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A Corgi’s Wholesome Guide to Saving All Stray Dogs With Magic

An Apocosmos Short Story

 

 

Dimitrios Gkirgkiris

 

 

Some things never changed and I could totally understand why. Even before I got my sapience and was able to communicate with Alex, I liked putting my head out the window while on the passenger’s seat. Even more so now that the evening breeze was carrying the scents of New York longer than usual.

As an added benefit, a corgi as adorable as I would most definitely get scratches from other people whenever we stopped at traffic lights. Win-win situation all-around.

Tony petted my back as I closed my eyes, lolling my tongue out and taking in everything. The smell of sausages was reaching me from all the food stalls on the side of the road and I started feeling sleepy.

I opened my eyes wide and shook my head, trying to make myself fully alert. This was a big day and I needed to bring my A-game.

Today would mark the beginning of my life’s greatest project, the dog paradise, and Tony was going to help me with that. Well, he and his cousin.

Tony was working as a delivery guy for the Dark Energy Marketplace, bringing us all kinds of materials and magic items we ordered online in a matter of hours. The only catch was that he was a vampire, meaning we only saw him at night.

Alex always thought that he was cold and kind of spooky in the way he talked but having chatted with him many times, I knew he was just pulling his leg. In fact, during one of the times we were chatting while Alex was preparing a box of returns to give him, I asked him if it was true that vampires sucked blood, could charm people, and all those things I’ve watched in TV series. Alex always told me that this wasn’t polite of me to do but I couldn’t understand why, especially since everybody smiled and replied to my questions.

It turned out that some of the ludicrous assumptions such as vampires not liking garlic, were not true. Tony actually smelled like garlic most of the times he visited us since there was a great Lebanese deli on the way to our apartment. Or so he claimed.

The most interesting thing about vampires however, was that they were indeed able to charm other people, something that was a necessary part of my plan. In fact, this is how he told me about this cousin, Vini, who was doing freelancer work as a professional beguiler.

“Say, Louie,” Tony said and I pushed myself against the window frame, back on the seat and turned to face him. “I’m sorry I can’t join you guys but I couldn’t take the day off today.”

 

 

Name     	: Tony Malone

Race     	: Vampire

Class    	: Twilight Knight

Level    	: 37

 

 

“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “I’m sure Vini and I will be able to handle it. I only wish I could drive around the city myself, so you didn’t have to bring me there.”

“To be honest, a corgi driving around New York in a car wouldn’t be the weirdest thing I’ve seen,” he confessed, “though I would have imagined you’d be more of a sports-car fan yourself. This one’s in a rather bad shape.”

“Oh this doesn’t belong to me,” I said. “It’s Rory’s. You know, the dwarf king?”

“For sure I know him,” he said and grinned. “The one who’s always complaining about arrow deliveries and drinks more than a sink.”

“That’s the one. He left the car to Alex for a couple weeks.”

“How come the human’s not joining you?”

“There are some things a dog needs to do on his own. Or at least I want to make this work without him the first time around.”

“I don’t suppose he liked this sentiment,” Tony said as he took a turn with the traffic light being super orange.

It was in times like these that I kind of regretted expanding the color spectrum my eyes could perceive. Ignorance was indeed bliss sometimes.

“Alex did not like letting me go on my own but eventually, he caved,” I replied. “He did give me this stone, though.”

I retrieved the item from my inventory and levitated it in front of me.

 

 

Item     	: Interrealm Communication Stone

Type     	: Magic Item

Durability   	 : 5000/5000

Grade    	: C Grade

Weight   	: 40st.

Description  : One half of a stone that allows telepathic communication with the person that controls the other half. The location of each stone is not available to the other, but communication can take place over most of the known realms in the Apocosmos.

 

 

“Interrealm?” he said, surprised. “Isn’t this kind of an overkill? I thought you were only going to the Bronx.”

“Yeah, but the place I’ve made for all the dogs is on a different plane,” I replied.

“Is that where the thing you left in the backseat is leading?” he said and pointed behind him, glancing at it in the interior mirror.

 

 

Item     	: Icosahedron of Gate - Tile #5

Type     	: Magic Item

Durability		: 37000/37000

Grade    	: A Grade

Weight   	: 40st.

Description  : This icosahedron was created by the great realmwalker and enchantress Circe. Each side of the icosahedron holds a detachable tile that, when pressed, teleports the user and their willing party members to a private realm with a controlled environment and weather conditions. This private realm was used by Circe to grow and breed her wolves, lions, and pigs but has since been abandoned until it was taken over by Louie Thunder.

 

 

The small triangle was resting against the backseat, a soft glow occasionally running around its edges.

“Correct,” I said and wagged my tail with excitement. “We’ll go to the dog pound, I’ll free the dogs and lead them to the place I built for them while your cousin will make up a believable story for the people who work there.”

“Sounds like you got it all figured out, little fella,” he said and scratched me behind my ears.

I closed my eyes to enjoy the scratching but my nostrils were suddenly filled with the disgusting scent of the foulest of creatures. I jumped back and looked outside of the window as we pulled in front of another red traffic light.

As I expected, a black monster was looking at me from the back seat of the car next to ours. Its eyes were glinting and even though it was inside a small plastic crate, it stood on all fours and hissed at me. I started barking when I saw its fur stand up as if it was hit by a lightning spell.

“Relax, Louie,” Tony said as he tried to hold me by the back of my neck. 

That’s right, hold me so I look even scarier. 

“It’s just a kitten.”

The owner of the feline monster shook her head disapprovingly at Tony and sped away as soon as the light turned green.

“Stronzo,” Tony said and shook three fingers at the woman who was no doubt looking back at us while she cut us off. He sighed. “We’re almost there, Louie.”

It took another couple traffic lights and a turn before Tony parked the car on the side of a one-way street.

“You can only open it by using the handle on the outside,” I said when I saw him struggle while trying to open his door.

“I don’t get that dwarf,” he said as he did what I suggested. “He got a shitload of money but still drives around this piece of shit?”

“It got us here though, didn’t it?” I said, using Rory’s exact words as I jumped out of the car, toward a tall man who waved at us.

 

 

Name     	: Vini Malone

Race     	: Vampire

Class    	: Moon Beguiler

Level    	: 34

 

 

The man was wearing a long black trenchcoat that looked a tiny bit too much for the autumn temperatures of New York. Underneath it, he was clad in all black clothes. Shirt, trousers, and shoes alike. Now this one was definitely living up to all the stereotypes about vampires, paper-white skin and all.

“That it did,” Tony said as he came around the car. “This is my cousin Vini.”

“Who’s a good boy?” the man said, his face immediately lighting up as he fell on his knees.

Those words always stirred something primal in me. Even after I became what I liked to call “a thinking dog”, asking me who is a good boy always made me uncontrollably happy.

“It’s me,” I said between barks and enjoyed Vini’s petting, “I’m a good boy.”

“That’s right, you are,” he said and stood up to shake his cousin’s hand. “Hello, Tony.”

“I’m guessing you two don’t need introductions,” Tony noted. “Here’s the address Louie is living in. You can leave the car in the underground parking and he’ll get the elevator up.”

“Not that great with addresses,” I said. “Or driving.”

“Don’t you worry, cousin. I’ll have the pup home as soon as possible,” Vini said and turned to me. “You don’t mind me calling you pup, do you?”

“You can call me whatever you want, as long as our job is done,” I said, wagging my tail.

“Alright, have a great evening you too,” Tony said and moved into the shadow of an alley next to us. “Call me if you need anything.”

“Ciao, cousin.”

“Bye, Tony,” I said as his body got shrouded in darkness.

His legs, arms, and head, all shrank into a single point close to where his chest had been, before the shadows abandoned him and a bat took its place. Tony, the vampire delivery guy, utilized extra dimensional inventory and flying as a bat to ensure the best possible customer experience. He was just that kind of guy.

“Shall we go?” Vini said and pointed at the car.

“Sure,” I said and jumped, or rather hovered into the car after making sure nobody was watching. We didn’t want anyone to see a corgi flying. “I know you said you don’t want any money, but I think-”

“Don’t even mention it,” he interrupted me. “I love dogs. To be honest, if I could, I would give you money to help with what you’re doing. But I’m still saving up to buy my own place in Romania.”

“This is why I’m saying it,” I offered again.

“I’m doing this in my spare time so you don’t need to worry about it,” he said as he entered the car and turned the key in the ignition. “To the Bronx!”

It took less than thirty minutes to reach the dog pound I had selected as our first target. At first I wanted to find a place that would be quite far from the city, so that we’d be able to carry out our mission without having to worry about people walking in on us.

While searching for the most suitable target, however, I quickly realized that this wasn’t the best criterion to choose the first dog pound we’d hit. No, what I wanted to do was open spaces in one of the busiest ones so that the people working there wouldn’t get rid of dogs in the worst possible way...

“This should be it?” Vini said and parked on the side of the quiet street.

The stench of desperation hit me almost instantly. There were a couple people walking by but I was sure their inferior sense of smell would not even hint at the misery behind the metal doors of the dog pound.

“It’s here,” I confirmed and telekinetically opened the car’s back door on the side facing the building. “Let’s go.”

We moved toward the door, Vini pulling the handle and entering first while I walked right behind him. Howls and barks echoed from the back of the long hallway while a middle-aged man sat behind a counter, his eyes focused on the screen.

The place was rather empty, its walls painted a dull plastic gray, most probably because it was the easiest paint to clean from all the soiled and bloody pups they brought in here on the daily. Yet still the man did not move his eyes away from the screen.

I had no idea how someone could be so incredibly numb that they just filtered out the cries of so many dogs. How they could just send them to their deaths.

“Hello,” Vini said and cleared his throat while simultaneously waving his hand behind his back, signaling me to move.

The man behind the counter had no visual of me so I rushed along the long corridor, following the cries of my brethren.

“Can I help you?” the man said in a monotone voice.

I cast a short telekinetic spell once I was met with the closed door at the end of the corridor. I turned the handle and pulled the door just enough to slip through.

However, even this short moment was enough for the barks to escape and travel through the otherwise empty corridor. The loud noise of the man’s chair being pushed echoed just before Vini talked to him again, this time with a sense of urgency.

“You got quite a breeze here,” he said. “Can you look right here for a moment?”

Vini was getting to work already, throwing his charm on the heartless man running this awful place. The barks and howls intensified as soon as I entered the room. It was completely dark but I had a pretty good idea that there were dozens of dogs trapped here, just by their scents.

I hovered next to the door, close to where I thought the light switch would be, found it by touch and turned it on. The dogs momentarily stopped barking, probably thinking that one of the humans of this place had just entered. There must have been hundreds of them, packed in cages barely large enough to fit them.

Once they saw me, they resumed barking, now knowing that what they had smelled when I crossed the door, was actually true. A new dog had entered the perimeter of their territory. Or at least whatever few square feet they could claim as their territory.

Getting all of the dogs out needed to be fast. Not just because of the duration that the glamor of my vampire friend would last, but also to avoid possible complications of more people coming.

Convincing dozens of agitated dogs to follow me in our natural way of communicating would take much longer than I’d like. For this reason, I borrowed one of Alex’s favorite magical items.

 

 

Item     	: Flute of Understanding

Type     	: Magic Item

Durability		: 15971/16250

Grade    	: C Grade

Weight   	: 12st.

Description  : This flute was crafted by a grove of second-circle druids with one specific purpose: to allow non-druids to communicate with animal life. While the flute can be used as a mundane musical instrument, twice per day, the user can sound it in a way that enables them to communicate with all biological life. Each use lasts for 10 minutes, and communication is limited to exchanging feelings and images to aid mutual understanding.

 

 

Talking to all of them like this would at least make them pay attention before I would ask them to follow me. I blew softly on the flute and projected the feeling of focus and concentration to all of them.

One by one, my kin stopped barking and looked at me quizzically. Now that I had their attention I sent them a series of images and feelings. The sense of soft green grass under their paws. The scent of fresh air rushing through their fur.

Slowly, the dogs began wagging their tails, a sign that I was getting my point across. I showed them freedom and they would follow me to it.

I barked at them playfully and then started telekinetically opening their cages as fast as I could. Some of the dogs rushed out while others barely moved. However, by the time I had unlocked all of them, even the meekest ones had exited their cages and moved close to me.

Being surrounded by all those dogs filled me with joy. They were taking turns sniffing me while some of the larger ones already moved toward the door. Two rottweilers were trying to push the door with their heads before a border collie jumped on one of them and bit on the handle.

I barked before it was able to pull the door open and it turned to face me, confused. I didn’t want them to go out running all over the place. I sent them another mental image of moving behind me but very few of them actually did so.

I knew exactly what I needed to do in order for them to fall behind me. I put up one of the most beautiful things I had seen. The feast table at the DiFiore’s residence. A large table filled with bacon, sausages, and all kinds of meaty goodness.

Without a single exception, all the dogs turned to face me. The pitbulls, bulldogs, and mastiffs were already salivating while the chihuahuas and the pinchers were tapping their front feet anxiously. They were ready to do anything I told them.

This time I sent a series of images to them. The open corridor where I came from. The pavement outside the building and the back seat of the car where the portal was waiting for them. As soon as they jumped in, they would go straight to the realm I had curated for them, where they’d be free forever.

Not wasting a single minute of their overflowing eagerness, I pulled the door open and a river of more than a hundred dogs rushed out.

“What the fuck?” shouted the man who was running the place.

The man who was supposed to be glamored by now.

“What the heck?” I shouted at Vini who turned to look at me with pressed lips and disappointment drawn on his face.

“We got a problem,” he said.

“Did that dog just speak?” the scrawny man said and pointed at me.

“Why is he still like that?” I asked while moving to check if all the dogs were entering the portal I had set for them in the car.

Activating it was a bit time-consuming which was why I left it in the car in the first place, but perhaps next time I should take it with me to avoid something like this.

“Stop those animals!” the man said and moved around his desk in an effort to stop the rushing dogs.

