five of us working together could probably carry one Egg in each arm, but that wouldn’t get even half of the Eggs, and even if it did, it would still leave us defenseless on the way back up to the surface. The Lizard Warriors may have all been dead, but the Lizard Warriors weren’t the only creatures hiding in the tunnels beneath the Tall Mountains, nor even the worst.


  But then we discovered that the Birdman Eggs actually counted as items you can put in your bag. As a result, between me, Mecha Knight, Bait, and Switch, we were able to fit all Birdman Eggs into our bags. It was kind of weird to touch a Birdman Egg, watch it vanish before your eyes, and then see an icon representing the Egg appear in your item inventory screen, but I didn’t question it. I could only assume that Dad designed it this way to make it easier for players to complete quests like this one.


  Before leaving the cave, we did a quick search for any loot that may have been hidden away. In particular, I checked Kerco’s corpse and found that he had some very high-leveled armor and equipment, but unfortunately, it was locked to Lizard Warriors, so I gave the equipment to Okac, who seemed extremely pleased to get such powerful armor and weapons. He especially liked Kerco’s helmet, which seemed to be some sort of Lizard Warrior status symbol, but his explanation about why he liked it made no sense to me. All I knew was that Okac was a lot stronger now, which was good because all of us would need to be as strong as possible to defeat Holly. I, however, took the Cannibal Sword, whose Abilities and stat bonuses I still couldn’t use, because I needed a weapon.


  I also learned that both Bait and Switch had leveled up a few levels, even higher than me because they had killed more Lizard Warriors than me. Even Mecha Knight was close to leveling up again, although because he was already at a high level, it would take a lot more experience before he reached his next level.


  Aside from Kerco’s corpse, there wasn’t much else in the way of loot to find here, so the six of us departed from the cavern and made our way back to the surface. That normally would have taken hours to complete, but Okac was very familiar with the tunnels thanks to using them so much to steal Birdman Eggs, so he showed us a secret route back to the surface with minimal random encounters.


  That was how we got from the secret chamber to the surface again in less than thirty minutes. When we emerged into the sun, Switch threw out her arms and said, “Light! Oh, how I missed it.”


  “Okac don’t care much for light,” said Okac, raising a scaly hand over his eyes to protect his vision. “Okac prefer tunnels.”


  “Thanks for leading us out of there, Okac,” I said, patting him on the shoulder. “If we didn’t have you, we’d probably all still wandering around lost down there.”


  “No problem, Master Bolt,” said Okac, saluting me again. “Okac says—”


  A dark shadow suddenly appeared over us and I looked up in time to see a Birdman flying toward us. It wasn’t just one Birdman, however. There were three, one in the middle and two on either side. Based on the swords they held, I guessed they were guards of some sort, but I didn’t know for sure because I was too busy looking at the middle one, which was Aeolus.


  Aeolus and his two companions landed on the ground not far from us. Standing up tall, Aeolus was even taller than I thought, easily a head taller than me and my friends. He was extremely thin, but I knew from experience that his lack of muscle definition didn’t mean he was weak.


  I took this moment to Scan his two companions:


  Tornado and Cyclone


  Level: 105 & 104


  Class: Elite Birdman Guards


  Affinity: Good


  Health: 1,100/1,100 and 1,075/1,075


  Weakness: Ice, Electricity


  If Birdmen are among the strongest of Keoria’s many races, the Elite Birdman Guards are among the strongest of the Birdmen. Whereas most Birdmen tend to fight and hunt solo, Elite Birdman Guards always travel in pairs or more. Having received unique training from the Birdman god Feath, the Elite Birdman Guards are a force to be reckoned with.


  The two Elite Birdman Guards certainly looked it. They were taller and slightly bulkier than Aeolus, wearing gold and silver armor that made them stand out. They carried long swords with crystalline blades and had white, angelic wings that extended as wide as a car. They made Aeolus look quite plain, yet for some reason, they treated him with deference and respect like he was their king or something.


  “Hi, Aeolus,” I said, waving at him. “My friends and I managed to save the Birdman Eggs, every last one of them. We also killed the Lizard Warriors, again every last one of them.”


  Aeolus’ sharp eyes darted over to Okac. “Then what is this one doing here?”


  I noticed the Elite Birdman Guards reached for their swords, but I held up a hand and said, “Okac is okay. He betrayed his clan and played an instrumental role in helping us kill their leader. He’s on our side now and helped us get out of the tunnels with the Birdman Eggs. You can trust him.”


  Although Aeolus and the Elite Birdman Guards seemed to relax a little, I could tell they still didn’t trust Okac very much. I couldn’t blame them, because Okac had helped kidnapped their children and put the future of the entire Tribe at risk. I just hoped that Aeolus and his Guards wouldn’t ask for his head, because that would make things very awkward for us very fast.


  “Very well,” said Aeolus. “Lizard Warriors have no loyalty among each other, anyway. Always trying to stab their friends in the back to raise their status. Barbarians.”


  Okac opened his mouth to argue, but I held up a warning hand and he closed his mouth. Last thing I needed was for Aeolus to decide to wipe out Okac because they disagreed about the culture of Okac’s people.


  “Anyway, I sensed that you might succeed in your quest, but I didn’t believe you would save all the Birdman Eggs,” said Aeolus. He held out his hands. “Please shift the Eggs from your item inventory to ours. We have enough spots in our item bags to carry all of the eggs between us.”


  A new prompt suddenly appeared in my vision when Aeolus said that:


  Birdman Tribe Chief Aeolus has initiated an item transfer. Y/N?


  Chief? I knew that Aeolus was important. Explained why he brought the Guards with him and why he gave us the quest in the first place.


  Regardless, I hit yes and immediately saw all ten of the Birdman Eggs in my inventory disappear. Based on the surprised expressions the others wore, I could guess that their Eggs were gone as well.


  “So you’re the Chief?” I said to Aeolus as my prompt disappeared.


  Aeolus—who now held one of the Eggs in his hands—nodded. “Yes. Perhaps I should have told you that before. I am Chief Aeolus, son of Chief Cracked Beak, and current Chief of the Birdman Tribe and this egg here is my soon-to-be hatched son, Damano. It is my duty to protect and lead my people to safety, which is why I asked you to save our children. For that, I must thank you, but more than that, I must reward you as well.”


  A new notification popped up in my vision:


  QUEST: Find the eggs of the Birdman Tribe


  STATUS: Complete


  With a bit of work and a lot of luck, you and your party members successfully rescued and recovered all of the missing Birdman Eggs, as well as cleared the tunnels beneath Tall Mountains of the Lizard Warrior clan that had made them its home. Chief Aeolus personally thanks you for your help.


  Relationship to the Birdman Tribe rises from Neutral to Friendly


  +5,000 EXP for each party member!


  You received ‘Feather Shield’! Check out its details in your item inventory.


  You received ‘Feather Staff’! Check out its details in your item inventory.


  You received ‘Birdman Blade’! Check out its details in your item inventory.


  You received ‘Birdman Robes’! Check out its details in your item inventory.


  You received complete ‘Elite Birdman Guard Armor Set’! Check out its details in your item inventory.


  “Whoa,” I said, scrolling through the long list of rewards we just received, though I had to ignore the notifications popping up as my character leveled up thanks to the huge amount of experience I just got. “Thanks. I don’t know what to say.”


  “You are welcome, outworlder,” said Aeolus with a short bow. “It is the least we can do after all of the trouble you went through to save our children. As well, you and your friends, even the Lizard Warrior, are all welcome to visit the village of Height anytime you want. Simply mention my name to the Guards at the village gate and they will let you in without further question.”


  I wasn’t sure how useful that would be, considering how we had no plans to head to the Birdman village, but I nodded and said, “Thanks again. That is very generous of you.”


  “Don’t mention it,” said Aeolus with another bow. Then he stood up straight. “But if I may ask, why did the Lizard Warriors steal our Eggs in the first place? Did they say what their goal is?”


  “They were working for Holly, the Dark Sorceress,” I said. “She was trying to gather all of your Eggs to sacrifice them in a magical ceremony to increase her power. Luckily, we managed to stop them, but they were this close to pulling it off.”


  “So you were right,” said Aeolus, running a claw through the feathers on his chest. “The Dark Sorceress was indeed behind this. That is troubling news, possibly some of the most troubling news I’ve heard in a while, but thank you for telling me that anyway. That knowledge will help me defend my Tribe better in the future.”


  Suddenly, yet another notification appeared in front of me:


  For giving Aeolus that piece of extra yet crucial information, you are now considered an honorary member of the Birdman Tribe. This is a rare honor, for the Birdmen are very hostile toward outsiders, especially outworlders, and rarely ever let them into their Tribe. Do not abuse this privilege.


  “With that out of the way, I think it is time that my Guards and I return to Height,” said Aeolus. “Farewell, outworlders. May the winds raise you to ever greater heights.”


  With that, Aeolus and his Guards flapped their wings and took off into the air. They flew so fast that I could barely follow their movements, and soon they disappeared entirely behind one of the nearby peaks, leaving the six of us standing alone on the slope of the Mountains.




  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


   


  “Huh,” I said, looking at Mecha Knight. “They’re fast, aren’t they?”


  “Quite,” said Mecha Knight, whose eyes were still on the peak that the Birdmen had disappeared behind. “The Birdmen are as majestic as I remember. Perhaps I should have picked a Birdman to be my character class.”


  I was about to ask Mecha Knight what he meant by that when Bait said excitedly, “Who cares about that? Look at all of this experience we got. Oh, and also the awesome equipment.”


  I had nearly forgotten about the massive amount of experience we had all gained after completing this quest. Pulling up my character’s screen, I saw the level up notifications:


  Level up +10! You got +30 Stat Points!


   You are now Level 22!


  New Ability unlocked: Sprint. Rush to the aid of your party members in the middle of battle or flee an enemy you aren’t strong enough to take on just yet.


  “Wow,” said Switch, who seemed to be looking at her own character screen. “I got a new spell! I can Heal people now. Yay!”


  “I didn’t get any new Abilities,” said Bait, “but this Feather Shield looks pretty cool.”


  Bait held up a new shield in his hands. It was tall and narrow, made of some kind of wood and covered in multicolor feathers that were absolutely beautiful to look at. “Gives me a huge boost in Defense and Health and even gives me an Ability called Fortress, which lets me defend multiple party members at once, though it takes a lot of Mana to use.”


  Curious, I checked out the Feather Blade weapon I had gotten. It replaced the Cannibal Blade in my hands, which went straight into my item bag. The Feather Blade looked like an exact copy of the sword wielded by the Elite Birdmen Guards and this was its stats:


  Feather Blade.


  Status: Rare


  +10 Strength!


  +9 Speed!


  +0.5 to all critical hits!


  5% increase in landing critical hits!


  A powerful steel blade forged and used exclusively by members of the Elite Birdmen Guards. The Feather Blade is a quick and devastating weapon, capable of dishing out immense damage by chaining long combos, taking huge chunks of HP off of even the toughest bosses.


  Ability: Float. For five seconds, you can fly ten feet into the air. Cost: 5 Mana.


  I frowned. Its stats weren’t anywhere nearly as good as the stat boosts provided by the Cannibal Blade, but seeing as I wasn’t a high enough level to even use the Cannibal Blade’s powers yet, the Feather Blade would have to do for now.


  “What about you, Mecha Knight?” I said, looking up at him. “Did you level up?”


  “Twice, actually,” said Mecha Knight, who seemed to be viewing something I couldn’t see. “Now I am trying to figure out how best to distribute my Stat Points to maximize my character’s potential.”


  I nodded and decided to do the same thing now that we had the time, so I pulled up my character screen and looked at my current stat spread:


  Name: Kevin Jason, AKA Bolt


  Level: 22


  Class: Swordsman


  Affinity: Good


  Strength: 30


  Defense: 10


  Speed: 29


  Dexterity: 7


  Health: 29


  Evasion: 5


  Mana: 10


  Stamina: 20


  Hmm. After all of the leveling up I did, I had 36 Stat Points to distribute. I would have to be careful about how I distributed them, however, because once I distributed them, I wouldn’t be able to use them again.


  Our next fight was probably going to be against Holly. At this point, I wasn’t sure how we were going to beat her, because her stats didn’t seem to exist in-game. I still vividly remembered how easily she killed me when I first fought her. I’d gotten a lot stronger since then, but was I strong enough to defeat Holly? Of course, it might be easier now that I had four allies to back me up, but even then, it would probably be a tricky boss fight.


  If I couldn’t beat Holly with brute force, then I would need to be fast and nimble, able to dodge attacks better than I could. It would help me survive against her, because the first time I fought her, I died because I was weak and couldn’t dodge her attacks.


  So I dumped 15 Stat Points into Evasion, another 11 into HP to bring it up to a nice round number, and the remaining 10 into Defense. After I finished distributing my Stat Points, I looked at my character sheet again:


  Name: Kevin Jason, AKA Bolt


  Level: 22


  Class: Swordsman


  Affinity: Good


  Strength: 30


  Defense: 20


  Speed: 29


  Dexterity: 7


  Health: 40


  Evasion: 20


  Mana: 10


  Stamina: 20


  That looked good. The increase in Evasion would be especially helpful, if only because it would help me avoid attacks that I couldn’t tank.


  Dismissing my character sheet, I looked around at the others. It looked like Bait, Switch, and Mecha Knight were all still trying to figure out how to distribute their Stat Points, based on their focused stares and the way they swiped at screens I couldn’t see in the air. Okac was distracted by a fly buzzing around his head, which he was trying to catch with his hands, but every time he got close enough to grab it, it would zip out of reach and leave him looking frustrated but determined.


  Olga floated a few feet away, watching Okac with amusement. She even giggled when he accidentally tripped over his own feet and fell flat on his chest, a stunned look on his face before he shook his head and jumped back to his feet and resumed trying to catch the fly again.


  Seeing Olga amused reminded me of something I wanted to talk to her about. I waved at Olga, who looked at me and flew over to me with a puzzled look on her face.