“Just make him sleep,” I said but swiftly corrected myself. “With a hit. Not a spell.”

Vini nodded and literally karate-chopped the man on the side of his neck. He lost consciousness and Vini caught him just before he hit the ground.

“Are they all going in?” the vampire asked while placing the unconscious man flat on his desk.

“They are,” I said and noticed that the last of them exited the room where they had been imprisoned. “Why didn’t you glamor him?”

“I tried but it just didn’t work,” he said, shrugging. “I swear it’s the first time this has happened. He was just looking at me, asking if I had a problem with my eyes.”

“Okay wait a moment,” I said and moved out the entrance and toward the car.

I looked around just to be a hundred percent sure none of my kin had lost their way. Once the last of them, an old pug with gray fur, managed to move in the car and through the portal, I shut the door and returned to Vini.

He was still looking at the man, apparently puzzled as to why his ability had not worked. I moved around the desk and looked at the man again. There was nothing particularly weird about him.

I tried scanning him but he had absolutely no Dark Energy signature which meant he couldn’t possibly have an item that would shield him from Vini’s charm. He wasn’t part of the Apocosmos.

He was just a regular dude. Black shirt, blue jeans, red and green socks, black sneakers.

No wait. One red and one green sock. Can it be?

“Vini, can you explain to me how your beguiling ability works?” I asked, finally getting an idea of what was happening.

“What do you mean?” he asked. “I stare into their eyes and once they start looking funny, I telepathically tell them what they need to remember.”

“Yeah but how does this actually work?” I pressed on. “Do you use mana or is it more like a physical thing?”

“No, no mana is involved,” he said and scratched his head. “Oh man, it’s been a while since I was taught this at school. Essentially, vampire eyes can reflect light while also changing its wave-length to one that allows us to access the victim’s short-term memory and rewrite it.”

“So your ability would not work on a blind person right?” I asked.

“No it won’t but he’s not blind-”

“What about a color-blind person?” I interrupted him. “Someone who can’t perceive specific light frequencies like green and red for example?”

I pointed at the man’s socks and Vini opened his eyes in surprise.

“Yes!” he exclaimed. “You’re absolutely right. I never thought of that.”

“I don’t blame you,” I replied. “I only made the connection because not long ago, I couldn’t see most of the colors I can right now.”

“So how do we fix him? I’ve never had to beguile a person like this.”

“I remember Alex watching videos of people wearing these glasses and seeing colors for the first time in their lives,” I explained. “Most of them were fake but you could tell a few people actually did see colors for the first time.”

“Oh, then lemme call Tony,” he said and took out his phone. “He’ll bring us a pair in no time.”

“You remember what you should tell the guy once you charm him?” I asked.

“That the government is taking all strays to a special facility,” he said and produced a stack of forged papers from his inventory. “And that each additional stray in good health will be worth one thousand dollars if they call us to pick it up.”

“Awesome. I’ll go check on the dogs while you do this. Is that fine with you?”

“Go ahead,” Vini said and started talking to his cousin on the phone.

I ran out, jumped inside the car and straight through the small portal that sucked me in as soon as I touched it. The light of the setting sun was a welcome change to the already dark sky of New York.

I looked around me, at the vast openness of the dog paradise I had created. Lush greenery as far as the eye could see, or at least until the temporary walls we had put up to separate this place from the other buildings that were still being constructed. After all, I wanted this place to be able to hold millions of strays so it would need to be a continuous work in progress.

There were trees and bushes for all dogs to enjoy marking, ponds and puddles for those who liked getting some dirt on them, as well as gentle hills for everyone to roll down like sausages.

Yet none of the dogs were doing any of that. Instead, they were all waiting close to where I landed, looking at me. The piles of freshly cooked meats that I had prepared for them were already gone but I could still smell some.

And it wasn’t just the lingering divine scent of the godly food I loved above all others. There was actual bacon somewhere around here. Or rather, all around me.

One by one, each of the dogs moved in front of me and let a piece of bacon fall from their mouths before nodding their heads and pacing away. I felt my heart beat faster and my tail started wagging uncontrollably.

Is this how Alex feels when water is coming down from his eyes?

Once all of them had done their part, I started feasting on the gifts my new friends had left for me, and watched them as they moved to the first building we had created for them on the back of this field.

We only had three levels so far, one below ground and one floor above, but they were perfectly insulated and furnished with large pillows, mattresses, kibble dispensers, and water springs. Most importantly though, there was safety for all.

This was probably only a drop in the ocean of imprisoned dogs around the world but as Leo’s uncle liked to say, Rome was not built in a day. And if every time we saved dogs from their cages felt so great, I could see myself doing this forever.

Vini was probably done by that time so I did a quick run around the building to make sure that everyone had found their place, before heading out and back in the car. Proud of what we had accomplished, I strutted toward the dog pound just as Vini was waving goodbye to the man who was now wearing a pair of sunglasses.

“I think I’ll leave them to him as a gift,” Vini said and prompted me to get back in the car. “Everything fine on the other side?”

“They’re all happy and cozy in their new home,” I replied and levitated in through the window.

I sent a quick message to Alex, letting him know we were successful and that I’d be returning home soon. He replied with a GIF of a blond kid in front of a computer giving a thumbs up. Sometimes, he really needed to understand that I wasn’t the right audience for his pop-culture references.

“You did a great thing here, Louie,” Vini said and started the car. “You saved lives.”

“We saved lives together,” I corrected him, “and I’m glad it worked so well. The first test was successful.”

“So we do it again tomorrow?” he asked.

“Now that we know how to do this, I’ll make a list of all the places and we’ll do as many as we can manage,” I replied.

“The faster we do it, the more we save,” he agreed.

I barked in agreement and looked out the window, the evening breeze hitting my face and ears.

We drove in silence for the next twenty minutes, a smile lingering on both of our faces. Vini drove inside the underground parking of the building Alex and I were living in, parked the car, and ordered an uber for himself.

“I’ll text you the details for tomorrow, Vini,” I said while heading toward the elevator. “You are the most awesome vampire in the world.”

“And you’re the best boy in the world,” he replied and waved me goodbye.

I looked around to make sure there were no humans before I levitated in front of the elevator and pressed the button with my snout. Once it arrived, I did the same to press the button of our floor and swipe my collar on the RFID scanner.

It was weird getting in here by myself. I thought that doing something without Alex would be tough and I’d be missing him all the time. Well, I did miss him of course but more so because I wished he could have seen how much joy we spread.

However, now that I knew exactly what to do, I’d invite him on one of our runs. That was if he would still be interested in seeing it, of course.

The elevator door opened straight to our apartment and I ran in, ready to launch myself at Alex and Leo. By the looks of it however, Leo was still out and Alex had already fallen asleep.

An episode of Star Trek Deep Space Nine was still playing on his laptop while he was spread like an Irish wolfhound on the sofa, a blanket covering the bottom half of his body. I turned off the light and jumped on the sofa myself before climbing on top of his chest.

“You’re here, Louie?” he said and petted my back.

“I am,” I replied and buried my face underneath his neck. “Goodnight, Alex.”

“Goodnight, buddy,” he said and pulled the blanket to cover both of us before resting his hand on me.

 

---------------

 

If you liked this story and would like to read more about Louie, consider subscribing to Dimitrios’s Newsletter :

https://landing.mailerlite.com/webforms/landing/c9b0n0

 

 

 

 


Burst and Bloom

A Prequel to Star Divers

 

 

Stephen Landry

 

 


[image: ]



 

 

 

“Access”

Checking for necessary update files…

Initializing…

Player environment meets the necessary requirements.

Retina scan / Identity confirmed.

Dive 100%

Loading player data…

Name: Breq

Age: 17

Level: 18

Status: Alive

Class: Scout

Load out:

TX – 7 Kinetic Rifle, Short Grip Energy Pistol, Combat Knife

Health: 100

Stamina: 100

Mana: 100

 

March 19, 2074.

 

Location: Anteous, inhabitable world on the edge of Quadrant 6

 

When I was young I fell hard against a sharp piece of broken asphalt that splintered upward and into my knee. My father picked me up into his arms and carried me inside while my mother took a small pair of tweezers and picked out the small pebbles that had embedded themselves in my flesh. In that moment, I thought the bleeding would never stop. My mother stitched it up with the last first-aid kit they had brought with them from the raft. After it was all said and done, my leg was scarred over and to this day I carry that with me. So even when I created my avatar I copied all of the scars. Every surface detail. Small things that meant something that I carried forward into the virtual world. My memory of falling has since faded but not the memory of my mother and father taking the time to care for me to carry me through the mud and darkness and put me back together. Their reassurance that I was going to be alright. My scars, new and old, and those to come, all of them carry me, a reminder that even in a cold world there is still hope.

 

It was the beginning of spring and for the most part there were dozens of events taking place across all 76 quadrants. Each event varied, from gathering resources, racing, arena-beast battles, to hunting large alien monsters as each world held their own different celebration. Flowers, sunshine. The real world wasn’t what it used to be but the seasons had started to return to normal. Even in a world as cold as Bane this was something of a surprise. Many players called it the Spring Festival while others called it ‘the Gathering’. Celebrations were to be held on the streets with fireworks in the sky. Even the Corpse Divers were planning to gather for a large festival near the Spire. A short armistice had been called between many of the major guilds, though that didn’t stop raiders from preying on the weak. Many guilds were taking extra security work to defend the less fortunate and guard high-traffic areas in Quads 1-5.

 

It would have been nice. Taking a break from the action. Damien had been right. After the new year began and the Winter Festival ended I was leveling up faster, taking higher risk missions, and gathering more loot quicker than ever. After a few trips to the black market on the Spire, I even made a few extra scrip for myself. The black market wasn’t quite what I thought it would be. There were no guards planning to crack down on us and most of our business was held in shops or by vendors on the street. Overpriced artifacts and weapons. I bought a few mods the first time we went and some small cosmetic items I thought looked cool. A chalice with a skull that I kept in my room on the Ibanez. I also bought a kendo stick and began training in melee again. I also bought a baritone guitar. It provided a nice break from hunting, gathering, etc. I had been playing Bane for almost two years and was not a stranger anymore. I even started to feel like I had really started to make friends. Never sure if I liked all of them or not but I had become a part of a family. I was a professional player and this spring that meant no breaks, no shortcuts, no easy way out. When we got an SOS and reports of an echo in an unexplored area of Quad 6 I was one of the first called up.

 

Quest: Deep Down

Rewards: Artifact / 5000 XP

 

The operation was supposed to take three days. If I was lucky, I would make it back to celebrate with everyone, if I wasn’t I probably wouldn’t make it back at all.

 

“OK, looks like another rune tunnel, where do we go from here?” I asked, looking at Aen. He was one of our newest recruits. Even so, he was three levels higher than I was and had another three years of play under his belt, and had only recently decided to join a guild. Both of us came down to this world hunting an echo, a bounty passed down to us from Cass, one of my closest friends since becoming a Corpse Diver. Cass was always supportive of the decisions I made, so long as she deemed them good decisions.. She wasn’t against calling me out or calling me an idiot in front of a group. Besides that she was beautiful, always working out and staying athletic while maintaining shoulder length hair that she dyed different colors. Beauty and brains. This mission would have been so much easier with her by my side.  It should have been no big deal, we had, done this a hundred times: drop in, kill some creatures, find the echo, grab the artifact, get out. Simple. An easy payday for both of us.

Somewhere after walking into a broken dome and finding ourselves stranded in the Ivaldi System at the edge of Quadrant 6 on a lifeless planet called Anteaous with a thin helium atmosphere, we discovered an abandoned human colony that had been sealed off for two hundred years. The surface of the world, though toxic to us, was thriving with different lifeforms. The low gravity made it possible for fauna to grow large, blue-and-purple mushroom-like trees that grew miles high covered in vines and giant circular pods filled with small pools of water that rose just above the canopy. Strange insect-like creatures flew and fed on jellyfish life forms that floated like clouds. From just below the canopy,  we tracked our echo. It was underground. We found a small landing site about a mile away, and from there we found the dome and started making our way through ruined buildings and into tunnels below the hot humid surface. Lucky for us, we had come prepared. Aen had two rifles and had brought a surplus of ammo and supplies ranging from rations to cans of air. Even with our helmets on, our voices came through the comms without any interference thanks to an upgrade we made after taking a quick stop at the space station in Quadrant 4 called Helio Prime.

“Aen? Which way do you want to go?”

“How should I know? Never even heard of this world before this morning,” Aen said, trying his best to act tough. His avatar was older looking, rugged, stronger than mine. He probably spent most of his time in the real world at the gym. Even his stamina was set at 120. Another advantage he had over myself and others. I thought maybe he had used an implant or had cybernetic limbs hidden under his battle gear but there was no way of knowing for sure and I wasn’t about to ask. Working with Aen wasn’t the easiest. He was always running or walking fast, quick to attack. Some of his methods for getting things done in the past had been brutal, he was a player killer before joining the guild. A fuel rat turned hunter turned corpse diver.

“You are the one that ordered Nel to stay with the dropship,” I said, trying to deepen my voice, which was a force of habit I developed every time we spoke. I reminded myself to work on that. If we were going to go on any more missions together I would have to open up more.

“I didn’t want to risk the robot giving away our position.”

“Nel has more stealth than me.”

“Not saying much,” he said, smirking. For all his edge, Aen was always straightforward. Even if he didn’t think much of me I knew he had my back. He played things his way and even though he had been a solo player for years I was still glad he decided to join our side.

“Least I have a silencer on my rifle,” I answered back.

“Don’t need one when they’re all dead.”

“You’ve never had to take down a wraith or vrax before, have you?”

“Always preferred the one on one or one vs a hundred; I’m a tank, not a monster hunter.”

“Why decide to join a guild?” I had been wanting to ask the question for a while but never had the courage. Being this far down made it seem like a good opportunity.

“Lady Gray cornered me. She had a bounty on her head and I was foolish enough to go for it. When I made my way to her ship I soon found myself cornered. Instead of killing me, she smiled - a creepy smile - and gave me a simple choice.”

This wasn’t reassuring. Now that he was a member of our guild, it was unlikely Aen would kill me or attack us. I imagine the last thing he wanted was the whole guild going after him, and besides we were a part of a greater whole. Still, it made me uneasy knowing his decision to join us wasn’t exactly his choice.

“I’ve never met her but I’ve heard stories,” I smiled.

“All of them are true, stay clear of the boss, keep your head down and you might just make a good living,” Aen grinned, motioning for me to come closer.

“Take a look over there,” he said, pointing towards a small opening in the tunnel wall. It was a rough-looking piece of mining equipment. A large mech with two drills situated where the hands should have been and a third smaller set of arms.

“Worth anything?” I asked.

“Scanning now,” Aen said, using what looked like an old PDA to analyze the object. He could have just as easily used an implant or called up Nel, our floating, smirky, AI companion, from the surface to track our vision, but everyone had their own play style. In this case, the scanner, the fly by the seat of your pants attitude, Aen was old-school. I imagined he probably grew up on the fast-paced shooters of the old age before making the switch to VR.

“Worthless piece of crap,” Aen said before blasting the mech with a grenade attachment on his rifle. The mech went up in a blaze, pieces of debris flying towards us. I grabbed him and dropped down.

“What was that?” I yelled.

“Just having some fun,” he answered.

“So much for NOT giving away our position.”

“Nothing down in this dump. The echo we’re chasing, player probably died of suffocation. Bad planning.”

“That doesn’t mean there aren’t Hollows,” I said, almost whispering. Aen knew I was right. Hollows appeared as if from another dimension. Shadow figures that took various forms. Ghosts. They were attracted to the artifacts left behind, tethered to echoes as if by some small thread.

“You might have a point, Blondie.” Aen was smiling now. I hated being called blondie; my hair was a dark, dirty blonde. It didn’t even make sense.

“How many missions have we gone on? Do you still have to call me that?”

“It’s a show of affection, deal with it.”

It was true. Aen and I had been teamed up for several missions now. Since he joined I had been given the priv of showing him the ropes. Our first mission: chasing an artifact down on the research station Santiago. A derelict space station filled with arachnids and wraith. The artifact wasn’t worth much, a small flute of some kind. Pretty sure it’s still sitting somewhere in storage on the Ibanez. Our second mission was more exciting. Argo. A beautiful planet with one super-continent and about 5k players. It had giant giraffe-like creatures and a vast network of underground races that took place regularly. We even stayed and watched one after we chased down an echo to the Black Iron Shrine. The artifact we gained for that was substantial enough, even the rest of our guild were impressed. I managed to level up four times on our third mission to the desert world of Orias. We ran from raiders, autons, and a giant mutant mole. It was in the sun-scorched plains of Gebolax I managed to earn Aen’s respect, saving his life from a man-eating desert whale the locals had nicknamed Ouroborus. I leveled up again and it was at that point he started calling me Blondie.

“Don’t you think, given the choice, I might not save your life again?” I said, trying to match my grin with his.

Aen started laughing. “No problem, so which way should we go?”

“Left,” I said. Left was always my first choice.

“Ladies first,” Aen laughed again. It was slightly less annoying than being called Blondie. The next tunnel led us into another man-made structure. Breathable atmosphere intact. It was possible we weren’t as alone as we thought.

“Helmets off,” Aen ordered.

“What if the air goes out?”

“Takes three seconds to call your helmet back up. I don’t think three seconds of holding your breath is going to kill you,” he answered. It was true but something seemed wrong. The air was thin, stale. I could taste the dust in the air, a smell of something rotting like garbage.

“I think I would have preferred to keep my helmet on,” I said, trying not to vomit.

“Change your settings, dull your sense of smell,” Aen said. I took a moment and did as he said, wondering if the smell bothered him even a little. After changing my settings, it didn’t make much of a difference: once I knew it was there it was hard to forget.

   

Further into the dome we found ourselves face to face with horrors so strange they are hard to describe. The colonists had begun experimenting on themselves in weird, strange ways. I was starting to regret that we had gone as far down as we had. It seemed like we were walking into a labyrinth of cosmic horror. Strange pieces of creatures were being kept in jars while others were laying out still bleeding on operating tables. Across from one of the labs we saw an open area that looked like a weapons testing area. The entire dome looked like it had been dedicated to weapons and manufacture as well as research and development of genetic mutation. Possibly they were trying to find a way to survive on the surface but what was the point? The colonists could have easily abandoned this world and gone to another. Unless they couldn’t. Not once had we seen anything that resembled a starship or anything space capable. The dome itself didn’t have a launch pad but was it possible the entire dome had been some kind of orbital carrier that crashed? I thought about asking Aen but he wasn’t as interested in Bane’s lore as much as he was finding things he could shoot. I kept my theory to myself knowing I would have to investigate more. IF we managed to get this place operational our guild could salvage the entire city.

“How far underground do you think we are?” Aen asked.

“I’m not sure, judging by how far we walked though, a mile maybe more.”

“This doesn’t make sense, how is this place undiscovered?”

“A lot in Bane is still being explored; it's nearly endless. Even with seventy-six quadrants, only a small portion of the systems inside are mapped,” I answered.

“Right, but this is an entire city? A hundred thousand, maybe more, would have lived here and yet there is no history, no background, like this place doesn’t exist - or worse, it has been wiped from the records.”

“Maybe the clues have been there all along and no one has pieced them together yet, or maybe the one guy whose echo we’re going after was the mastermind who kept this discovery all to himself?”

“Maybe we should have told more people we were coming out here.” 

“Maybe we should have brought the robot,” I said back, knowing Nel could give us a ton more info on everything we discovered and send messages back to the guild for us should anything go wrong.

“We should probably set up camp. We might have to logout down here so we’ll need to set up a shield barrier in one of the storage dumps,” Aen said. His voice was shaking. Both of us knew it was a bad idea but we were already too deep to make our way back up. It was possible this is what happened to the player whose echo we were chasing. The dome felt like it went on forever.

“I have a theory,” I said. Still hesitant to share my idea that this was actually an orbital carrier.

“Let’s hear it,” Aen demanded.

“I think we are in a starship.”

Aen looked at me for a moment like I was crazy. “Makes sense,” he said at last. I was confused at first. The last thing I expected was for Aen to agree with me but he was all smiles.

“If I’m right, that means we should be able to find a hangar of some kind. Maybe we can barricade ourselves inside a dropship or escape pod for the night,” I said cautiously.

“Sounds like a good plan. I’ve been mapping our layout since we walked inside and it matches up with the Orbital Carrier Dionysus back in Quadrant Two.” Dionysus was a unique carrier, a pleasure palace that players had to be a certain age to enter. It was one of the many different types of places in Bane I had heard of but never ventured. Obvious reasons. Truth was I hadn’t actually even seen an orbital carrier since playing Bane but that didn’t mean they didn’t exist. They were of the few starships larger than Titans and could hold over a hundred thousand players easily. The orbital carriers essentially functioned as mega-cities in space. “Follow me, if this place is similar to Dionysus we should be able to find a shelter this way,” Aen said, leading us down through another set of labs and rooms. 

 

Deeper down we found our first enemy. A giant cybernetic creature that looked like a minotaur and mecha had a baby. It was grasping a massive sword twelve feet long in its one hand while the other hand had what looked like sharp shards of metal grafted onto it around the knuckles. The face of the creature, like a bull, had horns that came down and wrapped around outward away from the neck. It gave a loud battle cry the moment it saw us.

 

Mini

Level: 30

Hostile

 

“I told you we should have brought Nel!” I shouted.

“Don’t need a robot to distract the big guy - I got you!” Aen shouted, firing a grenade at the monster as it turned toward me. I guess I had started firing first. The silencer on my rifle had broken off after so many shots and I had given myself away. I wasn’t quite as stealthy as I thought. Something I would have to work on in the future. Maybe another 10 skill points would help. I also needed to work on leveling up my focus and critical thinking. At the moment I was blind-firing and missing half my shots. Ever since teaming up with Aen I started to notice more of my own flaws. Playing by his side was making me a better player; there was no doubt about that even as Mini swung at me with an attack that surely would have knocked down half my health.

“It has thirty-thousand HP... want to run?” Aen asked.

“Not on your life,” I answered determinedly. I had just dodged a second fatal blow. I turned back and started firing. My rifle managed to deal 30 damage points every 60 seconds but Aen was using grenades and had an EMP attack with a quick cool down time of 5 seconds. Every 10 seconds we managed to immobilize the minotaur’s attacks making it move slowly over the course of our battle. Every once in a while it seemed to move quickly forward as if Aen’s attack was just some kind of horrid lag.

“Nice skill,” I shouted.

“Thanks! A custom mod bought from a place called Upsilon,” Aen said.

As the creature’s health dropped below 10k, it began to change form. The lag-trick stopped working and it began moving faster as its body transformed. Parts of it broke off and hit the ground with a loud thud. It scrapped its sword against the ground like nails on a chalkboard before dropping the weapons completely, and from small tubes around its shoulders and chest smoke blew out creating a cold mist that surrounded us. The minotaur’s body continued to change and swell as if something from inside was trying to break free. An assumption that was correct as a figure emerged. An Auton that looked like a human / lizard skeleton hybrid with massive claws came rushing towards us. Aen tried to use his EMP attack but nothing happened. The Auton had developed some kind of resistance to it.

 

Shroud

Level: Unknown

Hostile

 

The Auton’s tail whipped back towards me as it slashed at Aen. It was smart enough to figure out which one of us had been the more dangerous adversary and was smart enough to plot against us. As its tail hit me I took 20 points of damage and 3 points of damage to my stamina. Aen tried calling up his EMP attack again but it was useless. He took the full brunt of the Shroud’s attack, calling up his helmet at the last minute as the creature slashed at his face. His helmet came up just in time costing him 15 points of damage and 40 points of mana as he called up a defensive shield made of energy, encasing the rest of his body in a purple glow.  After another fifteen seconds the Shroud attacked again, breaking apart the shield and taking 10 points more from Aen. I ducked back and started to hold down the trigger to my TX-7 rifle, hoping a charged shot would do some heavy damage. At the moment we had no idea what level the Shroud was and couldn’t guess it’s HP or what skills it might have hidden away.

I fired and failed. 

“You will not take my family,” the Shroud said in an auto-tuned voice.

“What?” I heard Aen shout, just as confused as I was.

The Shroud attacked again. Aen blocked the claws with his rifle watching as it split in half, small pockets of energy falling out through the air.

“We aren’t here to hurt anyone!” I shouted, trying to get the Shroud’s attention.  

“Negative, you have already spread yourself through two-thirds of our vessel. We cannot allow you to continue,” the voice said.

“No sense arguing with a machine,” Aen cried out, pulling his second rifle from behind his back and firing a head shot straight into the Shroud’s face. The Shroud jumped back and we watched as the face that had been torn apart began to repair itself piece by piece. This time instead of the smooth chrome lizard face it was shorter and covered in small metal barnacles, making the Auton look more like a metallic turtle.

“Damn,” Aen said, cursing the machine.

“We haven’t spread anything! Let’s talk,” I shouted again. My charisma wasn’t very high and I didn’t have many persuasive abilities built into my character. Not that I think it would have mattered but I knew every time I said something, I was just continuing to fail.

“You will die, just as the one that came hunting us before you,” the Shroud said, continuing to jump towards Aen. The attacks continued and the Shroud didn’t give Aen any chance to take the offensive. The two of them fought in an intense struggle as I powered up another charged shot.

The only way to survive was to support one another. That was why it was important that the two of us worked together. Aen let down his gun and drew out a small cylinder the size of his palm. Hitting a small switch on the side, the cylinder expanded outward into a six-foot staff, knocking the Shroud back slightly damaging its shoulder. It went into defense mode and a blue shield appeared behind it just as I fired. The blast from my rifle was absorbed but it was enough to cause a small error in the Auton’s defense. The blue shield disappeared and Aen jumped forward to attack, swinging his staff downward at the Shroud’s legs, knocking it off guard. Now taking out his energy pistol and pointing it towards the ceiling, Aen fired upward. Several dozen shots of red energy hit the ceiling causing it to fall downward burying the Shroud.

“Run,” he said, looking towards me. Both of us ran further away from the machine and down another pathway that led us deeper into the dome, and after we walked through a small tunnel four foot wide for over a hundred yards we found ourselves standing inside a giant garden.

“Gravity doesn’t feel right,” I said.

“It’s the planet and the ship pushing against one another, artificial versus the natural order of things,” Aen answered.

“Out of the frying pan into the oven,” I grinned.

“What?” Aen asked.

“It is an old saying my parents used to say.”

“Sounds stupid.”

“It means from one bad thing to something worse.”

“I understand what it means.”

Aen was annoyed. He had taken the most damage from our battle with the Shroud and for all we knew it was digging itself out of the rubble now. We hadn’t the time to break. Our best bet would be to abandon our mission and return to the surface. Once we had a grip on things we could come back with a larger team, maybe a mech, and overpower anything this dungeon had to throw at us.

“We continue forward, into the fire,” Aen said.

“At this point we need to make our way back!”

“We have no choice. This is what should have been a hangar. It looks like the organics department got a little out of control and overgrew the entire area. Some kind of terra-forming experiment gone wrong if I had to guess. It looks like this wasn’t just a normal orbital carrier. Most likely this was some kind of research center or colony ship trying to seed the planet.” Aen walked towards a control panel that had been covered in bright green moss and vines. A small hologram appeared giving us a more detailed view of the jungle around us, and as Aen zoomed out we found ourselves looking at a full blueprint of the carrier. The two domes were actually spheres and both were gigantic on both ends of the starship. Along the center were a dozen more spheres. When we overlaid the path we had traveled, we found we had barely touched a third of the ship. Inside the data we uncovered, though, we found that the other player had managed to explore another part of the ship. The Auton that attacked us saw us as all the same. Together the two of us and the dead player had explored two-thirds of the starship and somehow had managed to piss off the crew.