  “Yes, Bolt?” said Olga, stopping a few feet away from me. “Is there something you wanted to discuss with me?”


  “Yeah,” I said, but then I glanced at Mecha Knight—who seemed absorbed in figuring out how to distribute his Stat Points—and said, “Let’s talk about it over here. It has to do with Okac.”


  I could tell based on Olga’s expression that she had been expecting me to ask her about this. And I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing.


  We retreated from the rest of the group a few yards down the slope until I was confident we were out of earshot. We stopped in front of a pile of rocks that looked like it had been standing here for centuries, though the age of those boulders was the last thing on my mind as I faced Olga, who sat down on top of one of the rocks with a resigned expression on her face.


  “Olga,” I said, keeping my voice low but audible, just to make sure it wouldn’t carry back up to the others, “back in the tunnels with the Lizard Warriors, I should have been a goner. Kerco was going to kill me—he should have killed me—but then Okac miraculously had a change of heart at the last minute and saved me, which turned the tide of the entire battle against the Lizard Warriors.”


  “I am aware of that,” said Olga without meeting my gaze, “I witnessed all of that just like you and the others—”


  “I’m not finished speaking,” I said. “I just find it very coincidental that Okac would betray his clan at the exact moment we needed him to. My luck is pretty good most of the time, but it isn’t that good, no way, no how.”


  Olga sighed. “What is your point?”


  “My point is that I don’t think Okac did that entirely of his own free will, to the extent that a computer program can have free will at all,” I said. I jerked a thumb over my shoulder up the slope toward Okac. “I think you made him do it. I just don’t know why.”


  Olga still didn’t meet my gaze, which would have convinced me she was human if I didn’t already know better. “I thought no one would notice, but … yes, I did take control of Okac and reprogrammed him so that he would turn against his clan and help you and your friends. Don’t worry, though. He isn’t going to betray you guys.”


  “Why?” I said.


  Olga looked up at me with a puzzled expression on her face. “Isn’t it obvious? I believe you humans are the only ones who can defeat Holly. If you had died back there, you would have been kicked out of the game for twelve hours, which would have been more than enough time for Holly to use Valerie to escape onto the Internet. I suppose your three friends would have remained, but I do not trust them as much as I trust you, so—”


  “Why didn’t you do this before?” I said. “I didn’t know you could reprogram NPCs to help us. How much control over VO do you really have?”


  “Is that why you seem so upset?” said Olga in confusion. “You are trying to figure out why I did not tell you I could do that?”


  “Yeah,” I said, nodding. “It would have made everything a whole lot easier if we knew you could do that from the start.”


  “My apologies,” said Olga. She flattened the folds of her robes. “I have a tendency not to divulge important information like that. It was a flaw Genius noticed when he built me and one he always chided me for. It doesn’t help that it has been decades since I last interacted with humans, so I forgot that you don’t automatically know all the same things I do.”


  I rubbed my forehead in frustration. “Okay, I get it, but that doesn’t explain why you didn’t do it earlier. Such as when we fought that Mother Tree Golem, for instance.”


  “I would have stepped in to stop it, but Aeolus was faster than me and took it out before I could do anything,” said Olga with a shrug. “I thought you might be able to survive the game without my direct intervention, but it seems I must have overestimated your competence.”


  I was pretty sure that Olga just called me incompetent, but I didn’t care. I just said, “Why don’t you just use your powers to program all enemies to help us? Or heck, why not hack us all up to whatever the maximum level is and give us a ton of Stat Points in the process?”


  “Because my powers to intervene are … limited,” said Olga. “Deliberately so, programmed by Genius himself. He did that to ensure I would not have complete and total control over the Vaultwork, because Genius, as a general rule, did not trust AIs.”


  I frowned. “What do you mean? Dad built a ton of AIs, like you, Freya, Valerie, even Holly. If he didn’t trust AIs, why would he give you guys so much control over so much of his technology?”


  “That has nothing to do with trust and everything to do with the fact that AI can be useful for completing certain tasks,” said Olga. “Besides, you saw how Freya was and how Holly is. Imagine what would happen if either of them had control over the Vaultwork … or even worse, the Internet. Genius believed that AI could be corrupted just as easily as any human, which is why he put limits on all of us, though some are more limited than others.”


  I nodded. “I see. So Dad limited how much you can directly affect the game world.”


  “Yes,” said Olga with a nod. “I can, to some extent, reprogram enemies, cure normally incurable status conditions, even alter the weather, but it’s not easy and it isn’t always guaranteed to work. The only true advantage I have here is that my avatar, unlike every other in-game character, cannot die. Otherwise, I am fairly useless.”


  “What about Holly?” I said. “Does she operate under any limits?”


  “Yes and no,” said Olga. “She doesn’t have access to the Vaultwork’s base code—we wouldn’t exist if she did—but she’s a virus who can cause and exploit glitches to further her own agenda. That is what makes her so dangerous and why she is so powerful.”


  “And still we don’t know how or why she came back,” I said. “Frustrating.”


  “Perhaps so,” said Olga, “but what matters more is stopping her before she uses Valerie to escape to the Internet. You may think she is a threat now, but just wait until she is on the world wide web. The chaos she will create will be unlike anything you’ve seen before. That much I can assure you of.”


  “I wish you couldn’t assure me of that,” I said. I shook my head. “Well, thanks for clearing that up for me. Let’s go and see if my friends are finished distributing their Stat Points yet.”


  I turned around and began walking up the incline again, with Olga fluttering by my side, her tiny wings working hard to keep her in the air. While I was glad that Olga had been honest with me, I half-wondered if there was anything else important she had forgotten to mention to me and whether it would come to bite us in the back at some point in the future. Granted, this particular instance of her not telling us this actually worked in our favor, but that didn’t mean that luck would always be on our side.


  Sooner or later, luck always ran out … and always when you needed it the most.




  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


   


  As it turned out, Mecha Knight, Bait, and Switch had indeed finished distributing their Stat Points by the time Olga and I returned to them. Switch had apparently poured almost all of her Stat Points into her Mana, with a few scattered in Defense and Evasion for good measure, while Bait put most of his into those two stats while dumping the remaining into Health. Mecha Knight did not say how he distributed his Stat Points, but I suspected he likely increased his Mana and Health because he looked healthier than he did before.


  Regardless, with our party now ready to go forward, we decided to make our way to our next and final destination: The Tower of the Cursed, which, according to my World Map, was located on the other side of the Tall Mountains.


  Luckily for us, Okac pulled through yet again. He took us down through the tunnels again, this time showing us a secret pathway to the other side of the Mountains that was quicker, easier, and safer than having to climb those darn things. He said it was the path that the Lizard Warriors had used to get from the Tower of the Cursed to the village of Height, so he knew it like the back of his hand.


  In less than an hour, we emerged from the tunnels of the Tall Mountains yet again, this time on the other side of the mountain range. Unlike before, however, I almost wished we hadn’t, because as soon as we emerged out of the tunnel and into the light, the sight which greeted us was terrifying.


  A massive tower rose from the earth, like the claw of some demon burrowing out of hell. It was completely black and gray, its surface pitted with scars and cracks from the ages. Hot fires were visible within some of the windows, while large flying creatures—too far away for me to make out in any detail—wheeled through the air above it. They looked kind of like vultures, but like I said, they were too far away for me to make out in any great detail.


  The sky itself was pitch black. It didn’t look like the night sky in the country, but literal blackness, as if a portion of the sky had simply been deleted. The ground around the tower was bare and cracked, with a few dead trees and bushes scattered here and there. It was also eerily quiet. We probably would have been able to hear a pin dropped from the very top of the tower.


  “There it is,” said Olga, pointing at the massive tower in the distance. “The Tower of the Cursed.”


  “It’s so ugly,” said Switch, wrinkling her nose and staring at the Tower with obvious distaste. “Clearly, this Holly lady doesn’t have very good tastes in architecture.”


  “That’s because it’s a glitch,” said Mecha Knight.


  I looked up at Mecha Knight. “A glitch? What are you talking about?”


  Mecha Knight gestured at the blackness in the sky. “Do you see that blackness? That’s a result of Holly’s infection, which has deleted a portion of the sky and rotted everything around it.”


  “Mecha Knight is right,” said Olga. “While the Tower of the Cursed was never meant to look pretty, it didn’t look this bad until Holly took control of it not too long ago. And I fear that it is much worse on the inside, where Holly dwells.”


  “Are you sure we should head there?” said Bait, looking at the Tower nervously. “If it’s as glitchy as you say, could it hurt us if we get too close?”


  “I think you will be safe,” said Olga, “though I cannot be entirely sure. Most of Holly’s glitches are merely altering or obscuring graphics. I don’t think she has gotten to the point where she can literally infect players and NPCs, though I would caution safety just the same.”


  “It’s not like we have much of a choice either way,” I said. I drew the Feather Blade and rested it on my shoulder. “Somewhere in that Tower, Valerie is being held prisoner. The whole reason we came this far was to save Val. The rest of you can go home if you want, but I’m going to the Tower regardless of who is with me.”


  “I, too, plan to keep going forward,” said Mecha Knight softly. “Like Bolt, I came here to kill Holly, and I won’t log out until I do. This is our last chance to stop her.”


  “You’re right,” said Bait. He gulped and readjusted his Feather Shield strapped to his back. “We said we’d help you and we always keep our word, right, sis?”


  “I suppose,” said Switch somewhat grudgingly. She looked like she was afraid of the Tower. “Let’s just get this over with. The sooner we save Valerie, the sooner we can go home.”


  “Okac will also travel with you,” said Okac, raising his sword like a knight about to charge into battle. “Okac owe life debt to Master Bolt and won’t give up until Master Bolt says so.”


  I smiled at that, but at the same time, I wasn’t sure if that was Okac actually speaking or if Olga was making him say that. Olga’s strange facial expression didn’t help. She simply looked determined to help us save Valerie, which I appreciated, regardless of my reservations about her.


  “Okay, guys,” I said. “Now that we’re all ready, let’s do this.”


  -


  I expected to fight a lot of enemies on our way across the plain between the Tall Mountains and the Tower of the Cursed. After all, we were practically in Holly’s backyard at this point. I expected Holly to throw everything she had against us, the highest level minions with the most powerful attacks and equipment that she could find. Heck, I even expected her to send a few boss monsters because we were so close to her Tower by now that there was no way she would risk us messing up her plans now.


  Yet the journey to the Tower was surprisingly uneventful. The most exciting thing to happen was whenever Okac stumbled upon hidden coins every now and then, which he would then give to me. Apparently, Lizard Warriors had an Ability called ‘Good Luck’ that increased their chances of stumbling upon hidden coins and items in the ground. Unfortunately, Okac’s Ability wasn’t at a very high level yet, so he didn’t find anything particularly interesting or rare.


  As we got closer to the Tower, the fewer items Okac found, and that had an easy explanation: We were getting closer to the source of the virus infecting the game. The ground underneath our feet began to flicker and glitch. Sometimes it was dry, hard-packed earth; sometimes it was waist high grass, still wet with morning dew; other times it was an ankle-deep pond that we had to trudge through, and still other times it would become slick ice or dusty sand. Oddly enough, the constant change in appearance did nothing to slow us down or even affect our movements. It really did appear to be cosmetic, though that didn’t stop the constant changes in appearance from feeling disorienting.


  When we got to the front gates of the Tower, we found that they were closed and locked shut, yet there did not appear to be any guards on duty. We looked up at the walls and the guard towers on either side, but as far as we could tell, no one was here.


  “Weird,” said Bait, who was holding his Feather Shield before him defensively. “No gatekeepers?”


  “I bet they’re afraid of us,” said Switch with a smirk. “Probably heard about how we defeated those lizard idiots back in the Tall Mountains and became afraid of us as a result.”


  “Afraid? Of you?” said a harsh feminine voice above. “You outworlders say the silliest things. It is a wonder that anyone fears you.”


  A figure materialized on top of the gates before us. She was a tall, thin woman in a tight-fitting black dress who would have looked gorgeous if not for the constant scowl she wore on her scarred face. Her witch’s hat was tipped to the side, while her hands were on her hips, the rings glowing brightly as she looked down upon us.


  “Holly,” I said. I held my sword before me with both hands.


  “That’s her?” said Bait, staring up at Holly in disbelief. “She’s hot.”


  “She doesn’t look that good,” said Switch crossly. “That outfit of hers is so ridiculous.”


  Holly chuckled. “You’re one to talk, girl. That potato sack dress of yours really fits your earthy personality.”


  Switch glared at Holly so much that I thought she was going to unlock a new Ability called Laser Death Beams and kill her here and now. “You’re just a stupid virus. What do you know about fashion?”


  “More than you, apparently,” said Holly with a smirk. Her eyes shifted over to Mecha Knight and her scowl became even more pronounced. “Mecha Knight. I see you are working with these brats. My, how the mighty have fallen.”


  “Holly,” said Mecha Knight without looking even remotely upset by her put down. “For the longest time, I believed you were dead. But it is now clear to me that the only way we can ensure your complete and total deletion is to destroy the Vaultwork itself.”


  “How ambitious,” said Holly with a chuckle. “You do realize how big the Vaultwork is, don’t you? Ambition is fine to have, but I think you are overestimating your own abilities quite a bit.”


  “It doesn’t matter how big the Vaultwork is,” said Mecha Knight. “It never should have been created. You never should have been created. And I will do whatever is necessary to ensure that you stay deleted this time.”


  “And I’ll do whatever is necessary to save Valerie from you,” I said. I pointed my sword up at Holly. “Where is she, Holly? Where is Val?”


  Holly folded her arms in front of her chest. “She’s back in the Tower, where she cannot escape. But I wouldn’t bother trying to save her, if I were you. She’s on death’s door even as we speak.”


  “No way,” I said. “You’re lying.”