“What now?” I asked.

“See this area?” Aen said, pointing towards a small open area on the holographic map.

“What is it?”

“A dropship bay. We can grab a ship and smash our way back up to the surface. The problem is the ghost we have been chasing is here,” Aen said, pointing towards a mark on the opposite end of the jungle. “If we want to get out as quickly as possible we will have to split up.”

As many would tell you, splitting up is always a bad idea. This time was no different. Aen ordered me to go grab a dropship while he went to pick up the echo.

I found the dropship. What was left of it. Most of the bridge inside had been scavenged, parted out to keep the systems of the carrier going. It had one working engine and should have been able to hover about three feet off the ground, but with the artificial gravity from the ship pushing us up and the planet’s core pulling us down I was only able to make the ship lift up about a foot. Our movements would be limited since a limited slip and rear drive system had been torn out as well. Not sure what they might have scavenged that for but if I had to guess they probably had hover cycles lost somewhere inside that were fully functional, if only they weren’t hidden. The windows, seats, parts of the hull, even the parts of the floor had been pulled out to use in other places. The dropship was basically bare bones. Without securing the front of the ship we wouldn’t be smashing through anything. 

While scavenging for supplies I managed to pull up an old audio log that belonged to a member of the crew.

 

‘It’s been six hundred eighty three days since we left Chel space. War is coming and we are not prepared. Our mission to set out beyond the borders has been met with complete and utter failure. For the last ten months we’ve been stranded on an alien world, our orbital sinking further and further inside the planet. Something attacked us while we were in quantum space. Something that shouldn’t have been there. We’ve since taken per-cautionary measures and are working to various degrees to arm and protect the interior of the ship as well as terra-form the surface. If all goes according to plan we should be able to walk out on the surface in just a few months.’ 

 

Another audio log dated later continued…

 

‘Our ship’s systems are starting to degrade. We’ve already gutted the larger ships we brought with us but have to begin salvaging from dropships next week. I think it’s a bad idea. We’ll need those ships if our plans fail. Our defense program has already caused the death of several of the senior development team. Also not sure whose bright idea it was to make the autons look like minotaurs from greek fantasy but what the hell, I guess it’s better than a giant Vrax.’

 

Another….

 

“The Terra-forming project failed so someone decided to use the affinity program to upload their mind into one of the Auton’s named ‘Mini’. They ventured up to the surface about a week ago and came back. Had to force them to give up control. Mini has been acting strange since… like a part of the pilot is still in there.’

 

The last audio log I found was partially destroyed.

 

‘It all happened too fast. One network error after another. Before the end ‘Mini’ had developed a consciousness of its own, unrelated to the uploads…  Turns out we were less alone than we thought. Maybe if they hadn’t made it watch as the prototypes were destroyed and scrapped to make weapons and keep the life support system running, things could have been different. It keeps calling the pieces of junk family. Crazy stupid robot.’

 

That was one mystery solved. Shroud believed he was protecting his family, the ship from us. For three hours I worked to build and salvage the rest of what I could. I managed to send a message to Nel to prepare our ship for our return and contact the rest of our guild. It wouldn’t be long before we would be fighting our way back to the surface. I was pushing my limits. Staying in a virtual world could have deadly effects on the human body and mind. Not that I was in a hurry to get back to the real world but this was more work than I had been promised. I managed to get the dropship charging before I decided Aen had been gone too long. 

Cutting through the jungle wasn’t difficult. It was lifeless until I made my way to the echo’s location and a Hollow nearly grabbed me from behind a tree. Even though it would have meant my character’s death, I nearly logged myself out of the game, my heart was racing so fast.

Several more hollows were waiting for me when I found the dead player. A young scout with black hair. He looked like he might have been around the same age as me. A large wound was showing just below his chest: something had gone through him and if I had to guess, it would have been Mini’s sword. He had managed to make it all the way down without getting attacked, only to lose everything here at the end. I investigated the area hoping there would be something to loot but there was no artifact in sight. No Aen either. I tried calling him via my comm but there was a strange interference.

“Aen? Can you hear me?” I tried three more times before pulling up my interface. He was still alive and still showed online so I knew he hadn’t logged out of the game. I pulled up the holographic map I had downloaded into my profile. It should have shown me my place and any players I was aligned with. Nothing. Half the map was static.

“What is going on?” I whispered to myself.

Without any clues I started to make my way back to the dropship. The last thing I wanted to do was leave Aen down there but without an artifact to find the mission was over and the timer had already expired.

“Mission failure,” I said, sending another message to Nel on the surface.

More static.

“Blondie,” I heard Aen’s voice.

“Aen! Where are you!” I shouted finally, feeling some relief.

The voice was coming through the ship.

“Portable spatial slip-gate. I’ve been making my way to the surface. I wanted to thank you. But…” His voice went silent for just a moment. “I’m sorry this is not something I want to do.” The signal went dead. Portable spatial slip-gates were basically the same thing as teleportation. It was illegal but easy to use. Place one trigger down in one area and take the other with you. When you are ready you just push a button. After that, step through your newly manifested rift and move from where you are to where the first trigger was placed. 

Aen had left me. Betrayed, I activated the dropship and began programming coordinates for the surface. Near the back I strapped myself in, standing against a wall. The ship moved faster than I expected. I was out of the jungle in just under a minute and back to the area Shroud had been buried in less than five. Another ten I was halfway through the carrier. The dropship had taken a beating. Hull standing at less than 30% I manually slowed it down from a small console I held in my hand, wired into the main controls.

“Helmet UP!” I called. Three seconds later I was out of the dome. The air was gone and we flew outward above the surface.  As we did, the giant plants around me started to burst and bloom. Giant pieces of pollen flew across the air. It was beautiful as the sky filled with reds and blues. I wanted to remember this moment for the rest of my life. In a game based on survival, this was something of a surprise, short-lived as it was.

Aen was waiting for me.

“Nel, open hatch,” I commanded.

I guided my dropship down towards Nel and the Adept-3 shuttle.

“Blondie,” Aen said, holding a sword that looked like a smaller version of what Mini had been carrying, only this one was black and slightly dirty, slightly curved with more of a Persian design.

“Should have stayed where it was safe; you already sent an SOS, it wouldn’t have been long before someone came to rescue you.”

“Why are you doing this?” I cried out.

“Vengeance. This sword. It has a modifier that can cut through anything. With it I’m going straight for Lady Gray.” Just like that, Aen rushed towards me and passed over me cutting the dropship behind me like it was air. I was awed. A weapon like that could be used to take out entire starships if you knew where to hit. And if Aen wanted to go after Lady Gray he knew where to look. The Spring Festival. It would be an easy distraction with the armistice. He could cut a hole in the side of her Titan, even attack her directly if he took her by surprise. 

“I can’t let you do that,” I said, drawing my rifle.

“You really think you stand a chance against me? How many times have I bailed you out now? How many times have you relied on me since you started showing me the ropes? You don’t stand a chance against me. Give up. When you start a new character I promise I’ll give you some good gear, give you a good start when you start a new game.”

The first thing Aen taught me was fire first, talk later. The battery on my rifle had gone dead after I used it to fend off the Hollow in the jungle. I had to rely on my HP and Ki. Any amount of energy I fired would subtract HP from me so I had to be careful. I charged up a shot and fired. I missed but barely. The bolt skimmed past Aen and blew the dropship apart. 70 HP.

“I gave you a chance and you opened fire on me!” Aen was shouting. Cursing me, cursing the Corpse Divers. Behind Aen, in the direction of the dome, I noticed a silhouette standing less than fifty yards away and coming towards us. It was Shroud. I thought about shouting towards Aen. Maybe if I saved his life we could be friends again. No. Matters had already gone too far. He had been playing a long game against Lady Gray and I was nothing but a pawn.

I fired and missed again. 60 HP.

“You taught me that, remember,” I smiled.

Aen attacked. I should have been ready for it, but I barely reacted and only at the last moment. The black sword sliced the side of my arm. A second later my suit filled the wound with a gel. I jumped back and threw down a small bomb. We were opposite each other once again as I dropped a shield around myself and let the purple aura glow around me. Aen wouldn’t be able to kill me with an energy rifle or grenade with a shield up. He would have to attack me head-on with the sword again. Aen smiled grimly and began preparing himself for the killing blow, holding the sword with both hands pointed up towards the air. He wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice. If he managed to hit me with the sword I would be dead. If he missed I might have another chance to hit him at close-range just as my shields dropped. It was a gamble but this was my first real player vs player battle and I had to roll the dice the best I could. I was never a master strategist or anything special. Just a boy in a spacesuit with some talent for scouting. Just as I prepared myself to move, the Shroud took Aen from the side, claw ripping through his avatar as he dropped the sword to the ground and began bleeding out. I looked down at where he had sliced my arm. I knew I would have a new scar and yet I felt relieved.

“I hate robots.” Aen’s last words.

 

From the ground I picked up the black sword.

 

‘Scar’

 

All that is left behind. Lost but not forgotten.

 

Damage: 300

Class: None required

Level Required: None

Weight: 10 Ibs

Affinity: 80%

Sharpness: None

Elemental: Soul

Modifiers: Brightburn - can cut through even the strongest metal

 

The Shroud moved forward, crawling on the ground towards me. Aen was gone. Dead but his body still lay there. No echo. No artifact. Just a red corpse. I looked at the Shroud and studied it for a moment. Watching its movements, its body language, I knew what it was after. It wasn’t protecting its home anymore. It was rescuing what was left of its family. Scar.

“This belongs to you,” I said, offering Shroud the sword.

The robot approached me.

“Familia,” it said in a soft voice.

I held Scar out farther and after carefully studying me, Shroud grabbed it from my hands and took off back towards the dome, leaping across the ground.

“Nel, send a message. Let the guild know Aen is dead. Tell them Anteous is overrun with Hollows and Autons and place a drone in orbit warning others that this planet should be off-limits. Tell them there is nothing of any value here.”

“I take it your stay was not pleasant?” Nel asked.

I continued to watch the horizon as Shroud lifted Scar into the air, holding it up with one hand and let out a loud satisfied cry before disappearing. The sky was still filled with blue and red pieces of pollen that rained around us like flowers of confetti.

“It was a complete mission failure,” I said happily.

 

 

-----

 

Pick up the novel Star Divers: Dungeon of Bane to see what happens next!


-----



Special shout out to fellow author Ben Ormstad. 

 

-----
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The Forbidden Grotto

A Cyber Squad Short Story

 

 

A. K. Mocikat

 

 

“They’re coming!” Alan cried out. “Holy fuck! Why are there so many of them?”

“Because this whole fucked up place is completely broken, glitched, FUBAR!” Rico replied.

“And who’s fault is it that we ended up here, huh?” Jayce snapped at him. “Remind me! Just in case I’ve forgotten!”

“Shut up!”

I didn’t listen to them as they kept arguing. My heart raced as if threatening to jump out of my chest at any second. And not out of this perfectly shaped, muscular one but the other, the less perfect one, resting allegedly secure in another world. Panic paralyzed me. What would happen if we died here? What if the urban legends were true? If only half of them were true… then… then…

I licked over my lips even though they couldn’t dry out on this body. Then I peeked around the corner of the rocks we were hiding behind. In the end it didn’t matter whose fault it was that we had ended up here. All that mattered was to get out of here in one piece… somehow.

My heart almost stopped when I saw them. They were very close now. For some reason they had slowed down, which would have been a good thing – if it weren’t for the fact that they had multiplied. It must have been at least 200 of them, maybe more.

I swallowed, trying to stop myself from hyperventilating.

It was absurd, really. Approaching me was something that should have made my heart flutter and let my blood pressure rise for completely different reasons. Approaching was something of breathtaking beauty. Approaching were more than 200 women, every single one of them of stunning perfection, impossible to find in the real world.

All of them were naked.

And all of them out to kill us…

How the hell did I even end up in a situation so absurd that it would have been comical if not for what had happened only minutes ago?

I knew exactly how… and it was everything but a flattering story.

 

 

One week earlier…

 

 

Everyone respectfully stepped aside as they saw me approaching. A confident smile on my face and the trophy in my hand, I began climbing the stairs to the palace. The elegantly dressed noble men and women watched me ascend into the monumental throne room, expressions of pure awe and admiration on their faces.

Ah, it just never got old to be the hero!

The appreciation, the gratitude, were simply priceless.

Blood was dripping from the ugly head I was carrying in my hand, the red drops outright glowing on the white marble, leaving a trail behind me. The glaring afternoon sun reflected from my armor, which shone in the purest silver, yet was crafted of iridium. I felt the warmth of the sun rays on my face, but it never got too hot. Being stuck in an armor like mine in summerly temperatures must have been a nightmare in reality. I could imagine that it quickly had felt like in a claustrophobic baking oven, but not in this world.

Unless I came too close to lava or fire, which clearly weren’t supposed to be approached by a character of my race and class, I would experience warm rays of sun or a cool breeze on my skin, but never suffer heat nor cold.

Even bathing in an icy river in Heaven’s Reach, a land covered in snow all year long, wouldn’t cause more than a slightly chilly sensation on my skin.

Life was good.

I was very pleased with myself as I left the afternoon sun and stepped into the cool shade of the throne room. It was entirely crafted of white marble, and my heavy armor clacked with every step I made approaching the figure sitting on a throne on the other end. Massive crystal chandeliers hung from the high ceiling but most of the light came through the huge windows, which were made of colorful stained glass.

The queen was elven and her beauty more glaring than the afternoon sun. Long, blonde hair framed a slender, ageless face with huge, sparkling eyes the color of fresh spring grass. She wore a golden gown and an artful crystal crown adored her head. Her lips parted in an enchanting smile as I came closer.

“A pleasure to meet you again, adventurer,” she said in a silky voice.

“My queen,” I replied. “The pleasure is all mine.”

“What are you bringing me today, Geralt767?”

I waved the dripping head in my hand, although it was so big and ugly that she actually should have seen it from far away. But it was not how her NPC was scripted.

“My queen,” I said. “I’m bringing you Biwak’s head. The troll haunting your lands for so long is no more.”

“That’s wonderful news, adventurer! The kingdom of Valaria will be forever in your debt. You’ve more than earned your reward.”

 

You received:

1000 XP

3500 Gold

Supreme Healing Potion (3x)

Valaria Treasure Map (1x)

Ring of Valaria (ring/platinum/unique)

Set: Grace of Valaria

May the gratitude of the people of Valaria guide your way through darkness!

+50 Nightvision, +20 Vitality, 15% damage resistance against non-humanoid enemies

 

 Woohoo! I beamed. This was a fantastic reward! The stats were amazing and I only needed two more pieces to complete the Grace of Valaria set, which was one of the best sets in the game for a warrior DPS.

“Thank you, my queen.”

Her beautiful face lit up into a friendly smile. “May it serve you well. But I’m afraid the people of Valaria are still in danger and need your help. Are you ready to assist us again, Geralt767?”

“I am at your service!”

“Wonderful. One of our villages has been raided by bandits. The culprits have abducted some of our people! You must help us, please.”

 

New Quest:

Elven Queen Glenduriel asks for your help. Find the bandit camp near Lake Plaucid and save the villagers!

Hint: Watch out for the crocodiles!

 Accept?

Y/N

 

Hell yeah! Of course, I would have accepted in a heartbeat. Even if the reward wasn’t another piece of the legendary Valaria set, how could anyone say no to Queen Glenduriel?

But before I could accept, another message popped up on my HUD.

 

Ricostar11 invites you to a party!

Accept?

Y/N

 

I sighed. There went my quiet time…

I selected Y and my HUD changed instantly. Instead of seeing only my stats in the upper right corner, consisting of a red bar for health, a green one for stamina and a blue one for mana, I now saw the stats for three more people, displayed under their gamertags.

“Hey, guys,” I said with little enthusiasm. “What’s up?”

“Are you questing again?” my friend Rico, aka Ricostar11 asked sarcastically.

“Maybe,” I replied, knowing very well that they knew and also knowing that they’d mock me if I admitted it.

Rico laughed. “I knew it!”

“There’s nothing wrong with questing,” I defended myself. “The story is awesome and the loot is great-”

“Yeah and it’s boring af,” Rico interrupted me.

I rolled my eyes. Rico, Alan and Jayce were the guys I spent most of my time with in the online world. My best friends as much as people who never had seen each other in flesh and blood could be called friends. Yet all three of them were more interested in PVP or challenging dungeons and group instances whereas I enjoyed the classical game questing. I mean, I also enjoyed PVP and the more competitive gaming, of course, but sometimes I just liked being by myself and the hero of my own little world.

“Anyway, you have to come here,” Rico continued. “We have a surprise for you!”

“Um, can’t it wait? I’m in the middle of something here,” I said.

“Trust me, man. It’ll blow your fucking mind.”

“It’s totally worth it!” Alan added, hardly able to hide the excitement in his voice.

“Totally,” Jayce agreed eagerly.

I glanced at the queen who was still waiting for me to accept or deny her quest, the smile on her face unchanged. For a moment I was tempted to simply choose Y and tell my friends to leave me alone but then my curiosity won. They must really have discovered something exceptional if they were so excited. If not, then I still could return to this quest later. After all, the night was still young.

“Ok, send me a teleport invite,” I finally said, feeling somehow guilty selecting N, even though I knew that I could return at any time and continue the story line, I still felt like letting down Queen Glenduriel and the abducted villagers, especially when seeing her disappointed face.

Sometimes it was more a curse than a blessing that games were so ultra-realistic nowadays. The NPCs looked and behaved almost like real humans and I had a hard time saying no to a beautiful woman, even though I knew only too well that she wasn’t more than pixels and bits, powered by a sophisticated game engine.

 

Ricostar11 offers you a teleport to his position.

Accept?

Y/N

 

I accepted and the majestic throne room dissolved into darkness filled with countless stars, swirling around me as if I had become the center of the milky way. A message appeared in my field of vision.

 

Did you know? If you’re low on health, take a healing potion to avoid dying.

 

I rolled my eyes. Sometimes I wondered if loading screen “tips” were a way for game developers to flip off players and get away with it. Seriously? Who in the world needed to hear such crap? Even my grandma would know to take a health potion when low on health, duh.

Luckily the loading screens in TSOTA, also known as The Scrolls of the Ancients, usually didn’t last longer than a couple of seconds. Even though already more than five years old, the game was powered by a mighty engine, which ran relatively smoothly for a VRMMORPG of these proportions.

It was currently my favorite game and although I was still far away from reaching the top level of 799, I was pretty satisfied with my progression speed so far. But I’d been playing fantasy MMORPGs as long as I could remember so I didn’t brag when saying that I was pretty good at this game.

So were my friends who were waiting for me. The loading screen ended and I could feel my body again. Rico, Alan and Jayce were all around the same level as me, and together the four of us formed a fantastic team. Rico and I usually played DPS, Jayce tanked and Alan was an excellent healer.

All three grinned at me with clearly visible anticipation on their perfect avatar faces and I knew instantly that whatever they were about to tell me must be something really good.

My friends stood in a landscape very different to the brightly illuminated palace I came from. It was a dark, desolate area, with mists circling around dead trees and the overgrown ruins of what once had to be a city. I knew the area, it was located on a peninsula on the western end of the playable continent, which was so huge that it would take more than a week to ride from one end to the other. There was even an achievement for the completionists, the nerds among the nerds, who had nothing better to do with their lives but to attempt that.

The area I had teleported into had a spooky gothic charm and had been nicknamed Halloweenland. I liked the slightly morbid ambience and had been here before a couple of times – questing.

The area didn’t have a group dungeon or PVP zone so I wondered what my friends wanted here.

“There you are!” Rico greeted me.

“Here I am,” I replied. “But why are you here?”

My three friends exchanged mischievous glances, before Rico replied: “We’re on a quest.”

I laughed. “Good for you! And that’s the reason why you dragged me away from Queen Glenduriel?”

“Ah, she’s hot,” Jayce replied with the nod of a connoisseur.

“Just tell him already!” Alan said, impatiently stepping from one foot to the other.

“I have a better idea,” Rico said. “How about you share the quest with him, Alan?”

A second later a message popped up on my HUD.

 

LordMayhem999 wants to share a quest with you.

Accept?

Y/N

 

I selected Y and my jaw dropped when the next message appeared.

 

New Quest!

The Forbidden Grotto

 

“No fucking way!” I called out. “It can’t be!”

“Sure can,” Rico grinned like the cat from Alice in Wonderland.

“How? Where did you find it?”

This had to be a prank of some sort…

“I found this super rare platinum Cydonia treasure map,” Alan explained proudly. “It was a pain in the ass to find the treasure chest, I almost gave up on it, glad I didn’t though. I was bored, you guys weren’t online and so I thought-“

“Get to the point, dude!” Rico rolled his eyes.

“Ok, ok,” Alan seemed slightly offended. “There was a single quest item in the chest. At first I was so, what the fuck…no gold, no rare armor? Not even a stupid bow? But then I activated it and it gave me this quest.”

“Holy shit,” I said, getting excited myself now. “That’s awesome!”

Queen Glenduriel and the missing villagers would have to take care of themselves for now. Because I was going on the most exciting quest TSOTA had to offer. I would find and conquer the Forbidden Grotto…

Well, not just me but our group together. Which was totally fine with me since I loved questing together with a party anyway.

There was a reason why we all acted like such fanboys. The Forbidden Grotto quest was a massive easter egg. It was so famous that even gamers who’d never played the game knew what it was. In fact, it had become a synonym for an impossible achievement in gamer slang. If someone asked you if you were looking for the Forbidden Grotto, then what they meant was: you’re trying to achieve something out of your reach. Some people even claimed the Forbidden Grotto was nothing but an urban legend, a rumor the game devs of TSOTA had invented to drive more players to the game.

Yet, the Forbidden Grotto truly existed, as screenshots and live streams of players who had found it proved. However, for most players, the odds of setting foot within the grotto were virtually null.

What made it so difficult was that it wasn’t a location like any other, accessible through land, water or teleport. You couldn’t simply walk in there by setting a marker on the map. You could only find and enter the Forbidden Grotto if you had the quest and were following it to the letter. And the quest wasn’t simply handed out by an NPC like most others. You only could stumble across it by chance as it spawned randomly in treasure chests or reward containers. It was player bound on pick-up so it couldn’t be traded among players. The only way to enter the grotto was to get the quest or have a friend who got it and was willing to share it with you.

Such as Alan had just done with our party.

“Thanks, man,” I said. “I really appreciate that you invited me to join.”

Alan waved his hand. “Of course! It would be no fun without you guys!”

“Well, you could have kept the nymphs for yourself,” Rico said with a wink.

“Pah. From what I hear there are enough nymphs for everyone.”

Ah yes, the nymphs. Surely there wouldn’t be such a hype around the Forbidden Grotto if it weren’t for the nymphs.

According to people who successfully finished the quest, at its end you rescue the nymphs in the grotto from captivity – and they show you their gratitude. Although explicit sexual acts of any kind were strictly forbidden in TSOTA, the nymphs in the grotto were as close as one could get to acquiring a harem, which basically was every nerd’s dream. The game devs knew that only too well, which was why the Forbidden Grotto had achieved such cult status far beyond the game itself.

“Ok, let’s do this, then!” I said. The more I thought about this whole endeavor, the more excited I got. “From what I hear it takes many hours to run the whole quest.”

“Agreed,” Alan said. “And that’s why we’re here. We're gonna have to fight ourselves through some really challenging werewolf mobs and bosses.”

And that we did. For hours we fought hordes of werewolves, undead, giant spiders and, of course, goblins. Every time we thought this was it, another questline popped up. After killing everything in Halloweenland - at least that was how it felt - we traveled to Hallervania where we faced all kinds of elemental creatures and extinguished a tribe of violent minotaurs.

Finally, after six or seven hours, we decided to call it a night and continue tomorrow. After all, none of us wanted to face the nymphs completely exhausted.

 

***

 

I only noticed how tired I was once I started the log-out process. The lush, green landscape of Hallervania vanished and I woke up in my real body.

Slowly, I opened my eyes. My eyelids felt like lead and my throat was completely dried out. I had been going into VR almost every day for years yet still I couldn’t get used to returning to my real body in the real world. Often, I wished I could stay in VR forever but sadly this wasn’t possible – at least not yet.

I sat up in my bed and instantly felt the familiar pull at the back of my head. I reached behind me and pulled out the cord connected to my neuro-plant over a small port implanted into my skull above the neck. It was how I, and everyone else, entered VR.

The times when players needed consoles or VR headsets to enter virtual reality were long gone. Nowadays almost everyone had the neuro-plant embedded into their skull and connected their brain directly to the Net and virtual worlds.

This way players experienced games and simulations as if they were completely real. They could feel, see, hear and smell like in a real body, with one big difference: players couldn’t experience pain or get injured in VR. The mantra that VR was completely safe had been constantly spread by game developers and governments for almost two decades. Everyone believed it. Why wouldn’t they?

Nevertheless, there were countless horror stories circulating on the Net about how things could go wrong. How glitches in the code could become dangerous, hurt and even kill people.

Of course, the authorities and game devs denied everything. After all, VR had become the biggest industry in the world with even the smaller companies worth billions. All those horror stories were urban legends and nothing more, according to the official narrative.

I always believed it to be the truth, because why wouldn’t I?

I couldn’t possibly imagine how wrong I had been.

Soon, I would find out that the urban legends were true…

 

***

 

 

The next day I could hardly focus on any of my tasks on the job. In real life I was nothing like my character, Geralt, who was a mighty warrior, as handsome as he was badass.

I was Gary, the accountant. Thirty-five years old and balding, and I wouldn’t have been able to lift the sword my character used, not to mention wield it in battle. Like most people nowadays, I was single and lived alone, connecting with the world over VR. At least I made decent money and could afford to live in a small one-bedroom apartment which I shared with Misty, my artificial feline. As long as people had to pay taxes, accountants would be needed in the world and so far we hadn’t been successfully replaced by AI. Maybe our job was too boring even for them?

I couldn’t wait for the day to end so I could join my friends on our quest of a lifetime. Quickly, I grabbed a bite and washed it down with half a bottle of soda, then stuffed the cord into the port above my neck and jacked into VR.

My friends were already waiting impatiently. They sat on rocks in the midst of the seemingly endless green fields of Hallervania, exactly in the place where I had left them the other night.

“Finally!” Rico greeted me. “We were already considering kicking you off the quest.”

“Some of us have jobs, you know?” I said sourly.

He shrugged. “Your own fault, dude.”

None of them had a job. Rico and Jayce lived off the universal income while Alan’s parents had money, which allowed him to do nothing but play games and smoke weed all day long. He even had a girlfriend – who was most likely more attracted to his money than to him. After all, he had done nothing useful his entire life.

“Ok, are you guys ready for the nymphs?” I asked, not willing to let their mocking ruin my mood.

“We’ve been for hours,” Rico said. “And we have a surprise for you.”

“I’m all ears.”

Rico’s avatar eyes sparkled in an utterly realistic way as he grinned at me. The game interface recognized the player’s emotions and transferred them in an almost 100% realistic way into the avatars.

“Have you ever heard of the nude mod?” Rico asked.

Of course, I had. It was a mod that allowed you to see any NPC of your choice naked. Like every other player, I wouldn’t mind seeing some of the beautiful women the game had to offer naked, Queen Glenduriel in particular. In fact, I had fantasized about it more than once, although I would never admit it to anybody. However, as alluring as the mod sounded, it was also highly illegal to use.