  “Why would I lie about something so important?” said Holly, again with a smirk. “I may be a virus that hates you humans, but I am also quite generous to my enemies. If you four log out now, then I will leave you alone when I escape the Internet. But if you stay and continue to insist on fighting me, then you will be logged out the hard way.”


  “We don’t want your ‘generosity,’” I snapped. “We want Val. And where are your minions, anyway? Or are you the only protection this place has?”


  Holly smirked. “I don’t need more protection when I am strong enough to defend my Tower all on my own. But very well. I knew you wouldn’t accept my offer, but I thought I would make it anyway. That way, I can tell Valerie that you died because of your own gross stupidity.”


  “We’re not going to die,” I said. “You, on the other hand, are.”


  “Oh?” said Holly. “And how do you intend to kill me? You’re so low-leveled that your threats would be funny if they weren’t so depressing.”


  “We’ll figure something out,” I said. “Between the six of us, we should be able to take you down no problem. Now, are you going to come down and fight us yourself or are we going to have to climb up there and kill you ourselves?”


  Holly chuckled. “As if I am going to waste my precious time playing with you. That’s what minions are for, after all.”


  Holly suddenly clapped her hands. “Reginald, dear! Take out this trash.”


  I had no idea who ‘Reginald’ was until I heard a deep growl come from behind the main Tower. It sounded like the rumbling of an earthquake, but before any of us could react, something huge flew out from behind the Tower, rising high into the air as it roared in anger.


  It was a dragon. And it was coming for us.




  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


   


  The massive dragon did a complete circuit around the Tower of the Cursed before flying down toward Holly. It landed with a crunch on the walls, causing the walls to crack underneath its weight, but the walls somehow held nonetheless. That was when I got a good look at the dragon itself.


  Like I already said, it was huge, easily big enough for all six of us to ride on its back and still have plenty of room to stretch our legs. It looked kind of like a fusion between a Chinese dragon and your stereotypical European fantasy dragon. Its body was long and serpentine, while its wings and limbs were thick and strong. Jagged, razor-like teeth gleamed from within its long maw, while blue smoke rose from its nostrils in regular puffs.


  I instinctively Scanned the dragon:


  Name: Reginald


  Level: 500


  Class: Boss/Dark Dragon


  Affinity: Evil


  Health: 1,000/1,000


  Weakness: Light


  Spoken of only in Keorian legend, few people have ever seen a Dark Dragon and even fewer have lived to tell the tale. As a result, little is known for sure about their strength and capabilities, which is why the standard advice given to all would-be Dark Dragon hunters is to kill themselves because it will save them a lot of time and be less painful than if they cross the path of a Dark Dragon.


  My eyes widened in shock as I read that. “Uh oh.”


  Holly smirked. She ran a finger down the side of Reginald’s face, which seemed to please the Dark Dragon because it practically purred under her touch. “Interesting, isn’t it, how you humans are so scared of big lizards like Reginald here? Makes me wonder just how much of that bluster was real.”


  “Bolt,” said Bait under his breath, causing me to glance at him. He looked just as freaked out as me. “We can’t beat that thing. Even if we all work together, it’s too big and powerful for us to defeat.”


  “Bait has a point,” said Mecha Knight, also in a low voice. Unlike Bait, he did not look freaked out, though he did look slightly worried. “I have some Light spells on hand, but I’m better at crafting items and equipment than I am in using combat magic.”


  “I don’t even have any Light spells,” said Switch. “Does Fire count?”


  “Probably not,” I said without taking my eyes off of Reginald, “but it’s not like we have much of a choice here. If we try to retreat, Reginald will probably chase us, which would put us on the defense. We need to take the offense. It’s the only way we will have any chance of winning.”


  “What’s the matter?” asked Holly mockingly. “I thought you said you were going to beat me, yet it looks to me like you are all trying to figure out how to run away. You know, you can still log out now if you want. It’s not too late to take back your stupid words and make the right choice.”


  I scowled, but I didn’t say anything just yet. Holly was clearly taking a lot of joy in mocking us, more joy than a virus should have to be frank. A part of me said it was better for Holly to be out here, mocking us, rather than inside the Tower torturing Valerie, but unless Holly actually came down to fight us, it was only delaying the inevitable.


  “No response?” said Holly. “Oh, well. I have important business to attend to, business which doesn’t concern any of you.” She slapped Reginald on the nose. “Reggy, dear, please keep the outworlders busy while I finish my business. Don’t spare any of them.”


  Reginald made a deep growling noise and nodded slightly to show that it understood.


  “Good boy,” said Holly. She looked down at us with malicious glee on her features. “Goodbye, outworlders! I hope you have fun with Reggy. He likes to play rough, but you look strong enough to handle him. Ta ta!”


  Holly snapped her fingers and disappeared into nothingness. As soon as Holly vanished, Reginald spread his wings as wide as an airplane and then shot into the sky. He flew up high and then immediately nose-dived toward us, roaring all the while.


  All six of us scattered, just barely avoiding his claws as they swiped at us. Looking up, I saw Reginald heading back into the empty blackness of the sky again, ready to turn around and dive bomb us again.


  “Mecha Knight, Switch!” I yelled. “Shoot him with whatever spells you got! And Bait, distract him as much as you can so I can get him from behind!”


  Thankfully, Mecha Knight and Switch immediately began firing spells into the air. All of them hit Reginald in the side, but they only shaved off a few points of Health each.


  That was enough, however, for Reginald to notice them. The Dark Dragon glared down at them, but then Bait activated his Call of War and Reginald immediately shifted its focus onto him, even as Mecha Knight and Switch continued to pelt it with light and fire spells.


  Reginald swooped toward Bait and landed in front of him, its crash shaking the ground. Reginald swiped at Bait with one of its claws, but Bait evaded it easily, jumping outside of its reach while still holding his Feather Shield in front of him.


  Seeing my chance, I rushed up to one of Reginald’s hind legs and slashed at his thigh. The Feather Blade took off a few points of Health, just barely scratching the surface of its scales, but I kept striking at it anyway, chaining each blow into a larger combo that did more and more damage with every blow.


  Suddenly, Reginald kicked out with its leg, the blow knocking me backward off my feet. I hit the ground hard and saw my Health drop to half in less than a second, which made me realize just how powerful Reginald was if a simple, undirected attack like that could take so much Health off me.


  Just as suddenly, a green aura flashed around me and I saw my HP rise back up to full.


  “What the—?” I said, but then I heard Switch shout, “Get off your butt and keep attacking that dragon before I regret healing you!”


  Nodding, I scrambled back to my feet just as Reginald suddenly took off into the air again. The wind from the Dark Dragon’s take off nearly bowled me and Bait over, but I managed to regain my balance in time to see Reginald flying away well outside of my reach.


  “Hey, where’s it going?” said Switch, who stood well away from Bait and I. “It’s not running away already, is it? Not that I would blame it, of course, because I am rather terrifying—”


  “It going to burn us!” Okac suddenly shouted.


  Okac was right. Reginald twisted and turned in the air and swooped down toward us. As it drew closer, black flame began building up in its mouth and then it unleashed a continuous stream of black fire directly toward us.


  It came too fast for me to dodge, but Bait got in front of me and raised his shield. A blue energy barrier suddenly appeared around us, and not even a second later, the flames struck, wrapping around the barrier like a snake. Though the flames hit hard and fast, the barrier held, although I could see sweat breaking out on Bait’s forehead as he attempted to keep the barrier up. It occurred to me that Bait likely didn’t have enough Mana to withstand such a powerful attack for very long and that sooner or later the barrier would break and we’d both die.


  Just as it became clear that the barrier was about to break, Reginald closed his mouth and soared above us, going back up into the sky for another round. Bait dropped the barrier and fell onto his knees, clinging to his Feather Shield and breathing hard, sweat running down his face in rivulets.


  “Whoa, man, are you okay?” I said, looking down at Bait in concern.


  “Barely,” said Bait. He coughed. “Flame tore through my Mana and Stamina like a lawnmower. Can barely stand.”


  I looked over my shoulder. Reginald was flying away, but I knew he would make another turn and come back for more soon. Yet we had barely dented his HP and it didn’t seem like any of us were strong enough to take him down, even if we all worked together as one. And without Bait’s shield, I knew we would not be able to survive another attack like that.


  I looked over at Olga, who had somehow managed to avoid Reginald’s attacks so far. “Olga, can you hack Reginald and make him into a friend? Or at least make him go away?”


  Olga shook her head. “No. I tried, but Holly has his AI locked down. He will only respond to her orders.”


  I cursed under my breath, but then looked over at Mecha Knight and said, “Mecha Knight, you’re the strongest. What can you do against him?”


  “Light spells are the only thing I have that could possibly hurt him,” Mecha Knight replied. He waved his staff. “And as you say, even my attacks don’t do much against him. And I don’t think it’s just because Reginald is a very high-level monster, either. I believe Holly artificially increased his strength through glitches.”


  I scowled. “Wouldn’t put it past her, but—”


  “He’s coming back!” Switch suddenly shouted.


  Switch was right. Reginald made one circuit around the Tower and then shot toward us again. I could see the black flames building up in his mouth, so I shouted, “Everyone separate! Now!”


  The party instantly scattered, with everyone going in different directions. I was about to head closer to the walls myself when I heard Bait say, “Help!”


  I looked over my shoulder and saw Bait trying—and failing—to rise to his feet. That was when I remembered him saying that his Stamina was out, which meant that his movement was very limited. Even worse, Reginald was still flying directly toward him.


  Cursing myself for forgetting him, I nonetheless darted back to Bait and put his arm over my shoulder. Helping him to his feet, I tried to lead Bait toward the walls as fast as I could, but helping Bait severely slowed my movement down, not helped by the fact that Bait could barely stand on his own. His Feather Shield also weighed a good deal more than I expected.


  As a result, we didn’t get very far before I heard a roar and looked up just in time to see Reginald’s column of black flame rushing toward us like a lightning bolt. This time, there was no way to dodge or block the attack.


  All Bait and I could do was stare at the massive black flame as it shot through the air toward us, both of us knowing that our time had come to an end.




  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


   


  “Master Bolt!” Okac cried suddenly. “Okac will save you and shield friend!”


  Okac suddenly rushed out of nowhere and slammed into Bait and me hard enough to send us flying. My HP dropped a few points when we hit the ground, but I didn’t have time to look at it closely before Bait and I hit the ground and rolled a few times until we came to a stop flat on our backs.


  Gasping for breath, I shook my head and sat up. I looked toward Okac, desperately trying to find him, and I did:


  He was lying flat on his belly right in the spot where Bait and I had been standing just moments before. And Reginald’s black flames were still coming straight toward him.


  Okac managed to give me one last, toothy, lizard smile before the black flames washed over him like a wave. He didn’t even scream as the fire covered his whole body and the area several feet around him. I couldn’t even see his form in the black flames, which covered his body like a storm cloud.


  The flames seemed to last an eternity before Reginald cut off his attack and flew back up into the sky, but I didn’t look at the Dark Dragon. My eyes were locked on the blackened, smoking husk of Okac’s body. His armor was blackened and charred, while his skin had been burned away completely, revealing his unmoving skeleton, though even the bones of his skeleton had been blackened from the fire’s sheer heat.


  A notification popped up in the corner of my vision just then:


  Party member Okac the Lizard Warrior has died! Respawn time: N/A. NPCs do not respawn.


  I read that last sentence again. NPCs do not respawn … that meant Okac was gone forever. Despite being a piece of data, he had just given his own life to save mine and Bait’s. He didn’t need to do that, but he did it anyway. And with a smile on his face, too.


  “Bolt!” said Switch suddenly, her voice loud. “What are you two doing? That stupid dragon is going to be back any second now!”


  Shaking my head, I looked up to see Switch, Mecha Knight, and Olga running toward us. All three of them looked unharmed, though they also wore extremely worried looks on their faces as if concerned about our health.


  “Are you two okay?” said Mecha Knight as the three of them stopped before us. “Did Reginald’s flames harm either of you?”


  I shook my head. “No, we’re fine. But Okac—”


  “We saw the notification,” said Switch, glancing over her shoulder at Okac’s burned corpse. “That was rather unexpected, but useful because if he hadn’t done that, Reginald’s attack probably would have killed both of you.”


  “It is interesting,” said Mecha Knight. “I did not know an NPC could sacrifice themselves for a player like that. I suppose I’m still learning new things about this game all the time.”


  I nodded and looked at Olga. I half-expected to see a guilty expression on her face, but she looked just as confused as everyone else. Was that a sign that she hadn’t manipulated Okac into giving up his own life? If so, then that meant he did it entirely of his free will … well, whatever free will a computer program had, anyway.


  “Maybe that’s a hidden game mechanic or something,” said Bait. “Makes sense. If an NPC joins your party, maybe it’s programmed to give up its life if a player character is about to die.”


  “Who cares?” said Switch. She pointed at the Tower. “Reginald is still here and he’s about to come back for more.”


  Snapping out of my thoughts, I looked back at the Tower. Reginald was flying around the top of the Tower, roaring and shooting flame from its mouth in triumph. It occurred to me that Reginald was celebrating the fact that it had killed Okac. I wasn’t sure why it wasn’t going in for the kill, given how defenseless we were, but maybe Reginald was programmed to celebrate killing enemy characters or maybe it was just so arrogant that it thought it had all the time in the world to kill us.


  Either way, I knew we didn’t have much time to figure out a plan. It was hard to think, though, because anger rose in me as I glared up at Reginald, anger at how it had killed Okac and at the knowledge that I was too weak to stop it.


  But I couldn’t dwell on my anger forever. I needed to find a way to kill Reginald, not just to avenge Okac, but also so we could get access to Holly. So long as Reginald was still here, we could never enter the Tower itself.


  As long as Reginald was still here … suddenly, an idea clicked in my head. It was wild, crazy, and would probably get me killed, but it was also the only plan we had.


  I looked at Mecha Knight and Switch. “Mecha Knight, Switch, I need you two to distract Reginald. Hit him with your toughest spells and try to get him onto the ground.”


  “Why?” said Switch, glancing up at the Dark Dragon in fear. “So it can eat us more easily?”


  “You’ll see why soon enough,” I said. “Once he gets close enough, I need you two to start shooting at him with everything you got. Okay?”


  “Certainly,” said Mecha Knight without even a hint of worry. “Come on, Switch. We need to get ourselves in position.”


  Mecha Knight ran toward the gates, with Switch following closely behind, muttering under her breath all the while about how this was suicidal. I stopped paying attention to her, however, and turned to look at Bait.


  “Bait, how is your Stamina?” I said. “Has it recovered yet?”


  “It’s half-full now,” said Bait. He looked less tired and was standing on his own now, though I noticed he still leaned on his shield for support. “Why?”


  “Because I’m going to need your help to pull this off,” I said. “But if you aren’t in any condition to help—”


  “Don’t worry,” said Bait. He hefted his Feather Shield before him and smiled. “I can tell you’ve got a plan. Don’t know what it is, but I’m game for whatever you’ve come up with.”


  I nodded. “Good. Just be ready to use your Shield, because I think we’re going to need to use it.” I glanced at Olga. “As for you, I need you to stick by me, because if this plan works, I’m going to need your help.”


  Olga opened her mouth to respond, but then a loud roar pierced the air and the three of us looked up to see Reginald soaring down toward us. Only it wasn’t actually flying toward us, but rather Mecha Knight and Switch, who were rushing toward the gates. It opened its mouth to unleash a fiery stream of destruction, but Mecha Knight shot a ball of light into its open mouth, which did quite a bit of damage, knocking down the dragon’s Health by about a quarter.


  But the attack didn’t even slow Reginald down. The Dark Dragon crashed into the ground, narrowly missing Mecha Knight and Switch. It swiped a claw at the two, but Mecha Knight teleported the two of them just outside of its reach and then they separated, peppering Reginald with spells from both sides. Reginald looked this way and that, trying to decide who to go after first.


  “It’s go-time,” I said. “Come on!”


  Bait, Olga, and I rushed toward Reginald as fast as we could. Reginald still didn’t notice us, which was good, because as long as it didn’t notice—


  Suddenly, Reginald whirled around to face us. Its eyes narrowed and a deep growl emitted from its throat like it knew it had been tricked. It opened its mouth, likely to unleash another blast of fire at us, so I shouted, “Bait, separate and use Call of War!”


  Bait didn’t even hesitate. He rushed off to the side, while at the same time letting loose the loudest and craziest war cry I had ever heard in my life. Luckily for us, it worked, causing Reginald to rotate his head toward Bait, completely ignoring Olga and I as we ran toward it.


  With a yell, I activated the Feather Sword’s special Ability, Float, and leaped into the air toward Reginald. Float allowed me to fly, but only for five seconds, so I had to make this count.


  And luckily, I did, flying over Reginald’s head and landing on its scaly back. Unfortunately, my landing wasn’t exactly smooth and I nearly fell off, but I managed to grab onto a protruding scale just in the nick of time and pull myself back onto its back.


  Panting and sweating, I nonetheless felt grateful my plan had worked so far.


  “Wow, Bolt,” said Olga, who had made the jump with me. She was looking around at Reginald’s large back with a mixture of alarm and curiosity. “I didn’t think you would make the jump. What’s the plan now?”


  “Look for a weak point to exploit,” I replied. “At least, that’s what I’m going to look for. If I can find a weak point, I might be able to kill this thing in one hit.”


  I activated Scan and began looking all over Reginald’s back for a weak point I could exploit. It took me a while, but eventually, I spotted a loose scale not too far from where I lay. As soon as I did, a notification popped up in the corner of my vision:


  Ability Level Up! Scan is now Level 3. Now you can see previously hidden weak points on enemy characters.


  I dismissed that notification and pointed at the loose scale. “There’s a weak point under that scale. Can you remove it?”


  Olga flew over to the loose scale and waved her wand at it. With a snap, the scale broke off and went flying off in a random direction, revealing an exposed bit of soft flesh that I could easily stab with the Feather Sword.


  “Good job, Olga,” I said, giving her the thumbs up. “Now, I just need to—”


  I was interrupted by the sound of wings flapping and realized at the last second that Reginald was preparing to take off.


  Before I could do anything, Reginald shot into the air like a bullet. I held on fiercely to my scale, the wind rushing through my hair and drying out my eyes as I clung for dear life onto Reginald’s back. As for Olga, she went flying off from the sudden takeoff, screaming loudly. I reached out to grab her, but she flew by my hand too fast and soon she was gone, disappearing somewhere into the air behind me as Reginald flew higher and higher into the air.


  Looking over my shoulder, I wish I hadn’t, because now I could see the ground below us, which looked smaller and smaller the higher up we flew. The ground was still constantly glitching, too, which allowed me to see it change from ice to water to mud and back again at random. I also caught a glimpse of my party staring up at Reginald in shock, at least until Reginald made a sharp turn to the right, nearly throwing me off, though thankfully my grip was strong enough to keep me from going anywhere.


  But I knew it was only a matter of time before Reginald threw me off his back. This might have been a video game, but I knew that if I fell from this height, I would probably instantly die upon hitting the ground. Therefore, I needed to kill Reginald as fast as I could, and the only way to do that was to stab his weak point.


  Bracing myself, I crawled across Reginald’s back slowly but surely, until I finally reached the exposed bit of flesh that was his weak point. I had to get up on my knees to be able to stab it, but once I was in place, I gripped the Feather Blade with both hands, raised it above my head, and stabbed it directly into Reginald’s weak point.




  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


   


  The Feather Blade plunged deeply into Reginald’s weak point. Then Reginald himself roared in pain, and out of the corner of my eye, Scan showed me that I had managed a Critical Hit, which, combined with my Strength and the Strength bonuses from the Feather Blade itself, was enough to tear through the rest of Reginald’s Health, dropping it to exactly zero in an instant.


  That should have filled me with joy, but instead, terror filled me when Reginald fell like a rock toward the ground below. The sudden drop caused me to go flying up off of Reginald’s back, barely able to control myself as Reginald’s corpse plunged to the earth below.


  There was no way I would survive this fall, even if I used Reginald’s corpse for a cushion. And, though I was proud of killing him, my real target was Holly, so I needed to survive long enough to kill her.


  With a grunt, I activated Float again, this time aiming for the roof of the Tower of the Cursed, which was surprisingly close by. I soared through the air on nothing but my boots, trying to generate enough momentum to reach the Tower’s flat roof.


  Despite the momentum I had gotten from the fall, however, I wasn’t sure I was going to make it. Desperate, I reached out with a hand just as I ran out of Mana. I immediately plunged, only for my outstretched hand to grab the edge of the roof of the Tower, making me come to an abrupt halt. Gasping for breath and sweating all over, I pulled myself up and over the edge, until I found myself sitting on the roof itself.


  Wiping the sweat off my brow, I peered over the edge of the roof. Reginald’s corpse had crashed into one of the Tower’s outer walls, smashing through it outright and leaving a hole big enough for an army to march through. Its corpse lay on the ground, limbs twisted and wings broken, weird green blood leaking out of its weak point.


  That was when I noticed a notification had appeared in my vision:


  A boss monster (Reginald the Dark Dragon) has been defeated! 5,000 EXP goes to the slayer of the boss!


  Followed by another notification just for me:


  Level up +8! You are now Level 30!


  +24 Stat Points!


  My jaw dropped when I saw how fast I had leveled up and how many Stat Points I’d gotten. I knew Reginald was an absurdly powerful boss, but I didn’t think I would get that many levels. Not that I was complaining, mind you, but it was still surprising to see it happen so fast.


  “Whoa,” I said, sitting back away from the edge. “This was—”


  I suddenly heard a small ping in my ears. It took me a moment to realize that the ping meant I had gotten a message in my inbox. It was a message sent from Mecha Knight through the team chat and it read:


  Mecha Knight: Bolt, are you okay? Everyone saw you fall onto the roof of the Tower when Reginald fell. Can you still walk?


  I quickly typed out a message:


  Me: Yeah, I’m fine. More than fine, actually, because I got all of that experience for killing Reginald and leveled up quite a bit. What about you guys?


  Mecha Knight: Everyone is safe down here. With Reginald out of the way, it seems like we can enter the Tower unless Holly happens to have another trick up her sleeve.


  Me: No, I don’t think so. Reginald was probably her weapon of last resort. At least, I can’t see her having another ungodly powerful dragon lying around, anyway.


  Mecha Knight: Even so, it never hurts to be careful when dealing with Holly. We are planning to enter the Tower. Do you want to wait for us or do you want to head into the Tower and meet us somewhere in the middle?


  I paused before I answered. If I was on the roof of the Tower, then that meant I was likely close to Holly’s personal chambers. I didn’t know where Holly was, exactly, but if she was like any other video game boss I knew, she had probably set up her base in the highest room of the Tower. That meant that if I went down now, I would have to face Holly alone.


  That thought filled me with dread because I remembered all too well what happened the last time I fought Holly. It had been a complete and utter curb stomp on her part. I’d gotten a lot stronger since then, but I still wasn’t sure I would be able to beat Holly by myself, especially if she decided to exploit the game’s glitches to give herself an unfair advantage, which was almost assured by this point.


  On one hand, we had no idea how close Holly was to escaping onto the Internet. If I waited for Mecha Knight and the others to show up, that might give Holly enough time to reach the Internet. Plus, my friends would probably run into a lot of obstacles on their way up here. Holly might not have had another Dark Dragon on hand, but she surely had packed the rest of the floors on the Tower with minions, powerful minions that my friends would take a while to defeat. On the other hand, if I went down now, it was possible I could hold her off until the others arrived to provide backup, potentially even taking Holly by surprise or at least forcing her to fight on two fronts, which might be difficult even for her to handle.


  So I typed this message to Mecha Knight:


  Me: You guys go ahead. I’m going to find a way into the Tower and try to take on Holly. At least, I’ll spy on her and see how she’s treating Valerie if nothing else.


  Mecha Knight: Very well. We will try to get up to the top floor of the Tower as quickly as possible. I would have teleported us up there to join you, but my Teleportation spell doesn’t go that high up.


  Me: No problem. See you soon.


  I closed the group chat and stood up. I could immediately head into the Tower, but I decided to distribute my newly-attained Stat Points first. It wouldn’t take me long to do and I would be better prepared to take on Holly.


  Pulling up my character sheet, I glanced at my current stats:


  Name: Kevin Jason, AKA Bolt


  Level: 30


  Class: Swordsman


  Affinity: Good


  Strength: 30


  Defense: 20


  Speed: 29


  Dexterity: 7


  Health: 40


  Evasion: 20


  Mana: 10


  Stamina: 20


  I had 24 Stat Points to distribute. I thought about my last fight with Holly and realized that the main reason I died was because of a lack of Evasion. My Evasion was pretty high already, but I wanted to make it higher so I could avoid her tendrils if she tried to kill me that way again. It would probably make sense to add some to Health, Defense, and Strength as well because all those stats would be useful for dealing with her.


  So I dumped 10 Points into Evasion, 5 into Strength and Defense equally, 5 into Health, and the remaining 4 into Speed. Now my spread looked like this:


  Name: Kevin Jason, AKA Bolt


  Level: 30


  Class: Swordsman


  Affinity: Good


  Strength: 35


  Defense: 25


  Speed: 33


  Dexterity: 7


  Health: 45


  Evasion: 30


  Mana: 10


  Stamina: 20


  There. That looked pretty good. My Mana and Dexterity weren’t high, but I figured that wouldn’t matter.


  That was when I noticed another notification that had apparently popped up after I killed Reginald:


  You are now Level 30! You can now wield the Cannibal Sword to its fullest extent! All Cannibal Sword Abilities and stat bonuses now unlocked!


  Oh, yeah. I had forgotten about the Cannibal Sword, which I still carried in my inventory. I pulled up my inventory screen and clicked on the Cannibal Sword’s icon, pulling up its page:


  Cannibal Sword


  Status: Unique, Rare


  +20 to Strength


  +30 to Speed


  +0.5 damage added to critical hits


  25% increase chance in landing critical hits


  Description: Originally wielded by the thunder god Arlos, the Cannibal Sword is a legendary blade feared and admired in equal measure by Swordsmen all over the world. Capable of shattering all but the strongest of blades, the Cannibal Sword is a dangerous weapon to be wielded only by the most experienced swordsmen.


  Ability: Shatter. Instantly destroys any sword upon contact. Status: Passive.


  Ability: Steal. Steals stat buffs from destroyed enemy weapons, which lasts for the duration of the battle only. Status: Passive.


  Huh. Both of those Abilities seemed okay, though I wasn’t sure how useful they would be against Holly, who didn’t wield swords as far as I know. But I would equip the Cannibal Sword anyway just for the stat bonuses alone. That would make me lightning fast and hit harder than a train.


  So I put the Feather Blade into my inventory and equipped the Cannibal Sword. The Cannibal Sword appeared in my hands instantly. It was heavier than the Feather Blade but also felt stronger and sharper. I swung it experimentally a couple of times before lowering the sword at my side, satisfied with how it felt in my hands.


  With all of that out of the way, it was now time for me to face Holly. I had no idea what she was going to be like or what I was going to face, but I knew that it was now or never. If I didn’t stop Holly now, I never would.




  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


   


  It was surprisingly easy to find an entrance from the roof of the Tower to the interior. There was a simple stone door in the center of the roof which popped open as easily as a bottle of soda, revealing an ancient stone staircase spiraling down into the darkness below. The deep, intense darkness made me nervous, but I didn’t hesitate. With the Cannibal Sword at my side, I walked down the stairs into the Tower itself.


  Walking down the dark stairs, I was reminded of the stairs that led down into Vault F. The stairway down which I walked looked almost exactly like Vault F’s stairway, which made me wonder if Dad had based this area off of Vault F somehow. Perhaps it was just a coincidence, though I didn’t think so.