Most mods were banned and had high penalties for those who tried to use them anyway and got caught. But the nude mod was one of the most illegal to bring into the game. Players who attempted to use it and got caught were permanently banned from the game and sometimes even from X-Perience itself, which was basically like being banned from VR gaming.

“Sure have,” I replied. “Why?”

My three friends grinned at me with anticipation, waiting for me to connect the dots.

“No way!” I finally said. “No fucking way! You guys can’t be serious!”

“Yes, we are!” Jayce said and the other two nodded.

“You seriously want to use the nude mod in the Forbidden Grotto?”

“Yep.”

“But how? Where do you even want to acquire it from? You guys know it’s illegal, don’t you?”

“We already have,” Alan said with pride.

“What??”

They all nodded and then started laughing as I buried my face in my palms. “Guys…”

“Ah, come on, man! Where’s your sense of adventure? That’s a once in a lifetime chance we have here and you want to chicken out?” Rico said.

I didn’t reply, but instead asked, “Where did you even get it? It’s not like it’s on sale at the vendors in Valaria City.”

“I know a guy who knows a guy who knows a guy-“ Alan said.

“Oh Jesus Christ!” I cried out, interrupting him. “Are you insane?”

“Relax, dude, ok?” Rico said. “It’s a brand-new version of the mod. It’s designed not to raise any alarm. No one will notice when we use it, especially in the grotto, which is a confined area.”

“I paid a nice chunk of money for it,” Alan added. “And it even comes with an extra.”

“Like what?”

All three grinned even broader and appeared like cats who had just been served a nice bowl of cream.

“The mod also overrides the sex lock.”

I stared at them as Alan’s words slowly sunk in. “Does that mean…”

“Yes, man!” Rico said. “Orgy!”

I fell silent. My mind was screaming at me, telling me that this was a bad idea, a very bad idea. Yet I had to admit that other parts of me disagreed vehemently.

This was madness, if it went wrong all of us would get into deep trouble. But on the other hand…

I couldn’t help but imagine a grotto filled with dozens of the most beautiful women imaginable. All of them naked. And sex-hungry…

A shiver ran through me.

“You still can simply leave the quest if you want,” Jayce said. “We won’t force you to participate.”

“But we’re doing it. Period.”

“Ok, I’m in,” I said, defeated.

The image of the naked nymphs begging me to fuck them was now stuck in my head, creating a pleasant wave of arousal reaching from my virtual to my real body. After all, I was just a guy!

“That’s the spirit!” Rico clapped my shoulder. “I’m sure it’s gonna be epic. Besides, we need you to beat the rest of the quest. Apparently it’ll turn pretty rough.”

“How is it going to work?” I asked.

“We go in and kill everything-“

“Not what I mean.” I rolled my eyes.

“Oh, that’s simple,” Alan explained. “I bought the mod on the Net and got an ingame message from a Level 1 player this morning. It had an item attached. It looks like an ordinary scroll but it contains the script. All I need to do is grab it from my inventory once we reach the grotto, read it and voila! The script will activate.”

In retrospect I knew I should have asked where exactly Alan had bought the mod. Because if I had known, I surely would have backed out. Or maybe I wouldn’t have. At this point I admittedly felt pretty horny already.

 

***

 

Two hours later we had fought seemingly countless mobs and had defeated some challenging bosses. The mood was great, we were having a blast. I had almost forgotten about the concerns I had about the whole endeavor.

We were riding through the deep forests of Cydonia, our mounts speeding between trees of the size of houses towering above us. The music changed from a relaxed to a dramatic tune as we were attacked by a massive pack of direwolves. They were no match for us. Rico, a sorcerer specialized in fire magic, roasted them with some precise fire balls and I eliminated the rest with my sword, without even having to dismount.

We felt like heroes as we left the woods a couple of minutes later, following the quest marker. It wasn’t far now. Supposedly there was only one more boss we had to beat before we finally reached the grotto. It was about time. With almost twelve hours this was one of the longest quests the game had to offer. The landscape that opened up in front of us once we left the woods was of breathtaking beauty.

Canyons and ravines slightly resembling the scenery of a Greek island, yet lusher and greener. Azure blue waterfalls gushed into picturesque rivers and the air was filled with the scent of wildflowers. The sun stood low, like a gigantic fireball in the west dyeing the blue skies in red and purple colors.

“Wow,” I said. “This is one of the most beautiful landscapes I’ve ever seen in this game.”

The others nodded in agreement. We had to slow down our mounts and form a line to follow the narrow path that led down into a canyon. Then finally the game sent us the message we were waiting for.

 

Objective updated:

Defeat The Sentinel and enter the Forbidden Grotto.

 

“Yes!” Jayce shouted. “Finally! I thought this quest would never end.”

“We’re not there quite yet,” I said, curbing his excitement. “One more boss.”

“And from what I heard it’s a tough motherfucker,” Rico said.

We dismounted and took the rest of the distance on foot, our weapons drawn and ready to face whatever the game threw at us.

“Look!” Alan said, his voice shaky with excitement. “This must be it! The grotto!”

He pointed his finger at a cave entrance partially hidden by a majestic waterfall. It was directly where the quest marker on our HUDs was leading to.

Yes! It had to be it!

A wave of excitement shot through me like a bolt.

But then The Sentinel appeared, and I swallowed.

Suddenly we heard a massive roar, which sounded like the mix of a roar of a huge animal and the sound a giant wave made when splashing over a beach. From a deep pool directly next to the waterfall and the entrance emerged a huge water elemental. Blue-glowing eyes glared maliciously down at us from this giant humanoid body made entirely out of water. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end as I gaped at the growling boss, feeling coldness ripple down my spine. 

 

The Sentinel (Water Elemental/ World Boss)

1000000/1000000

 

This appeared above his head in red letters – indicating that this was a boss of the highest difficulty.

“Oh crap,” I whispered.

“One million health? What the fuck,” Alan moaned.

“Focus, guys,” Rico said, pointing at the cave entrance. “This asshole is all that stands between us and the grotto.”

“Let’s do this,” I agreed. “Jayce, taunt him.”

Jayce nodded and stepped forward. As the group’s tank it was his job to taunt the boss and keep him occupied while Rico and I would chip him down. We both were good DPS but it would take quite a while to defeat a boss with one million health. Hopefully Alan, our healer, would keep us alive.

Jayce swallowed a stamina potion, then buffed himself with a spell and activated a damage shield that came with his class. Finally, he performed a specific attack with his sword that aggroed an NPC and kept its focus on him.

The elemental roared menacingly then attacked the tank who took position behind his massive shield.

Not wasting any time, I charged forward using Lunge, a warrior attack.

 

Critical Hit! -19000

 

Nice! I had managed to land a critical hit with my first attack. That was a good start.

Being a sorcerer only wearing light armor, Rico stayed back a few feet and summoned a massive fireball which he threw at the boss.

 

Attack resisted!

 

The letters flashed over the elemental while the fire ball disappeared into a cloud of steam.

“Damnit!” Rico called out.

“Never bring a fire mage to a fight against a giant consisting of water, huh?” I quipped, delivering one heavy attack after another against the monster.

But there was no reason for glee, actually. My stamina was already down by 40% and even with heavy attacks and critical hits I couldn’t possibly beat a boss with such an amount of health by myself.

“Smart ass,” Rico replied, irritated. “Hold on. I have an ice staff in my inventory.”

“Hurry!” Jayce said. “I can’t hold this fucker forever!”

The boss was delivering heavy damage and the tank would have already been toast if not for Alan, who did a decent job as a healer.

I managed to bring down the monster by 20% until Rico found what he was looking for in his inventory and equipped it.

Using his ice staff, he dealt almost as much damage as I, and together we quickly brought down the monster to 50%. As expected, that was when the adds spawned. Almost every boss in the game followed the same mechanic. Adds appeared when they sank below 50%, and this one was no exception. With boneshaking shrieks, a dozen water snakes appeared from the water around us.

“AOEs!” I called out.

“On it,” Rico replied.

Useless against the water elemental, Rico unleashed his full fiery destruction on the snakes which thankfully weren’t immune to flames. Meanwhile I kept attacking the boss, slowly chipping him down.

My friends and I were good players. We had played together so often that we understood each other blindly and without many words – at least in combat. Other than that, we sometimes had our differences, of course.

Once the adds were down it didn’t take as long as I had suspected to defeat the boss. It’s astonishing what people can achieve when they really want something. And we wanted to enter the grotto as quickly as possible.

A couple of minutes later The Sentinel roared one last time, then dissolved into water with a loud splash, soaking the tank and me because we stood closest. At least it was only water and not goo or something even more disgusting. Level designers seemed to like throwing that kind of stuff on players from time to time.

We all erupted in loud cheers.

“YES!” Rico shouted. “We did it!”

“It wasn’t even that difficult!” Jayce said.

 

CONGRATULATIONS!! You’ve beaten The Sentinel! Songs about your bravery will be sung for generations!

You may now enter the Forbidden Grotto. Good luck and have fun!

 

“Why does it seem like they are mocking us?” I asked.

“Whatever,” Rico shrugged. “Let’s go!”

The excitement was almost tangible as we approached the grotto. At first we could hardly see anything due to the waterfall blocking the entrance but once we were past it, a magnificent cave of massive proportions opened in front of us. Impressive stalagmites grew many feet high and met equally impressive stalactites growing down at many places. Fluorescent plants gave the place a bluish, mystical illumination.

All of this was awesome for sure, and someone had spent many hours designing it, yet it wasn’t the reason why we all stood at the entrance for a couple of seconds, staring at the sight in front of us with open mouths.

At the bottom of the cavern, twenty feet below us stood a crowd of women. And not just any women but the most beautiful women imaginable – dressed in silky gowns that left little to the imagination.

One of them, an absolutely stunning platinum blonde, stepped forward and spread her arms.

“Welcome, adventurers! By defeating The Sentinel, you saved us from almost 200 years of imprisonment. You gave us freedom! How can we ever repay you?”

“I certainly have an idea or two,” Alan said, and we others nodded in speechless agreement.

As they often did, the NPC ignored the remark which wasn’t in sync with her programming.

“Please, be our guests!” she replied instead. “Let us offer you food and drink.”

We walked down a narrow path to the bottom of the grotto and found ourselves surrounded by at least three dozen NPCs that were designed to look like supermodels.

“So, when are we going to use the scroll?” Jayce asked eagerly as we followed the girls to a lounge area decorated with comfortable cushions and pillows. I shook my head seeing it. This place was outright screaming for an orgy.

“Let’s sit down and see what they have for us first,” I suggested. “Maybe there’s some reward? Loot?”

Smiling, they offered us wine and fruit – wherever it was coming from in a cave. But those were details I didn’t want to consider now. Same as my friends, I was mesmerized by the cleavage, thighs and round hips surrounding us.

“I think I have a boner IRL,” Alan said after we sat there in silence for a moment. “Screw the loot, I’m reading the scroll.”

“Yeah,” Jayce agreed huskily while Rico seemed to have lost his speech for once.

Suddenly I had the intuition that this was a very bad idea after all.

“Wait,” I said as Alan pulled a completely ordinary looking scroll from his inventory. “Maybe we shouldn’t do that. Somehow it feels… wrong.”

All three turned their heads and stared at me as if I was a lunatic, and I fell silent. Then Alan opened the scroll.

At first nothing happened, and I was already starting to wonder if Alan had been scammed.

But then it began.

All NPCs around us froze for a few seconds and it felt like being in a cave filled with mannequins. Then a shimmering wave went through them as if they had been reset. They flickered for a second, then came back to life – and were naked.

“Woohoo! It worked!” Alan cried out enthusiastically.

I couldn’t help but stare. It’s not that I had never seen a naked woman before but being surrounded by three dozen of them was a completely new experience. My arousal didn’t build up slowly as it usually did, it snapped to 100 within a second. From previous sexual encounters in VR when I had visited adult content simulations, I knew that the arousal I experienced was very real. It started in my virtual body and went all the way down to my real one resting on the bed motionlessly while inside it endorphins, testosterone and other hormones went into a frenzy. Looking at the slender platinum-blonde smiling at me, I was pretty sure that my real body had an erection by now.

The nymphs approached us and suddenly I had a naked woman in each arm, one of them the platinum blonde.

This must be heaven, I thought.

They both began kissing me, touching me everywhere. Their skin felt absolutely real as I placed my hands on a breast of each girl. From the corner of my eye, I saw that my friends were equally busy, swarmed by naked bodies and hands that began undressing them.

“Guys, I take everything back I said earlier,” I said. “I was an idiot. This is amazing…”

“Mhm,” Alan moaned in response. The other two either didn’t hear me or didn’t want to add anything to the conversation right now. I closed my eyes.

Suddenly my arms were empty. I blinked in surprise and saw that the two girls had reset a few feet away from me. Then they approached me and began their game from the start.

I should have realized by then that something was not right. NPC glitches usually didn’t happen in high-class games such as TSOTA. But who could blame me that I didn’t? It was a damn orgy! And I was in the middle of it.

While I considered which one to finger first, suddenly a shrill scream woke me from my bliss. I turned my head from the platinum-blonde’s hungry mouth and saw that it was Jayce who had screamed.

My eyes turned wide in disbelief and horror as I saw why.

Blood was dripping down his cheek where a deep wound gaped. Red numbers rushing down above his head indicated that he had taken a massive amount of damage. One of the nymphs who had been pleasing him, a curvy redhead, had blood in her face, too.

Because she was holding a piece of Jayce’s cheek between her teeth!

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Something like this shouldn’t happen, it was impossible to 

happen. It couldn’t be!

This was a non-combat zone and those girls were non-combat NPCs, indicated by the green tags above their heads. And biting half a face off wasn’t something NPCs did, at least not in this game.

Jayce howled with pain, holding his cheek. It almost seemed like… real pain.

But I didn’t have time to contemplate it any further as I suddenly felt a horrible pain myself. I screamed. Like the arousal earlier, this felt absolutely real. The agony almost made me pass out.