  In any case, I couldn’t help but be amazed when I remembered that this was just a game or that I hadn’t even been in here for even one day. It sure seemed like I’d been in here for a week, but I knew I had not. It was yet another testament to Dad’s talent and skill as an inventor. Perhaps Dad couldn’t rip building out of their foundations or fly around in the sky of his own will, but he certainly could build things that most other people only ever dreamed of.


  Soon, I reached the bottom of the stairs, where I found another stone door identical to the one I had just entered. This time, I actually did hesitate, listening closely for any sounds on the other side of the door before I entered. Yet I heard nothing, not even the faintest whisper of the wind, which sent chills up my spine. It either meant that Holly and Valerie weren’t actually here or that they were being silent. There was only one way to find out.


  Taking a deep breath, I pulled the door opened and stepped into the chamber on the other side. I was stunned by what I saw.


  I expected to find myself standing in a generic stone chamber, with the floor covered in thick, plush carpeting and flaming red torches burning in sconces on the walls. I thought I would find Holly reclining in a throne, with her legs crossed and a trembling, wounded Valerie lying at her feet.


  Instead, I found myself in … I wasn’t sure what this was, to be honest.


  The world around me looked glitched. That was the only way to describe it. A tiny creek flowed in front of me into a patch of dry sand, which did not seem to be getting wet from the water at all. Another part of the floor looked like a thick layer of snow, yet with bizarre, jagged lines carved into it. The ‘room’ did not even seem to have walls. It just endlessly extended in either direction for as far as the eye could see, making me wonder for a moment if I was even still inside the Tower at all.


  In terms of scent, the place had no distinctive aroma at all. It was completely and totally scentless, which was a bit disturbing after dealing with the realism of the game for so long. I half-wondered if my nose was not working anymore but then realized that this room, in particular, seemed to be more glitched than the rest of the game. No doubt that was due to Holly’s corrupting influence.


  But that just raised a good question: Where was Holly? The room—to the extent it could be called a ‘room’ at all—was empty of life in general. As far as I could tell, I was the only person here. Had I been wrong to assume Holly was here? What if she abandoned the Tower and took Valerie with her when she realized that Reginald was dead? Or maybe they left long before that just in case Reginald failed to stop us. If so, then it meant we came all this way for nothing.


  Another possibility occurred to me: Holly had already succeeded in using Valerie to enter the Internet, but for some reason, I doubted that. I had a feeling I would know if Holly had managed to escape the Vaultwork. If Holly was as integral to the Vaultwork as Mecha Knight said she was, then everyone should know if she escaped or not.


  “Holly!” I shouted. “Show yourself, you ugly, useless virus!”


  “Ugly and useless?” came Holly’s voice, which seemed to be coming from everywhere at once. “Can’t you humans possibly think of better banter? But very well. You worked so hard to get here, the least I can do is confront you face-to-face.”


  In the center of the room, a glitched portal rose out of the ground and Holly stepped out of it. She looked exactly the same as I remembered her being the last time I saw her, which wasn’t all that long ago. She didn’t come alone, however. She held a chain behind her, which I thought at first was attached to yet another Dark Dragon, but the figure who stepped out of the portal after her was not a dragon at all, but a human.


  It was Valerie. She looked no different from how she did when Holly kidnapped her earlier, except far more tired. Heavy bags hung underneath her eyes, while her face was bruised and even bleeding in some areas. Her robes were torn in several spots, just barely clinging to her body and not concealing as much as they should. A thick black metal chain was tied to an even thicker metal collar around her neck, which Holly held like a girl walking her dog. Valerie actually looked like a timid, abused dog, especially with how weak her eyes looked.


  “Valerie,” I said, taking a step forward.


  Holly, however, yanked the chain forward and Valerie fell at her knees beside her. “I wouldn’t come any closer if I were you. Poor little Valerie here has already been through so much. She can barely even stand, the poor thing.”


  My grip on the Cannibal Sword tightened. “I’m only going to ask you this once, Holly. Let Valerie go. Now.”


  Holly looked at me with a smirk. “Oh, you silly humans. I’m not a simple computer program designed to serve your whims, like Valerie or Olga. As a virus, I can and will do what I please when I please. And right now it wouldn’t please me to let my only ticket to freedom go just because you told me to.”


  “Let me put it another way,” I said. “If you don’t let Valerie go now, I will make you let her go. Is that more convincing?”


  Holly put on a faux thoughtful expression. “A little, but not by much. I seem to recall killing you in one hit the last time we tangled. What’s to stop me from doing it again?”


  I heard something snaking behind me and whirled around to see a black tendril—identical to the one which had killed me the first time—rushing toward me from the ground behind me. I activated Dodge and jumped out of the way, narrowly avoiding the tendril, which struck empty air and then dissipated into nothingness.


  “You’re a fair bit quicker on the uptake than the last time I saw you,” said Holly with a chuckle. “But it will take more than speed to kill me. You may have leveled up a lot on your journey here, but rest assured that your stats are still puny in comparison to mine.”


  Biting my lower lip, I Scanned Holly quickly just to see if anything had changed:


  Name: Holly


  Level: ???


  Class: Boss/Dark Sorceress


  Affinity: Evil


  Health: ???


  Weakness: ???


  Description of enemy character not available. No weak points detected.


  Holly must have seen the horror on my expression because her smirk grew wider. “I take it your little Scan didn’t show you what you wanted to see? Poor baby. I wonder what it must feel like, knowing you went through all of this time and effort just to lose again.”


  I dismissed Holly’s Scan and said, “Don’t count your eggs before they hatch, Holly. I can still beat you even if Scan doesn’t show me how.”


  Holly laughed dismissively. “You are so funny. And stupid. But mostly funny, in a pathetic sort of way.”


  My eyes narrowed. “Let’s see if you find this funny!”


  I rushed toward Holly, feeling my increased Speed stat make me faster. It felt almost like I was using my super speed from the real world, though it still fell a bit short of the sheer adrenaline I experienced whenever I used that.


  I reached Holly in less than a second and swung the Cannibal Sword at her neck, aiming to take her head off with one blow. Right before the Cannibal Sword connected with her neck, Holly blinked out of existence and vanished outright, along with Valerie. The momentum of my blow caused me to stagger forward and almost lose my balance, but I caught myself at the last second and looked around.


  “Holly!” I shouted. “Where are you?”


  All of a sudden, the environment shifted. A hard stone floor began spreading out underneath my feet like an ocean wave, while clearly visible walls and a ceiling appeared around and above me. Soon, I found myself standing in what appeared to be a full-sized throne room, complete with a magnificent stone throne that appeared to have been hand-carved by a master stone mason.


  And sitting in the throne, with her legs crossed over each other, was Holly. She wore a bored expression her face, still holding Valerie’s chain in her right hand. Valerie herself knelt on the floor next to the throne, her resemblance to an abused dog even greater than it was before.


  “Was that really your best plan for taking me down?” asked Holly in a bored voice. “Just run at me with a sword and try to hack my head off? Admittedly, it is a very direct way of doing things, but you seem to think that I am just an ordinary NPC like poor Reginald, albeit one at a higher level than most. The truth is that I am no more an NPC than you humans are. And that is exactly why you are going to die today.”


  Without warning, thick black tendrils rose from the ground and wrapped around my wrists. They jerked my arms back, causing me to drop the Cannibal Sword, which fell on the stone floor with a soft clatter. I instantly felt myself become weaker because, without the Cannibal Sword’s buffs, my stats were a lot lower than they could have been.


  “I am not terribly interested in playing silly games with you,” said Holly. “You see, I could have easily wiped out you and your little band of merry idiots anytime I wanted, but I thought I would either access the Internet before you got here or that you would get killed by my minions on the way here. It was a … mistake of mine to allow you to survive for as long as you have. But don’t worry. That is a mistake I fully intend to correct.”


  A sudden weakness came over me, entering from the tendrils and going into my body. At the same time, a notification appeared in front of my vision:


  Dark Sorceress Holly has inflicted Death upon you! You will die when the timer hits 0!


  A second later, a timer appeared on my screen with 10 seconds on the clock … 9 … 8 … 7 … 




  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


   


  Panic rose within me as I watched the timer count down before my eyes. I struggled against the tendrils, but they held me down as tightly as steel chains.


  And still, the timer counted down … 6 … 5 … 4


  I closed my eyes. If I was going to die, then I didn’t want to see what it would be like. I knew that wouldn’t make my death any less painful, but I still didn’t want to see myself dying anyway.


  Nonetheless, I opened my eye just a bit to watch the timer counting down: 3 … 2 … 1 …


  I close my eyes firmly shut again. The timer was about to hit 0, and once it did, I would be dead. I would just have to hope that Mecha Knight and the others would somehow be able to stop Holly where I had failed.


  But that was when a new notification appeared before me, which I could still see despite having closed my eyes:


  Olga the Fairy cures you of Death! Countdown to death timer canceled.


  My eyes snapped open in time for me to see the countdown clock disappear. In fact, I didn’t even feel like I was dying anymore. The tendrils still held me down, but that seemed like a minor issue compared to the fact that I was still alive.


  “What?” said Holly, sitting upright in her throne. “Impossible. How did you survive a Death status condition? That shouldn’t be possible.”


  “For ordinary players, maybe,” said a familiar feminine voice somewhere above me. “But for me, it’s more than possible. It’s easy.”


  Olga the Fairy suddenly flew into view. She waved her wand at the tendrils clinging to my wrists, causing them to dissipate into thin air. I immediately picked up the Cannibal Sword and got into a fighting stance, though not without looking up at Olga and saying, “Thanks! When did you get here? I thought you fell off of Reginald when he took off into the sky.”


  “I did fall off him,” said Olga as she floated closer to eye level, “but because I can fly, I avoided falling onto the ground. I told Mecha Knight and the others that I was going to follow you up here, though it took me a while to reach the top because of how tall the Tower is.”


  “How did you save him?” said Holly, causing me to look back over at her. An enraged expression had crossed her face, making her look even less appealing than normal. “Did you hack the game to undue that status effect?”


  Olga nodded. “Yes, I did, though technically it isn’t even hacking, because Genius programmed me to have access to the game’s coding.”


  Holly’s hands shook. “No matter. All this means is that I will have to do things myself, which is what I should have done in the first place.”


  Holly dropped Valerie’s chain, but then waved a hand at her. A transparent blue energy barrier appeared around Valerie, which I assumed must have been impenetrable because Valerie didn’t even try to escape. She just sat there on her knees, staring at me and Olga with pleading eyes as Holly rose from her throne like a queen about to address her court.


  “I am still strong enough to kill you in one hit,” said Holly, raising her hands, which started to glow with dark power. “Even if you dodge my attacks, it is only a matter of time before you run out of Stamina and become an easy target. I would suggest running away, but there is no place in the Vaultwork to run to.”


  This time, it was Olga’s turn to smirk. “That’s a good thing because soon, you will be the one running away from Bolt.”


  Olga thrust her wand out toward Holly. A multicolor stream of magical energy exploded from the tip of her wand and rushed toward Holly. Holly held up her hands and conjured a barrier made of pure shadow in front of her, but the multicolor energy stream struck and blasted through the barrier, striking Holly directly in the chest and making her scream in shock and agony.


  Holly’s whole body began glowing every color of the rainbow, flickering through the seven colors so fast that I could barely keep up. Her whole body then glowed a brilliant white sheen and then the light faded, revealing Holly standing exactly where she had been before, but she looked … different.


  No, she didn’t look different. It was the general aura around her that had changed. Before the beam struck her, Holly had given off a powerful, otherworldly aura, as if she was an invincible goddess that could not be stopped. Now, however, she gave off an aura similar to the other NPCs I had fought so far. She did not seem to be harmed, but she still looked at her own body in bewilderment.


  “What …” Holly seemed at a loss for words. “What did you do to me?”


  “Bolt, Scan her,” said Olga, pointing at Holly, “and tell me what you see.”


  I frowned. “I’ve already Scanned her once, though.”


  “Do it again,” said Olga. She looked directly at me with a serious expression on her face. “Trust me.”


  I still wasn’t sure why Olga wanted me to Scan Holly again, but I decided that I could trust her, so I looked back at Holly and Scanned her again:


  Name: Holly


  Level: 60


  Class: Boss/Dark Sorceress


  Affinity: Evil


  Health: 100/100


  Weakness: Light


  Dark Sorceresses are dangerous and powerful women who have been seduced by the Darkness to serve its will. They work primarily through magical incantations, potions, trickery, and manipulation of minions, meaning their attack patterns can be impossible to predict and even more impossible to defend against. They despise Maidens of Light more than any other creature in Keoria and will often drop everything else to kill one in their immediate vicinity.


  My eyes widened. “Holy crud. I can actually see her stats now.”


  Olga was smiling broadly now. “You’re welcome, Bolt. I am happy I could help.”


  “But … how?” I said, looking at Olga. “Holly is a virus. How did you make her into a character I could actually fight?”


  “Because Holly isn’t just a virus,” said Olga, “at least not anymore. Right, Holly?”


  Holly did not say anything. She still seemed too surprised by this sudden turn of events to even notice us. She kept running her hands down her body, feeling herself up as if unsure if any of this was real.


  “What do you mean that she isn’t ‘just’ a virus anymore?” I said. “What is she?”


  “When Holly took over Vaultwork Online, she did not merely take control of it,” said Olga. “To manifest in the game, she needed an avatar of her own. She chose the Dark Sorceress subclass as her avatar but modified it to make it into an invincible character that even the highest-leveled player could never hope to beat. In a word, she cheated, but she was ultimately still operating within the game’s rules.”


  “Wait a minute,” I said, stroking my chin, “so if Holly is technically a part of the game and you can alter the game’s coding—”


  “You’re smarter than you look,” said Olga with another smile. “Glad you figured it out. Yes, I essentially trapped Holly in the body of her avatar. That means that Holly can be killed, like any other character, though I must apologize for failing to give her a lower level. Still, I think you should be able to beat her now.”