Looking up I saw where the pain was coming from. The platinum-blonde had bitten my hand – and chewed off my middle finger!

She sat there, the exact same, sweet smile on her face as earlier. With the difference that my finger stuck out between her lips like a cigar. Blood was dripping down her slender, naked body. It was like a scene from a horror movie with the problem that it felt 100% real.

Then I glimpsed at my HUD and saw that the attack had taken an insane amount of damage. Almost 30% of my health was gone!

Screams erupted next to me as my other two friends got attacked, too.

“What the fuck!” Rico shrieked, holding his hand over a wound on his naked chest. One of his nymphs had taken a deep bite of him.

Then I awoke from my stupor. I pulled away just in time before two other girls could taste me in a way I didn’t appreciate at all. Their teeth clapped in mid-air where my lower body had been only a second ago and I couldn’t tell what was more horrifying, the sound or the fact that their faces hadn’t changed at all, still displaying the same blissful, submissive smiles.

“We need to get out of here!” I shouted, kicking and pushing with all I had. Finally, I managed to get back on my feet and saw that Rico and Jayce were standing too. But Alan was in trouble. One of the nymphs had bitten into his shoulder and wouldn’t let go while two others were attacking his abdomen.

I tried to open my inventory and equip a weapon but nothing happened. The system wouldn’t let me equip a weapon or use a healing potion!

“We need to help him!” I shouted at my friends who stared at Alan being eaten alive, frozen in horror.

I lunged toward Alan and began pushing and kicking the crazed NPCs away. Luckily my two other friends jumped in to help me and together we dragged Alan away. The poor guy had bite wounds all over his body and whimpered in pain. His health was down to a shocking 19%!

Lacking alternatives, I grabbed the next best object that I could use as a makeshift weapon: a torch. Wielding it toward the attackers, somewhere in the back of my head I knew how completely absurd the situation was. I was fighting a mob of the most beautiful women imaginable, all of them naked. And all of them out to eat us alive.

Rico grabbed the next best object in his reach, a fluorescent giant mushroom, and stood next to me, ready to fight for our lives. None of us noticed that the mushroom actually had the shape of a giant phallus. The cave was full of them and apparently the game designers had found it funny to put them here. Meanwhile Jayce helped Alan to stay upright.

“You’re the healer, Alan!” I said. “Cast a healing spell on yourself!”

“Not… working…” he pressed out, suffering horrible pain.

“We’re so screwed…” Jayce whispered.

At this moment, suddenly the murderous nymphs froze as a shrill alarm echoed through the cave. Then huge red-glowing letters appeared on the walls and an artificial voice read them aloud.

“Warning! Malware attack detected. Game engine compromised. Initializing quarantine! The area you’re in has been sealed off. Please remain calm, help is on the way. Stay away from any NPCs and don’t attempt logging out of the game. I repeat: DO NOT ATTEMPT TO LEAVE THE GAME UNDER ANY CIRCUMSTANCES!”

“Aaah!” Jayce screamed like a little girl. “What the fuck is happening here?”

I had a pretty clear idea what was happening. The mod Alan had acquired from “a guy who knows a guy who knows a guy” had been malware infected.

“Run!” I told my horrified friends. “We need to get out of here as long as they’re frozen!”

Dragging the whimpering Alan along we made our way between the frozen NPCs, heading for the exit. All of a sudden, the perfectly shaped naked bodies didn’t seem arousing or appealing anymore. The smiles on their frozen faces were uncanny and they appeared like an army of horror mannequins, ready to jump into action and shred us to pieces at any moment.

My mind was racing.

Of course, I had heard rumors about glitches in VR causing people to have strokes, brain damage or even death but like everyone else, I had believed those were nothing but urban legends. The game studios and authorities never got tired of repeating the mantra that connecting your brain to VR over the neuro-plant was perfectly safe.

Apparently, they had lied.

If we felt real pain, then what would happen if any of us died in here?

I certainly didn’t want to find out. And the warning not to try to log off wasn’t reassuring either.  

I expected the frozen horror Barbie-dolls to jump back to life and swarm us at any second while we pushed through them, but we were lucky. They stayed lifeless and that saved our lives.

We climbed up the ramp to the exit behind the waterfall – just to find out that there was no exit. The spot where the cave entrance was supposed to be showed nothing but a wall.

“Oh fuck me,” Rico whispered. “This can’t be happening…”

“Ok, I’m out,” Jayce said. “I’m logging off.”

“No!” I said with a sharp voice. “They warned us not to do that under any circumstances!”

“Screw them,” Jayce said.

“Yeah,” Rico agreed while Alan whimpered.

“It won’t let me!” Jayce said a second later, his voice shrill.

“What do you mean?”

“The log-off process is disabled! We’re stuck!”

“Oh no…” Alan whispered, pointing his finger past us.

We all turned around and the sight made me feel ice-cold.

The NPCs had reset. They stood in rows. Then suddenly they all turned their heads sharply. Staring at us with eyes that appeared weirdly conscious, their pretty faces frozen into smiles which were utterly frightening in their sweetness.

Then they began approaching.

“Oh no no no…! What should we do?” Jayce asked.

“We have to try to fend them off, stall them somehow!” I said. “We should be able to defend the ramp.”

“Look!” Rico’s voice was filled with disbelieving terror now.

A second later I understood why. The NPCs had moved forward and, in their place, an exact copy of every single one of them had spawned. They were multiplying… like a virus.

I tried not to let panic overwhelm me and instead tried to think clearly. The announcement had promised that help was on the way. I could only hope this was true. Looking around I spotted some rocks located a bit higher than the little platform we were standing on.

“Over there!” I said, pointing at them. “We have to take cover!”

We dragged Alan along and hunkered behind the rocks, all of us bleeding and breathing heavily. My finger stump pulsated in almost unbearable pain.

“They’re coming!” Alan cried out. “Holy fuck! Why are there so many of them?”

“Because this whole fucked up place is completely broken, glitched, FUBAR!” I replied.

“And who’s fault is it that we ended up here, huh?” Alan snapped at him. “Remind me! Just in case I’ve forgotten!”

“Shut up!”

I licked over my lips even though they couldn’t dry out on this body. Then I peeked around the corner of the rocks we were hiding behind. In the end it didn’t matter whose fault it was that we had ended up here. All that mattered was to get out of here in one piece… somehow.

My heart almost stopped when I saw them. They were very close now. For some reason they had slowed down, which would have been a good thing – if it weren’t for the fact that they had multiplied. It must have been at least 200 of them, maybe more.

I swallowed, trying to stop myself from hyperventilating.

Then something incredible happened.

Just when the zombie Barbie dolls were about to swarm us, suddenly a glaring light shone through the dimly lit cave. A portal opened in mid-air, a couple of feet over the ground. But it wasn’t like any portal I had ever seen in any of the countless games I’d played in my life.

This phenomenon was completely out of place in a medieval inspired fantasy setting. It looked like something from a science fiction movie. It led out of the game into a world of code, algorithms, vectors – a grid. Several figures appeared on the other side. At first they seemed to consist of pure code.

When they jumped outside, they turned into humans… or at least human-shaped… somethings. Four men and one woman. They were all dressed in shiny black suits – and looked incredibly badass.

My eyes widened watching them, and for a moment I almost forgot that I was about to be eaten alive.

They didn’t waste any time. One of them rushed forward with insane speed. To my big surprise he clipped right through the mob of naked bodies, as if he was a ghost. He ran up the ramp and reached us within a second – and only one step ahead of the crazed NPCs.

With utter fascination I watched how he spun on his heel, his hands making movements in the air as if he was typing something on an invisible keyboard. Then he extended his arms, almost as if he was embracing us.

“Stay close to me and you’ll be fine,” he said with a calm voice, then smiled.

We all stared in awe as the mob stopped right in front of us as if they had run into an invisible barrier.

“We need heals here,” he then addressed his team down in the cave.

“On it,” one of his team members replied with a slight French accent and approached us swiftly, using the same clipping technique as his friend.

“I see. As always I get the dirty work while you guys can play the heroes,” the girl, a cute brunette, quipped.

She reached out behind her and pulled a long, glowing sword out of thin air. Then she jumped right in the middle of the murderous NPCs who were piling up at the bottom of the ramp.

Her blade shone with bluish particles as she chopped through the zombie Barbies like through butter, creating a carnage of blood and twitching body pieces without even blinking. A third guy, athletic with flaming red hair, joined her and together they decimated the bare-naked menace within seconds.

“They respawn,” The girl said, pointing at the middle where the same amount of nymphs had appeared again.

“No, they replicate,” the fourth guy of the team said in a slightly bored tone.

He sat on a rock, completely relaxed as if it were a table in a café and not in a out of control game. In front of him floated several holographic screens and his fingers flew over a holo keyboard as he spoke, “The malware those fine gentlemen brought in here is sophisticated.”

“Can you terminate it?” the girl asked.

“Of course, I can.”

Meanwhile, their team member arrived at our group, who was watching everything in speechless awe. He summoned a small device out of thin air the same way as the girl had produced her sword. He held it over Alan’s head and suddenly his health bar turned green and he was at 100% again.

“Oh my god. Thank you!” Alan whispered.

“You’re welcome,” the French guy replied. “But you’ll have to see a doctor IRL once this is over.”

“Why?” I asked while the healer used his device first on me and then on my other two friends.

From one second to another, all my wounds were gone and so was the pain. I huffed in relief.

“Oh, you’ll see,” the stranger said with a smirk.

My attention was drawn back to the rest of the team at the bottom of the cave.

“Done,” the guy with the keyboard said, and a thin green glowing ribbon extended from his virtual computer terminal, all the way up to the girl’s sword.

Instantly the blade took the same color and only now I recognized that it was code.

The girl waited for a second until another wave of nymphs spawned, then rammed the blade into the closest NPC. With the blink of an eye the green glowing code spread from one NPC to the next, jumping from body to body like green lightning.

They all first froze, then flickered erratically and finally exploded into countless little bits. The parts flew in all directions, turned into pixels and vanished.

“And done,” the girl said casually.

The young man who had cast the shield that had protected us turned to me and smiled. “It’s over. You’re safe now.”

“I hope the whole drama was worth it just to see some boobs and ass,” the girl addressed us, sneering. “You guys are complete morons.”

“She’s right,” the healer agreed dryly and began walking down to his team.

“Thank you so much,” I said. “You came just in time.”

The young man’s Asian-Caucasian features had an honest and kind expression as he spoke.

“No problem. It’s our job.”

He turned around to follow his friend.

 

REMOVING YOU FROM GAME IN FIVE…

 

“Who are you people?” I asked breathlessly.

 

FOUR

 

He turned around one more time and his handsome face lit up with pride.

 

THREE

 

“We’re Cyber Squad.”

 

TWO

 

All I could do was stare.

 

ONE.

 

***

 

My eyes snapped open, and I was lying in my bed. In my real body.

Euphoria filled me. I was alive! And in one piece!

I could hardly believe what just had happened, it seemed unreal, like a bad dream. For a moment I wasn’t sure if anything I had just experienced had really happened.

Then a sharp pain shot through my hand.

“What the…” I whispered in disbelief.

Slowly I lifted my hand. For a horrible moment I thought I would find a bloody stump where my left middle finger should be.

To my endless relief it was still there. But it was completely bruised and swollen to double its normal size. When I tried to move it I felt pain.

Now I understood why the healer had said I should see a doctor in real life. Somehow my real body had taken damage, not as severe as the virtual one, but still significantly.

I had no idea how this could be possible. It shouldn’t have been.

But one thing I knew: the Cyber Squad had saved my and my friends’ lives.

I sighed, letting myself fall back on the bed.

I knew from the start that this whole endeavor was a very bad idea. Now they would surely ban us from TSOTA, possibly from VR gaming itself.

Which was okay. After this experience I wasn’t sure if I wanted to go back ever again.

 

***

 

If you enjoyed this story and would like to learn more about the badass guys who saved the day, make sure to check out the Cyber Squad series, available on Kindle, KU and Audible!

Thank you!

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B099679SQW
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The Man Who Lost His Name

A Darklands Online Side Story

 

 

David J. Bushman

 

 

Emir rested on the damp wooden bench with his eyes closed. He had been through the opening event outside of Silent Grove a handful of times before. Rain pelted him in the face as he heard the distant words without listening. It had been so long since Emir last played, but there would be plenty of time for that now. 

Screaming ratmen, splintering wood, and rending iron filled the rain soaked night. The commotion told Emir that the event had started in earnest. As soon as the wagon lurched, his eyes shot open. Instinctively, he bent into a crouch. Darklands Online was a unique game. Nothing on the market was as realistic or translated real life skills the way Wave Interactive's flagship title did. That fact was never lost on Emir. 

He was not surprised as the two halves of the slave wagon fell away, bisected. Calmly, Emir dropped to the ground and spun to find his first target. Staying on the balls of his feet, he sought out the nearest caravan guard and drove both palms under the creature's snout. A knee and an elbow finished the rattling with cold efficiency. Systematically, he looted the body.

 

You Have Slain - Rattling Guard | Level 1

You Have Acquired - Soldier's Cudgel

You Have Acquired - Sturdy Leather Gloves

You Have Acquired - 1 Silver and 1 Copper

 

Emir scowled. No key and a lousy weapon was not going to cut it. The gloves auto-equipped for which he was grateful. Care was still needed even in this event. Many people had died and suffered the long respawn by being too casual with one of the world’s starting events. Regardless, he needed a halfway decent weapon and a key would not be unwelcome. None of these rodents carried anything worth a damn, but Emir saw one that looked promising.

 

Rattling Brute | Level 1

 

This one would be a bit stronger than the regular guards, Emir knew. Turning at his approach, the rattling raised his sword for a chopping overhand strike. These were not players. Rattlings especially were known among the hardcore players to be slow and clumsy. A swift kick to the mob's knee crumpled the rattling, throwing him onto his back. Stomping down on its arm twice, Emir had to remember he was not playing his old character. Eventually, it had the desired effect. Snatching up the notched blade, Emir used his body weight to push it through the rusty chain start.