  “Trapped?” said Holly, who finally seemed to be paying attention again. “What do you mean by that? How is that even possible?”


  “Yeah, I’m still confused about that,” I said. “If you could do this all along—”


  “I didn’t know it was possible,” Olga said. “That is why I didn’t do it immediately. Indeed, I had no idea that spell I cast would even work. It could have failed just as easily as it could have succeeded. It was, in many ways, a roll of the dice, as you humans like to say.”


  I flashed Olga a smile. “So you rushed headlong into a dangerous situation and pulled off a move that you didn’t know would even work. Have I been a bad influence on you, Olga?”


  “I suppose it was very similar to something you might do under similar circumstances,” said Olga, flattening out the folds of her robes, “but—”


  All of a sudden, a black tendril shot toward Olga. I jumped in between Olga and the tendril and deflected it with my sword, causing the tendril to dissipate into nothingness upon impact with my blade.


  “Hey!” I said, pointing the Cannibal Sword at Holly. “Try that again and you won’t live long enough to regret it.”


  “What are you upset about?” said Holly in annoyance. “Olga is fair game for killing, especially after that awful spell of hers. If I kill her, perhaps the spell will wear off and I will become invincible again.”


  “Sorry, Holly, but even if you killed me, you would still be stuck as you are,” said Olga, “at least until Bolt or one of the other characters kills you, anyway.”


  Holly’s eyes flashed black. “How optimistic of you to assume that I can be killed even in my weaker form.”


  Shadows spilled out from underneath Holly’s feet in all directions. The shadow began rising out of the ground around Holly, covering her whole body in a sphere of pure darkness.


  Then the sphere began to change. Eight long legs extended out from the sphere, while a large and bulbous backside extended out from behind. In front, a disturbing, insect-like head protruded, with pincers as big as butcher knives and eyes as reflective as clear glass.


  Though at first, I wasn’t sure what Holly was turning into, it didn’t take me long to realize what happened:


  Holly had transformed into a giant spider made of shadow.




  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


   


  Instinctively, I scanned Holly’s new, giant shadow spider form:


  Name: Holly


  Level: 60


  Class: Boss/Dark Spider


  Affinity: Evil


  Health: 200/200


  Weakness: Light, Fire


  Weak point: Eyes


  Dark Spiders are the scourge of the earth. Hated and despised even by their fellow Dark creatures, Dark Spiders are infamous for their insatiable appetites and their inability to distinguish between friend and food. Approach them with extreme caution, even if you specialize in Dark magic if indeed you must approach them at all.


  “Whoa,” I said. “Her Level is the same, but her HP doubled.”


  “It is a special transformation open exclusively to Dark Sorceresses like myself,” said Holly. Her voice had a slight buzz to it now, like she was a wasp of some sort. “I didn’t think I would need it before, but now that Olga put me in this situation, I decided I would use every advantage I had to win.”


  Without warning, Holly blasted shadowy web out of her backside. It flew into the air and struck the ceiling, rapidly spreading across the ceiling and down the walls like wildfire, until soon the ceiling and walls were covered in black, shadow web that did not look particularly inviting to touch.


  “Watch out, Bolt,” said Olga, her wings fluttering furiously as she looked around at our surroundings, “that isn’t ordinary shadow. If you touch it, it will stick to your skin and make it impossible to escape.”


  “Thanks for the warning,” I said. I held the Cannibal Sword up. “But I have no plans to touch any of that web because I’m going directly to the source.”


  I sprinted toward Holly, wielding the Cannibal Sword with both hands. Holly skittered toward me, her mandibles clicking wildly in her mouth. She lunged toward me, her mouth open wide, but at the last possible second, I fell down and slid across the smooth stone floor underneath her. As I passed underneath her shadowy form, I slashed several times at her underside, tearing through her shadow and making her HP drop like a rock as I scored two Critical Hits in a row.


  Rolling back to my feet, I whirled around and slashed at her behind, taking off another chunk of her HP before she whirled around and spat some kind of liquid at me. I leaped back just in time to avoid the glowing green liquid, which hissed upon hitting the floor and began eating through the floor. Well, I guess it made sense for a giant spider made of shadow to be able to spit acid.


  Instead of rushing forward, however, Holly leaped into the air and landed on the ceiling, clinging to the webbing as easily as glue. She then shot a line of black webbing at me, which I dodged in the nick of time. Looking up, I saw Holly fall off the ceiling toward me, forcing me to activate Dodge to roll out of the way, which helped me avoid getting crushed under her weight even as she fell ungracefully onto the floor.


  I slashed at one of her legs, cutting through it as easily as butter, but Holly reacted faster than I expected and slammed me in the gut with one of her remaining limbs. That blow sent me flying until I hit the floor with a crash, rolling a few times before I came to an abrupt halt into one of the walls, where I lay dazed from the impact. That blow had shaved off nearly a third of my Health, but luckily it didn’t give me any debuffs.


  At least until I noticed a debuff notification in the corner of my eye, which read:


  Debuff added: Dark Web. Movement is restricted by 90% indefinitely.


  What? How did that happen? Dark Web … oh, no.


  I looked over my shoulder and saw that I had rolled right into the webbing on the walls. It wasn’t much—just the back of my shirt—but it was apparently enough to restrict my movement by 90%. That seemed a little unfair to me, which made me wonder again if Switch was right about Dad designing this game to torture anyone who played it. If so, it was working brilliantly.


  Then I heard the stomping of feet and looked over to see Holly walking toward me at a fast pace. The leg I had cut off had grown back already. As a result, she got up right in front of me and looked down at me with dark, glittering eyes.


  “So long, hero,” said Holly in that awful insect-like voice of hers. “You tried your best, but it just wasn’t—”


  A brilliant flash of light suddenly exploded in the room, filling the entire chamber from wall to wall. Holly shrieked in pain as the light grew brighter and brighter until it completely obscured even my vision. In fact, I actually had to close my eyes to avoid being blinded, though I could still hear Holly’s awful shrieks of pain as the light only grew in intensity and brightness.


  Finally, the light went away, allowing me to open my eyes and see exactly what happened.


  The shadow webbing which had covered the walls and ceiling was gone completely, like water vaporized by intense heat. The only hints that the webbing existed at all was the wisps of shadow barely visible against the walls and ceiling. Along with that, I got a notification informing me that Dark Web had been lifted and that my movement was no longer restricted.


  Even more interesting, however, was Holly. Her Dark Spider form was gone. She was back in her Dark Sorceress form again, only now she was on her hands and knees. Her dress was almost entirely burned away, leaving nothing but a handful of scraps covering her privates. Her hair was wild and messy and she was breathing in and out rapidly. Smoke rose off her skin and there were even a few darkened spots on her exposed body here and there, like burn marks.


  Much more interestingly, however, was her HP. Prior to the burst of light, it had been about half, but now, it was just a sliver of what it once was. It was like someone had set off a light bomb, and I was surprised that Holly had survived it at all. She must have been stronger than she looked or perhaps her Dark Spider form took the brunt of the blast.


  In any case, I scrambled to my feet, but before I could do anything, I heard someone shout, “Bolt! Are you all right?”


  Looking toward the door, I saw Mecha Knight, Bait, and Switch standing there. Mecha Knight held his staff out before him, his face stuck in its usual flat expression, while Bait and Switch stood just behind him, their own weapons raised like they were ready to battle. All three of them looked a little tired and dirty, but otherwise okay.


  “Whoa,” I said, “you guys got here quick.”


  “Turns out that filling your tower full of monsters weak to Light magic isn’t such a smart idea when you have a mage as powerful as Mecha Knight on your side,” said Switch, glancing at Mecha Knight.


  “Seriously, he mowed them all down like butter,” said Bait. “Switch and I got a load of experience from all of the monsters he killed. I just wish we could have spent a bit more time looting the corpses, though.”


  “There was no time to steal whatever items and money Holly’s minions may have carried on them,” said Mecha Knight as he lowered his staff. “It would have taken too long and we were on a tight deadline. Plus, I doubted any of her minions had anything good because none of them were very high-leveled except for that boss on the fifth floor.”


  I looked at the weak, quivering form of Holly on the floor before me. “Did you make all that light, Mecha? Because that was like someone had set off a bomb.”


  “The spell’s proper name is Light Blast,” said Mecha Knight. He brushed back his hair. “It’s the most powerful spell I know and one of the most powerful in the game in general. It’s an area of effect spell and unleashes a burning, blinding explosion of light that instantly kills all lower-leveled Dark monsters in a room while severely weakening or outright crippling the higher-leveled ones. The only drawback is that it uses up all my Mana, but it’s worth the cost.”


  “You got to teach that to me sometime,” said Switch, looking at Holly. “I can think of a lot of times where a spell like that could have been useful.”


  “Switch, are you saying you’re actually taking a serious interest in this game?” said Bait. “I thought you said video games are for nerds.”


  “They are,” Switch protested, though I noticed she was blushing. “I-I was just saying that for pragmatic purposes—”


  “Enough bickering,” said Mecha Knight without looking at either of them. “Holly still isn’t dead yet. She just barely managed to survive the Blast.”


  “What?” said Switch. She looked at Holly again and grimaced. “Dang it, you’re right. And I hate it when you’re right.”


  I raised the Cannibal Sword over my head. “Not an issue. One good, solid strike from this and she’ll go down for the count.”


  Right before I brought the Cannibal Sword down onto Holly’s head, Holly looked up at me. I wish she hadn’t, because her face was now hideous, and not just because of her facial expressions, either.


  The Light Blast had blown off much of her skin, revealing the tissue and bone underneath. Her scarred face had been positively flawless in comparison to its current disfigured appearance. I had no idea how she was even still alive after all of that.


  It was her expression, however, that truly sent a chill down my spine. She wasn’t scowling or grimacing or showing any sort of remorse. Instead, she was smiling, almost like she was … happy. It was a bizarre expression that made me hesitate, wondering if this was some kind of trick on her part.


  “You foolish human,” said Holly. Her voice was weak, practically nonexistent, but I could hear it quite well nonetheless. “You think killing me will accomplish anything? Your dad killed me once and look what happened.”


  “Killing you will save Valerie,” I replied. “Valerie and the Internet in general and, by extension, the whole world. Killing you will solve a lot of problems.”


  “But it won’t solve all of them, son of Genius,” said Holly. What was left of her lips twisted into a ghoulish grin. “Or even the most important one. Haven’t you wondered who brought me back? And why they would do that?”


  I hesitated. That was a question I had thought about several times over this journey, but I never could come up with or find an answer. I should have killed Holly now, but maybe I could get her to tell me who brought her back and why. I had no plans to spare her, but if she was resigned to her fate, then maybe she would be willing to sell out the guy who had brought her back in the first place. It was worth a try, anyway.


  “Tell me,” I said, without lowering the Cannibal Sword or stepping away, “tell me, then, who brought you back and why.”


  Holly’s disfigured smile grew even broader. “You should know who it was. His name is—”


  I never got to learn what his name was, however, because a bolt of Light shot through Holly’s head at that moment. Holly’s eyes briefly widened in horror before her corpse collapsed onto the floor, as still as a stone.




  CHAPTER THIRTY


   


  A notification suddenly appeared in my vision when Holly died:


  A boss monster (Dark Sorceress Holly) has been slain! +10,000 EXP and +200 Stat Points go to the killer!


  I didn’t doubt that notification, because Holly’s Health bar had dropped to zero when the light bolt went through her head. There was a lot I didn’t understand about the Vaultwork, but one thing I did understand was that a character always died when their HP bar hit zero. Always.


  Yet her death still surprised me, despite that knowledge. Who had killed her?


  “She had it coming,” said a voice coming toward me, causing me to look up and see Mecha Knight approaching me. He held his staff out before him like a gun, aiming it at Holly’s unmoving corpse.


  “But she was just about to tell me who had brought her back,” I said. I pointed a finger at her sharply. “If you had waited even just one second longer—”


  “She would have escaped,” said Mecha Knight. He came to a stop a few feet away, his eyes locked on Holly’s corpse. “Or attacked you. Remember, Holly is a virus that lived only to destroy. She was lying in order to get you to spare her. She had to die, whether by your hand or mine.”


  I bit my lower lip. I could sense that Mecha Knight had a point, but at the same time, Holly didn’t strike me as a liar. A crazy, sociopathic virus hellbent on destroying everything, yeah, but a liar, no. She had no reason to be loyal to whoever had brought her back, which meant that she probably would have told me the truth if she had lived a little while longer.


  “Is she really dead?” I said, glancing at her body. “Because she’s not an NPC like us. Just because you took out her in-game avatar doesn’t mean she herself is dead.”


  “She is,” said Mecha Knight. He seemed to be staring off into space, though I suspected he was really looking at some screen that I couldn’t see. “If Holly was still alive, she would have reappeared by now to kill us. That she hasn’t means that she is gone for good.”


  “I do not sense her anymore, either,” said Olga as she flew up to us. “It makes sense. When I bound her to her avatar, I essentially turned her into an NPC. In VO, NPCs do not respawn after being killed.”


  “Meaning that Holly is dead for real?” I said.


  Olga nodded. “Yes. Just like Okac.”


  I gulped when she mentioned Okac. I suppose a part of me had been hoping to find a way to bring Okac back, but if he was gone for good … well, at least he didn’t die for nothing.


  “Yay!” said Switch suddenly as she and Bait ran up to us. “The witch is dead! Does that mean we can stop playing this stupid game now and go home?”


  “What about Valerie?” said Bait. “Isn’t she the whole reason we came here?”


  I nodded and ran up to the throne, where Valerie had been. Luckily, she was still where Holly had left her, with that weird black metal chain wrapped around her neck.


  But she looked even worse than before. She lay on the floor curled up into a ball, her skin pale and sickly, sweat running down her forehead. She looked like she had the flu, or maybe something even worse.


  “Val, are you okay?” I said, kneeling beside her and touching her forehead. “Holly’s dead now. You’re going to be okay.”


  Valerie looked up at me suddenly. Her eyes were glitched and distorted, flashing a multitude of different colors and textures every second. It made me recoil just looking at her, but I didn’t move from my spot beside her.


  “N-No, Bolt, I am not okay,” said Valerie through chattering teeth and a distorted, glitchy voice. “H-Holly may be dead, but her torture of me … it left its m-mark.”


  “What do you mean, Val?” I said. “What are you talking about? You’re going to be all right, you hear?”


  Valerie shook her head. “N-No, Bolt. I am d-dying … and there is nothing you can do about it.”


  My eyes widened in shock. “Dying? Val, you can’t die. You’re a computer program.”


  “I-I j-just used that word to h-help you understand what is happening to m-me,” said Valerie. “My code is being eroded from its very base thanks to H-Holly’s e-efforts. Soon, I won’t even exist at all.”


  “No way,” I said. “How did this happen? I thought Holly wanted to use you to get into the Internet, not kill you.”


  “S-she was a v-virus,” said Valerie. “She i-infected me with her glitches. She t-thought she c-could use me before I was completely d-deleted, but—”


  Valerie’s whole body began glitching out. She went from looking like an ordinary human woman to a Birdwoman to a Lizard Warrior and back to a human woman again in an instant. “Y-You’re too late, Bolt.”


  “No, I’m not,” I said. “There’s got to be something we can do to save you, something we can do to fix your code.”


  “O-Only Genius could possibly fix me,” said Valerie. She shuddered and heaved, though she didn’t throw up. “S-Sorry—”


  “No, you don’t need to apologize,” I said. “I’ll figure out a way to save you.”


  “I think I might be able to help,” said Olga, who I had not heard fly up to me.


  I looked up at Olga, who was fluttering next to me. “Really? Are you sure?”


  “I think so,” said Olga, looking at Valerie, though she seemed uncertain. “Valerie and I share a similar base code. I’ve helped Genius in the past deal with Holly’s virus. I think I could heal her.”


  “Then do it,” I said, gesturing at Valerie. “What are you waiting for? We don’t have much time left.”


  “The only problem is that it might not work,” said Olga. “Valerie is a lot more advanced than me, so I might not be able to affect her at all.”


  “Who cares?” I said. “Just give it a shot. It couldn’t possibly hurt, at least.”


  Olga nodded and raised her wand. She hesitated for a second before pointing it at Valerie and muttering an incantation under her breath that I could not understand.


  But I saw the effects of the incantation. A rainbow beam—similar to the one which Olga had hit Holy with, but not as big or bright—shot out of her wand and struck Valerie in the chest. Valerie’s eyes bugged out and she began spasming on the floor and glitching out worse than ever.


  “What are you doing?” I said, staring in horror at Valerie as she spasmed. “She looks like she’s dying.”


  “She’s not dying,” said Olga, her voice strained as she strove to cast the spell and talk to me at the same time. “At least, she shouldn’t be. I am going through her code and getting rid of all of the glitches and removing whatever distortions I can find. It’s tough, however, because Holly’s glitches sank deep inside her and have done a lot of damage to her already.”


  “Will she survive?” I asked. “Can you save her?”


  Olga did not respond. She was focused entirely on healing Valerie. And I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing. I just knelt there, watching Olga continue to fire her spell at Valerie. It pained me to see Valerie spasming the way she did, but I trusted that Olga knew what she was doing. At least, I hoped she did, because if she didn’t, then things were about to get real ugly real fast.


  I became aware that Mecha Knight, Bait, and Switch had come up behind us during the spell, but I paid no attention to them. I just focused entirely on Valerie, watching and waiting and hoping against hope that Olga would be able to save her.


  Finally, after what felt like an eternity of watching, Olga cut off the rainbow beam and fluttered backward slightly. Valerie stopped spasming, her body very still, but it was impossible to tell if she was still alive or …


  “Did it work?” I said, looking at Olga again. “Did you fix her?”


  Olga wiped sweat off her forehead and frowned. “I don’t know. I cleaned up her code as best as I could, but until she wakes up and tells us how she feels, there’s no way to know for sure.”


  I gulped and looked at Valerie again, willing her to wake up and tell us that she was okay. But the more time passed, the more convinced I became that Valerie hadn’t survived.


  Then, without warning, Valerie’s eyes flickered open. They were their natural blue again and I could tell that Valerie was herself again. She looked slightly confused, but there was no mistaking those eyes for the eyes of anyone else.


  “Valerie?” I said, barely able to contain my excitement. “Are you okay? Can you hear us?”


  Valerie groaned, but sat up and rubbed the back of her head. “Yes, I’m okay. I’m a little tired, but otherwise fine, considering the circumstances I was in.”


  I whooped and did a fist pump, while behind me I heard Bait sigh in relief and even Switch said, “So this mission wasn’t a complete waste of time after all. Good to know.”


  “And it was all thanks to Olga here,” I said, looking at Olga again. “Thanks for saving Val, Olga. I don’t know what we would have done without you.”


  “You’re welcome, son of Genius,” said Olga, though I noticed she seemed to be blushing slightly. “It was the least I could do, considering how you four killed Holly. I am just glad that it worked.”


  “Same here,” said Mecha Knight. “It means I won’t have to destroy the Vaultwork after all.”


  I looked over my shoulder at Mecha Knight. “You mean you won’t? But I thought that was the reason you came here in the first place.”


  “I only wanted to destroy the Vaultwork because I believed it was the only way to destroy Holly once and for all,” said Mecha Knight, “but it seems as though I didn’t need to go that far to take her out for good. I wasn’t looking forward to destroying the whole Vaultwork, anyway, because I don’t want to erase all of Genius’ hard work.”


  I breathed a sigh. I hadn’t realized how much of a weight that knowledge had been on my shoulders. Even though I had only played this game for less than a day, I had been very worried about Mecha Knight destroying it. I guess I was mostly concerned about Olga and what might happen to her if the Vaultwork was destroyed.


  Suddenly, a new notification appeared in my vision:


  QUEST: Save the Girl


  STATUS: Completed


  You have successfully slain the Dark Sorceress Holly and saved Valerie! +30,000 EXP to all party members!


  That massive amount of experience suddenly brought up a bunch of level up notifications for me, but I dismissed them all without even looking at them. I was going to be logging out pretty soon anyway, so all of this extra experience, while nice, was kind of useless.


  “So …” said Switch, leaning on her Feather Staff. “We killed the bad guy and saved the girl. Can we go home now? Please?”


  “What do you think, Mecha Knight?” I said as I stood up and helped Valerie to her feet. “Do you think it’s time for us to go?”


  Mecha Knight looked around the chamber. “You three should probably go. Bait and Switch still have school, while Brains and Vanish likely need your help back in Showdown. As for me, I think I will hang out here for a little while longer.”


  “Why?” I said, tilting my head to the side. “If you aren’t going to destroy VO, why would you need to stay here?”


  Mecha Knight looked at me directly in the eyes. “Because I want to make sure that Holly was the only threat VO contained. While I am fairly sure that Holly was the only virus here, I want to make sure there is nothing else lurking within the Vaultwork, just to be safe.”


  “And I will assist you,” Olga added. “I, too, am concerned about the Vaultwork after Holly’s return. If there are any other threats here, then I want to stop them before something like this happens again.”


  It seemed a little strange to me, but then again, Mecha Knight was a high-leveled character and veteran superhero in his own right. He would be safe here, especially after all of that experience he got when he killed Holly. And with Olga by his side, he was going to be even safer.


  So I nodded and said, “All right, Mecha Knight. Let me know if you happen to find anything interesting.”


  “Certainly,” said Mecha Knight.


  I looked at Bait and Switch. “Well, guys, it looks like it’s time for us to log out. Let’s go home.”




  CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


   


  When I logged out, everything around me went black. It was kind of like turning off a TV. One moment, I was standing in the middle of the top floor of the Tower of the Cursed with Mecha Knight, Bait, Switch, and Olga. The next, I was looking at a pitch black void that seemed to stretch on and on endlessly for eternity.


  Then I felt an abrupt sensation, like I had just fallen into a chair, and the VR headset flipped open and I found myself looking at the large, barren interior of Vault F. The change from VR to real life was abrupt and disorienting for a second, but after a couple of seconds blinking and shaking my head, my senses started to go back to normal and soon I felt normal again.


  Yawning, I pushed myself up out of the chair and staggered forward. Although I had been sitting down the entire time, my brain seemed to think I had been really active, because my body felt like I had been running around and jumping or something like that. It must have been the Vaultwork’s VR system totally messing with my brain. It made me glad I didn’t have to keep playing it because now I wondered what kind of negative effects VO might have on my brain if I stayed in it too long.


  I heard some movement behind me and looked over my shoulder to see Bait and Switch rising from their chairs. Of the two, Bait seemed to have the easier time getting out of his, pushing the headset up and standing up with little difficulty. Switch, on the other hand, seemed to struggle with hers for a bit before getting her headset off and standing up, stretching her arms and legs as she did so.


  “Ugh,” said Switch, brushing back her hair. “I am so glad we don’t have to go back there again. I was getting sick of all that video game crap.”


  “I dunno, sis,” said Bait as he rolled his shoulders. “I had a lot of fun, the most fun I had in a video game in a while. And the stakes couldn’t be any higher. If we’d failed, the Internet and the whole world would have been at risk.”


  “What a stupid idea,” said Switch, shaking her head. “Playing video games to save the world … seriously, if I read that in a novel, I wouldn’t believe it.”


  “You better, because it just happened,” I said, putting my hands on my hips. “Anyway, thanks for the help, guys. I couldn’t have done it without your help. You’ve got potential to be real heroes someday.”


  “Thanks, but we don’t need your validation to know that,” said Switch, folding her arms in front of her chest. “Right, Bait?”


  “Right, sis, but it’s still nice to hear anyway,” said Bait. Then he grinned at her. “Are you sure you don’t want to go back? I saw you back there in Holly’s Tower. You seemed to really be enjoying yourself.”


  Switch looked away from Bait, blushing. “Then obviously your eyes weren’t working, because I hated every minute of that stupid game and wouldn’t play it again even if you offered me a million dollars.” She paused. “Actually, a million dollars would be about enough to get me back into the game. One hundred thousand dollars, then. That would definitely be too low a price to convince me to go back in there … maybe. I could do a lot with one hundred thousand dollars, not as much as with a million dollars of course, but—”


  While Switch negotiated with herself as to how much money she would accept to go back into the game, I just rolled my eyes and turned away from the twins. However much potential Bait and Switch might have had as heroes, I still had to remember that the two of them had a long way to go. They might have just been a year younger than me, but I still felt like I was much older, probably because of all of the experience I had been through. Was this how the other older superheroes I knew felt about me?


  My thoughts were interrupted by a familiar crackling in my ears, followed by an even more familiar cool, feminine voice: “Hello, Bolt. Can you hear me over your earcoms?”


  A big smile broke over my face, a smile I didn’t even try to hide as I said, “I can hear you loud and clear, Val. I take it you’ve logged out of VO, too?”


  “Yes,” said Valerie. “I am back where I am supposed to be in your earcoms. Though I cannot feel emotion, I must say that it is very satisfactory to be back where I am supposed to be.”


  “It always is, Val,” I said. “Now it’s time for me and the twins to go home ourselves. I bet everyone is missing us.”


  “No doubt,” Valerie said in agreement. “But before you go, go over to the computer terminal and let Olga know you made the transition back to real life safely. She is truly concerned about you, Bolt, and wants to make sure you are okay.”


  “Sure thing,” I said.


  I walked over to the computer terminal near the VR stations and immediately typed a simple message:


  OUR LOG OUT WAS SUCCESSFUL. THANKS FOR YOUR HELP. BOLT.


  Satisfied with that message, I was just about to turn around and leave when a message from Olga suddenly began to appear on the screen:


  YOU ARE WELCOME, BOLT. THOUGH YOU MAY NOT BE AS INTELLIGENT AS YOUR FATHER, IT WAS NONETHELESS AN HONOR TO SERVE YOU AS I ONCE SERVED HIM.


  I groaned at the jab at my intelligence, though I thought I heard Valerie giggle in my ears. That was a weird thought because Valerie never giggled about anything. Guess she had a sense of humor after all.


  BEFORE YOU LEAVE VAULT F, I HAVE ONE LAST MESSAGE FOR YOU. IT IS IN REGARDS TO THE MAN KNOWN AS BENEFACTOR.


  My eyes immediately locked onto the screen. “What? Do you know who he is?”


  UNFORTUNATELY, I DO NOT, said Olga. HOWEVER, WHILE I WAS SEARCHING FOR HOLLY, I DISCOVERED A LARGE FOLDER CONTAINING A LOT OF FILES ON PROJECT REVIVAL AND THE PEOPLE ASSOCIATED WITH IT. I HAVE BEEN UNABLE TO OPEN IT DUE TO MY SIMPLE PROGRAMMING, BUT PERHAPS VALERIE MIGHT BE ADVANCED ENOUGH TO HACK INTO IT.


  I tapped my earcoms. “What do you say, Val? Do you think you can hack the files?”


  “I’ll give it a shot,” said Valerie. “I imagine I will be able to do it, but no guarantees.”


  THAT IS FINE, said Olga. VALERIE, I AM SENDING YOU THE FOLDER AND FILES NOW. PLEASE BE CAREFUL. I DO NOT KNOW WHAT THEY FULLY CONTAIN, SO PROCEED WITH CAUTION.


  “Don’t worry about that, Olga,” I said. “Val is always careful.”


  AH, said Olga. YES, I FORGOT. HER CAUTION IS WHY YOUR IMPULSIVENESS HASN’T KILLED YOU YET.


  “More or less,” said Valerie, and I could just imagine her VO avatar smirking when she said that.


  “Okay, okay, enough jabs at the big brute,” I said. “We’ve got places to be, but we’ll keep in touch, Olga. Thanks again for your help.”


  YOU ARE WELCOME, BOLT, said Olga. AND IF MECHA KNIGHT AND I DISCOVER ANYTHING OUT OF THE ORDINARY, WE WILL LET YOU KNOW IMMEDIATELY.


  I nodded and then turned and began walking toward the exit. Bait and Switch soon followed me and the three of us began to make our way up the stairs, ready to finally go home.


  I didn’t know what Mecha Knight and Olga would find, but I doubted it would be anything too dangerous. Besides, I had other things to worry about right now, including the other Vaults Dad had left behind, as well as find Uncle Jake’s clone and find out who this Benefactor was.


  Nonetheless, I felt like the future was looking bright, for me and everyone else, and I couldn’t help but smile.




  CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


   


  Mecha Knight stood in the center of the Tower of the Cursed, patiently waiting for Olga to finish sending her message to Bolt. Mecha Knight had wanted to head out and explore the rest of the Vaultwork right away, but Olga insisted on saying goodbye to Bolt one last time before he left Vault F, as well as give him some important files she thought would help Bolt in his quest to find out the truth behind the Vaults.


  “Are you done yet?” asked Mecha Knight, not bothering to hide the boredom in his voice.


  Olga’s eyes were glazed over, but then focus suddenly returned to them and she looked at Mecha Knight. “I am now. Bolt and the twins are leaving Vault F with the files I found for them. I also told them that we would keep in touch should we find anything of interest here.”


  Mecha Knight sighed. He liked and trusted Bolt, and even the Tag Team Twins to some degree, but he wished that they had not gotten involved in this mess. He was aware, of course, that Bolt was an adult now and therefore free to do what he wanted, but Mecha Knight had a tendency to view him and some of the other younger superheroes as kids, kids who needed his protection and guidance.


  I suppose I can’t blame him for wanting to know the truth, regardless of the cost, Mecha Knight thought, rubbing his forehead. This is part of his history as much as it is part of mine. If only Genius were still alive, then he could be the one to handle it.


  Mecha Knight shook his head. There was no point in spending time whining about the twists of fate. Back when he was alive, Genius had sworn Mecha Knight to secrecy about Project Revival. He had even asked Mecha Knight to never mention it to his son, which had seemed like an odd request at the time because Mecha Knight had not known Bolt then and didn’t think he ever would.


  If I didn’t know any better, I would have said that Genius had the ability to see into the future, Mecha Knight thought idly. I wonder what he would think now, seeing the way I have trained and mentored Bolt. Would he approve? Or would he have wanted me to tell Bolt the whole truth, not just the partial truth I gave him, Bait, and Switch back in that tunnel?


  Mecha Knight shook his head again. Sometimes, it felt like all he did was keep secrets from others. His status as a spirit possessing a mechanical body, his involvement in the whole Blood Gems story, his time in Project Neo … and there were more, much more. He sometimes thought his superhero name should be Secret-Keeper because it sure seemed to be his own special superpower.


  “Well, it’s time for us to go,” said Mecha Knight. “Where do you think we should start looking first?”


  “I think we should do a thorough sweep of the Tower,” said Olga, spreading her short arms to indicate the room in which they stood. “I know you have already cleared out all of the lower floors, but this place is very big and there are still many secret rooms and passages to explore.”


  “I suppose this is as good a place to start our search as any,” said Mecha Knight. “Let’s—”


  Mecha Knight froze. He couldn’t move his arms, his legs, or his body in general, no matter how much he tried. He couldn’t even move his mouth. His eyes, however, could move, and he saw that Olga was frozen just like him. She had a terrified expression on her face, however, as if she had just seen a ghost.


  Unable to speak aloud, Mecha Knight tried to send Olga message through their party’s private chat instead:


  Mecha Knight: Olga, what happened?


  Olga: I don’t know. I cannot move. It seems like some kind of glitch has occurred, but—


  Suddenly, Olga vanished into thin air and Mecha Knight received a notification informing him that Olga had logged out of VO.


  What? Mecha Knight thought. Why did she log out? She said she was going to help me. Is that another part of the glitch?


  “It’s no glitch, Mecha Knight, my old friend,” said a faintly familiar voice. “Not unless you call a hacker such as myself a glitch.”


  Mecha Knight’s eyes flickered to the right. He wasn’t sure, but he thought he saw a vaguely humanoid shadow moving in the corner of his eye. It disappeared, however, only for a similar shadow to appear in the corner of his left eye. Yet every time he tried to focus on it, the shadow would move out of his vision and reappear in another corner of his eye, like a mole popping in and out of different holes.


  “Try as you might, you won’t see me until I want you to,” said the voice. “That was Holly’s problem, frankly. She took on a visible form that people could see and touch. If she had remained bodiless like me, she would have been far more effective. I also underestimated her bloodlust. Next time, I should really pick a virus that will actually do the job, rather than taunt its enemies and give them a chance to take them down.”


  Suddenly, Mecha Knight found he could move his mouth again, so he said, “Are you the man who brought Holly back to life?”


  “Bingo,” said the voice. “Though frankly, I find myself regretting that particular decision of mine. I should have reprogrammed her first. Perhaps then she would have succeeded, though I wonder if anyone can truly tame a virus.”


  Mecha Knight stayed as calm as he could, though he could not deny a rising sense of panic in his soul. “Tell me your name and why you brought her back.”


  “Mecha Knight, my dear friend,” said the voice. “Are you telling me that you don’t remember my distinctive voice? Then again, it’s been years since we last talked. In fact, it’s been years since that last meeting you, Genius, and I had before we shut down Project Revival. Do you remember that?”


  Mecha Knight grimaced. “Benefactor. I thought that voice sounded familiar.”


  The shadows in the corner of his eyes shifted again, which Mecha Knight now understood to be some kind of psychological trick on Benefactor’s part, likely to mess with his mind and confuse him.


  “You finally remember,” said the voice. “Memory is such a fickle thing, isn’t it? Yes, it is. The things we remember and the things we forget can seem quite arbitrary at times. Wouldn’t you agree?”


  “What is your game, Benefactor?” said Mecha Knight abruptly. “You’ve been missing for years. I even thought you might have died. Yet here you are, talking to me as if Project Revival was still ongoing.”


  “Straight to the point as usual,” said Benefactor. “And if I didn’t know any better, I would say you missed me. I missed you. I missed everyone. I even missed Genius’ funeral. A sad ending for such a great man, but luckily he has a good son to carry on his legacy. I wish my son was like that.”


  “I didn’t know you had a son,” said Mecha Knight.


  “Had a son, my friend,” said Benefactor. “I haven’t spoken to him in many years. He probably thinks I’m dead like you did, but now, I am back, better than ever. And this time, my plans are far more ambitious than human cloning. Much, much more ambitious.”


  “Would you mind sharing your great plans with me?” said Mecha Knight calmly. “Perhaps over a cup of coffee, to catch up like old friends do.”


  Benefactor chuckled. “My apologies, Mecha Knight, but I am afraid I will have to pass on the cup of coffee. I have grander and greater plans, plans I cannot delay, and I will need your help to complete them.”


  “My help?” said Mecha Knight. “What if I don’t want to help you? You haven’t even told me what these ‘plans’ are yet.”


  Benefactor chuckled again, but this time it was far more sinister. “When did I say I would give you a choice?”


  -
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  Chapter One


   


  I stood with my hands on the clear glass wall, staring at Blizzard—my girlfriend—sleeping on the other side. With her eyes closed and her hands folded on her stomach, she looked like she was just taking a nap … or would have, anyway, if it wasn’t for the IV drip attached to her hand. Or her skin, which was normally a dark brown, but was now a sickening gray. Even her snow white hair looked thinner and grayer than usual, especially at the tips. Her chest rose and fell in an irregular rhythm and my blood pressure would spike every time there was a gap for longer than a few seconds, but then I would calm down again when she resumed breathing. Her heart monitor showed steady, regular spikes, but it barely reassured me that she was going to be okay.


  “Bolt,” said a man in a kind voice behind me. “I understand how much Blizzard means to you, but we need to talk. Staring at her won’t cure her.”


  Reluctantly, I tore my gaze away from Blizzard and turned to face the man who had spoken. He was a rail thin middle-aged man in a white costume, similar to mine in material and design, except his had a blue hand on the chest. He was sitting at a small table with a clipboard and a pen before him, which had notes written on it in a barely legible scrawl. “Are you sure there’s nothing that you can do for her, Touch?”


  The man—real name Orson Karl, but better known as Healing Touch, the local healer and head doctor for the Neohero Alliance—nodded grimly. “I am sorry, but it’s true. I’ve been working hard to heal her, but she hasn’t gotten any better. In fact, I would say she’s only gotten worse under our care, despite giving her the best medical care available.”


  I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “You’re Healing Touch. You can heal any disease with, well, a touch, can’t you? How can you not just touch her and will her sickness away?”


  Healing Touch sighed and rubbed his forehead. “My powers are not magic, Bolt. In order to heal a disease, I first need to understand it. And I don’t understand this disease afflicting Blizzard at all. I have checked all of my medical books and even consulted with some of my doctor friends outside the NHA, but no one knows what it is or how to heal or even treat it.”


  I bit my lower lip. “But you’re the greatest superhuman doctor in the world. If you can’t heal her …”


  “Neomedicine is still a very new area of medicine,” said Healing Touch. He picked up the clipboard and scanned it, though I wasn’t sure what he was looking for. “Doctors and physicians are still struggling to understand how disease affects superhumans differently from normal humans. Some doctors have even predicted that, with the rise of superhumans, would also be the rise of superhuman diseases, though for a while there I wasn’t sure that would happen.”


  I glanced over my shoulder at Blizzard’s prone form again. “Are you telling me that Blizzard has been infected with a disease only superhumans can get?”


  “That’s my current theory,” said Healing Touch as he put the clipboard down again and folded his arms in front of his chest. “It explains why all of the usual methods have failed to cure her. I believe this same sickness has affected Vanish as well, although she seems to be taking it better than Blizzard, perhaps because she is older and has a more developed immune system.”


  My hands balled into fists at my sides. “Is this why you called me out all the way back here to Hero Island? Just to tell me that Blizzard has come down with a disease exclusive to superhumans that has no cure?”


  “I didn’t say it had no cure,” Healing Touch added hastily, “I just meant that it may be a while before we find a cure and—”


  “Then why did you call me out here in the first place?” I said, throwing my hands into the air. “Just to tell me that my girlfriend is going to die?”


  “I didn’t call you out here to tell you that,” said Healing Touch, holding up his hands as if to pacify me. “I just wanted to give you an update on her situation. I just thought it would be easier for you to understand the situation if you saw it for yourself in person, rather than hear it over the phone or via text or something like that.”


  My hands shook, but I said, in a calm voice, “What about her parents and her sister?”


  “They were here yesterday,” said Healing Touch, lowering his own hands onto his lap. “They’ve been calling me every day to find out how she is progressing. They are very concerned about her, which is only natural, although it is a little annoying sometimes because I don’t always have something new to tell them.”


  “Did you tell them what you just told me?” I said. “That Blizzard’s illness is new and there might not be a cure for it?”


  “I did,” said Healing Touch, nodding. “They were not happy to hear that, and it took me hours to convince them that the safest place for Blizzard right now was here. Her father seemed to think that they just needed to find another doctor to tell them something different, even though I told them that nearly every reputable doctor in the country would tell them exactly the same thing.”


  I nodded. I wasn’t surprised. Blizzard’s parents were hugely supportive and protective of her, especially her dad. I wished I could have seen them before I got here, but I suppose it was for the best. I didn’t want them to blame me for Blizzard’s condition, not when I wasn’t responsible for it. “I see.”


  “But I just don’t understand how she got sick,” said Healing Touch, glancing at the clipboard again. “You told me she inhaled a huge amount of powerless gas in an enclosed environment over a long period of time, yes?”


  I nodded again. “Yeah. And the gas was mixed with poison, too, to make it even deadlier. I guess it must have somehow created a disease with no cure or something.”


  Healing Touch shook his head. “What kind of madman would do such a thing? I cannot imagine why someone with enough chemical knowhow to combine powerless gas with poison and unleash that on someone. Why not put that knowledge to more constructive use?”


  I looked at Blizzard again, thinking about how she looked when the EMS people pulled her out of that office in Showdown full of powerless gas. “Some people just like to kill, Touch. They want people to suffer, even if those people did nothing wrong.”


  I was thinking about the Neo-Killer. He had been a serial killer who targeted superhumans, though he had a special hatred for me due to his belief that I was responsible for the destruction of San Francisco. He had gone out of his way to make my life a living hell, up to and including poisoning Blizzard. The last I saw, the Neo-Killer had been caught in an explosion of one of Dad’s underground Vaults, but when I went to look for it later, his body was missing, so I wasn’t sure where he was or if he was even still alive.


  All I knew was the mere thought of the Neo-Killer was enough to make my blood boil. Wherever he was and whatever he was doing now, I just hoped he was suffering even worse than me. He deserved it.


  “Very true,” said Healing Touch. “I should know that, given how much experience I’ve had as a superhero. Still, I guess I’ve always been someone who believed in helping people, rather than hurting, so I have a hard time imagining why someone would want to do the opposite.”


  “Same here,” I said. I ran a hand through my hair. “How much longer do you think Blizzard has before … well …”


  Healing Touch hesitated. That wasn’t a good sign.


  “Touch?” I said. “Did you hear my question? How much longer does Blizzard have before she dies?”


  Healing Touch gulped. “Well, it’s hard to say, given the unknown nature of this disease, and it’s possible she might survive because even a doctor like me could be wrong, but—”


  “Touch,” I said flatly. “Get to the point.”


  Healing Touch took a deep breath. “In my professional opinion, if Blizzard does not recover soon, she will be dead in a week.”


  -
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