 

You Have Slain - Rattling Brute | Level 1

You Have Acquired - Weathered Soldier's Blade

You Have Acquired - 1 Silver and 9 Copper

 

It was heavier than he would have liked, but Emir would have to make the short sword work until he could find a proper weapon. A human shout off to his left caught his attention. One of the players was crawling away from a guard, obviously getting the worst of their exchange. It was only a few measured steps before Emir was burying a foot and a half of steel into the monster's back. Stopping only to loot the easy kill, he searched for another target.

 

You Have Slain - Rattling Guard | Level 1

You Have Acquired - Soldier's Cudgel

You Have Acquired - Threadbare Cloak

You Have Acquired - 1 Silver and 3 Copper

 

Still no key. He really did not want to have to wait for the entire event to play out. Allowing the cloak to equip, Emir added the cudgel and money to his inventory. The more usable equipment he found here, the less he would need to buy in town. With a groan, Emir waded back into the low level mobs. 

And just as quickly as it begun, it was over. Emir had managed to kill a couple more of the rattlings but never happened upon a key. Luckily, the paladin, or whatever he was, from the Order of Light would strike off their shackles. Even now the man was going from player to player freeing them and giving plot hooks pointing to his faction's quest lines. A key would have let him skip all of this and get a head start toward town.

"You afforded yourself well out there, young man," the paladin said, making his way toward Emir. "You vanquished a fair few on your own by my count. Let me see if I can do something about your bindings."

"Thanks," Emir mumbled as he held out his hands. The man continued to speak. He paid him no mind. Instead, he scanned the tree line for threats. This was still a PvP zone afterall and Emir was feeling a bit naked in this fresh toon.

 Losing his last character had played as much a role as Cassidy, when it came to his choice to walk away from Darklands entirely. It was easily one of the dumbest decisions he had ever made. When it was done, his ex had just found something else to bitch about. Once she got her way when it came to him playing "that game." A quick shake of his head told him that had gotten into the wrong line of thinking, there was always hell to pay. Furiously, he shook his head. Emir had logged back in to lose himself for a bit, not rehash real world problems.

Sensing the group was moving away, he settled his mind and tried to reimmerse himself. There was still a bit of a walk to Silent Grove. Skipping straight to Corwood to begin his PvP grind had crossed his mind. It was a moot point though, when he could not get a decent light blade to drop from the spawn event. It only left him a couple of choices. Considering how far his old guild had fallen even before he had left, there was a strong chance they had a dead drop out here. The thought of searching for hours, or worse, running into one of the Undertakers, was not his idea of a good time. 

That left raising enough money for a room at the inn and access to his shared stash. He was foggy on the particulars about what gear might be in there but he had some money held back, if nothing else. In truth, all he really needed to get started would be a halfway decent weapon. The rest of the gear would be important too, but it was far from the end all be all that some believed. Six inches of steel to the eye seemed to have the same effect regardless of level. Do that enough times and the leveling took care of itself. 

The timber palisade surrounding Silent Grove was upon the group before they knew it. An audible sigh of relief went up from more than one player, and Emir had to keep himself from chuckling. He had forgotten how intense a fully immersive game could be when you were just starting out. They had crossed the threshold into the town, so they were as safe as they were going to get. Still, Emir watched as his fellow noobies jumped at shadows or the sounds coming from the woods. It was rare for even low level monsters to get close to town, but they did not know that.

One by one, members of their little group went up to the wall and addressed the guard. This part was always the same when coming through Silent Grove. Emir held back instead, deciding to look at his character sheet for the first time. He had already been through this process enough times to know he would rather do so without the crowd. 

 

Character Sheet

 

Character Name: ???

	HP 90/90		MP 100/100

 

Level: 1

Power: 	  9

Agility: 		11

Endurance: 	  9

Mind: 		10

Moxie: 		11

Luck: 		10

 

Affinities: Trick of the Light

Triumphs: None

 

Well, there was not much to look at there. Emir knew rolling a half-elf would have its drawbacks, but he hoped the extra point of Agility was worth it. Starting out with only a nine in Endurance was the real shot to the gut. The first point he gained in that stat would only net him a measly ten hit points. It was one of the reasons players considered humans to be the meta-race in Darklands Online. 

Still, luck was on his side it would seem. There was always a random chance to be given a free affinity. Sometimes they were little perks or low level spells. Rarely were they as good as the ones earned through leveling or questing, but a good player could use them to their advantage. Focusing on the affinity’s title he brought up the details. 

 

Spell - 	Trick of the Light 		5 MP		Instant Cast

	Summons a small ball of light that follows basic mental commands.

	The light shines with the brightness of a candle and lasts until dismissed.

	Only one ball of light may be active at a time.

 

Well, he would not be winning any fights with the spell, but it was interesting enough to play with. Leveling it up a couple of times might give it some added utility as well. Who knows, maybe the spell would play well with the half-elf nightvision. Generally, people thought it a poor trade for the hampered reputation gain they received, but maybe he could make it work.

“Oye, who goes there? I don't think I recognize you,” the guard’s gruff voice called out from the wall. When no answer was forthcoming, Emir realized he must be the only one left. A stray thought dismissed the character sheet, and he found himself standing alone outside of town. Even the escort paladin had left. Seeing the man’s expectant look, he answered like he had so many times before.

“The name’s Turk.”

“No, no that won't due. I met Turk already and that's not you. Isn't that right, Rocco?”

“Quite right,” the other man answered.

“Excuse me,” Emir asked, now giving the NPC his full attention. Was he really saying his name had been taken? He always used that name. In many ways, it was more than just a name. Emir had made a name for himself in Darklands with that name. It was a call back to his homeland. That name was his heritage.

“Alright, out with it. What's your real name?” the guard demanded expectantly.

Stewing silently for a moment he tried to come up with a suitable backup. Of all of the obstacles he thought he might encounter coming back to the VRMMO, this was one he had not thought about. “Krav,” he announced after giving it a few moments of thought. Yes, that would do nicely. Not only was it a part of the Israli martial art in which he dabbled, but Krav was the God of Combat and Strength in Ellim Mythos. Best of all it would most likely be unknown among the largely American player base. 

“Ah now there's a name! I don’t believe we’ve met him,” the guard said thoughtfully. “Isn't that right, Rocco?”

“Quite right,” his partner said, still paying more attention to the tree line than the gate.

A translucent prompt filled Emir's vision.

 

Is the name KRAV correct?

YES

NO

 

A mental command selected the YES option and he was on his way into the backwoods town. Clearing his inventory of the low quality gear except for the cloak, gloves, and a pair of throwing knives, Emir was able to take a handful of silver from one of the nearby vendors. They were a common enough drop, but the fact that they bypassed light-based defenses made them a nice niche item for PVP. If he could not find anything suitable before heading out to Corwood, they would do in a pinch. He was not formally trained in knife fighting, but some of the techniques from the foil would translate. Absentmindedly, he brought up the weapon’s information while he put them on his belt. 

 

Shadow Tainted Throwing Knife

Damage: 1-3

Quality: Fine

Requirements: None

 

The money was enough to grab a room and get into his shared stash at the nearest inn. That was all that mattered. Changing a handful of silvers into gold pieces was as simple as that. Emir was in and out in a matter of minutes. Finding a worthwhile weapon was proving to be the more difficult proposition. Emir ruled out NPC vendors entirely from the start. Any mundane gear they carried would only be marginally better than what he had already sold. Since the game lacked a traditional auction house, a staple of most MMOs, he would need to go from shop to shop in his search. Players crafting weapons or offloading drops would net him higher quality arms.

The first hour or so brought with it a number of options but nothing he could use. The blades were all the wrong type or had requirements that were too steep. Emir was looking for a fencing sabre or epee. Truly, any kind of rapier would do, but he was being a little particular. Most of what people were carrying, though, were two-handed weapons or more traditional fantasy fare. He had seen a hundred broad swords and battle axes. Daggers were a dime a dozen, but these D&D geeks shied away from a true dualist's blade. 

"Welcome to Silent Grove Trade & Sundry. Are you looking for something in particular, sir?" the well-groomed elf asked, coming around the counter to greet Emir. Most of the guild stores had an NPC out front tending the shop. This one was no different. The effort these guys had taken customizing their store gave him some hope. 

"Actually, I am," Emir explained. "What do you have in the way of light blades? Something fit for a dualist, preferably."

"Of course. Right this way, sir. We carry an assortment of both crafted and dungeon forged blades. May I suggest a steel saber?"

Emir appreciated the suggestion, but he had seen enough of them to know the weapon was utterly ordinary. The craftsmanship was acceptable. Standard steel sabers lacked any kind of stats or abilities. If he purchased one now, he would only be replacing it the next chance he got. “I’m looking for something with stats or a weapon proc,” he explained. “Maybe a low-end magic weapon?”

He thought the clerk was looking at him, judging him. That was impossible, of course. They were not like actual players who might judge him based on the rags he was wearing or his level. NPCs had no more ability to make those observations than a vending machine. “I see you are a man of discriminating taste,” the elvish clerk went on, putting away the steel saber before pulling another blade from under the nearby counter. “This epee was crafted from the quill of an elite shadow boar. The bladesmith possesses a trait that allows her to reduce the stat requirement for items she crafts, which might put this into a usable range for you.”

Epees were heavier than foils and sabers which led them to be a more defensive choice. Still, it was the most promising option he had been presented with thus far. Emir’s eyes unfocused as he took in the item’s details.

 

Shadow Quill Epee

Damage: 4-9

Effect: Chance on hit to inflict a paralytic poison that slows the target for 10 seconds.

Quality: Rare Magical

Requirements: Agility: 11

 

To say he was impressed would have been an understatement. The damage rating was really good for someone running around at level one. A weapon proc was excellent for any weapon looking to be built around speed. Ten seconds on a slow effect might as well be an eternity. Considering he had not seen this particular blade before, Emir guessed its crafter was improvising here. If it was from a recipe, they would pop up from time to time. “How much?”

“For this piece the price is ten gold,” the clerk answered solemnly.

This blade was nowhere near endgame gear, but the price was far from exorbitant. Still, it was a bit more than he was looking to drop on a weapon at level one. The crafter probably did not realize quite what she had here. At the end of the day, he could hoard his spare gear or his money but not both. “I’ll take it,” Emir said, dropping the money onto the counter. The hit to his wallet was going to leave him with a couple gold and a few silvers but he could make that last a while.

 

You Have Lost - 10 Gold

You Have Acquired - Shadow Quill Epee

 

Emir accepted the sword and was surprised by its weight. Quills tended to be light and hollow, but this thing could have been made from steel. Testing the blade’s balance, Emir was pleased with its craftsmanship. When the clerk gave him a quizzical look, he replaced one of the throwing knives at his belt and departed. It was long past the time he should be departing for Corwood anyway. From there he could queue for instanced PVP and begin to acquire some worthwhile gear. Throwing more money around now might get him a couple more worthwhile upgrades but could also put a target on his back at this level. 

A short jog to the city gates put him on the road leading to Corwood. Heading for the woods, Emir planned to avoid getting rode down by any of the filthy casuals that were looking for a cheap kill to boost their ego. His father had put a foil in his hand as soon as he was old enough to lift it, but any punk could get lucky. One solid hit from a mounted rider would be all it took to send him for respawn. The woods should be rife with wandering monsters as well. It would give him a chance to try out his new epee and recoup some of the cost. At the very least, it beat just walking.

Only moving maybe twenty or thirty feet inside the treeline, allowed him to keep the road within sight while avoiding the worst of the thick overgrowth. He had not been walking long when rustling from a bank of tall weeds caught his attention. Slipping his new epee from its sheath with practiced ease, Emir waited for the monster to reveal itself. Most new players would wade in after the unseen creature in hopes of gaining the advantage. They had some misguided idea, that by running in, they were spoiling the creature’s ambush. He knew better than that. Detecting a monster was all that was necessary. Now Emir knew he needed to keep his guard up, but waited. A heartbeat before it struck, he saw the tag.

 

Emaciated Wolf | Level 1

 

Charging from the grass, a wolf that looked to be more skin and bones than menace closed on him. Wolves liked to pounce and he was going to play into that. Turning sidelong, he raised the blade into a guard position. Emir’s line of thinking paid off when the canine leapt in an attempt to pull him down with a bite. Two careful steps pulled him from the line of attack, and a quick thrust to the body saw Emir draw first blood. The animal yelped and was slow to recover. Another quick thrust to the neck ended the fight. Looting everything, he moved on.

 

You Have Slain - Emaciated Wolf | Level 1

You Have Acquired - Ragged Wolf Pelt

 

Trekking through the woods led to a number of like encounters. Small wolves, warthogs and a couple of large snakes fell to his new blade. Nothing this close to the road was over level two and provided little challenge to him. If this was a game that handed out advancement based on experience points, he would be well on his way. Darklands Online used a much more nebulous leveling system, however. Achievement-based was probably the easiest way to explain it. Very few levels were guaranteed from what the player base could tell. The only ones Emir knew of definitively were the player kill thresholds and the fiend kill thresholds. Even combining the two only netted players a combined six levels. Realistically, only the first two in each category were really achievable as tier three in each required a million kills. 

Most levels were gained by accomplishing some sort of feat. Getting the final kill on a world boss may be enough. Sometimes, defeating a player much higher level than you would do the trick too but nothing was guaranteed. It encouraged players to be daring since no one knew what exactly might reward them with advancement. None of it seemed to be written in stone, though. Some found it infuriating while others reveled in a system that could not be exploited. Knowing that led Emir to an almost casual approach. There was no need to grind mobs or fill a quest log like in traditional roleplaying games. Sure, he would grind out some gear and kills in instanced PVP. It was low risk with a guaranteed reward. 

“Well, what do we have here?” a cynical voice oozed from the shadows. Even before he turned to look at the man, Emir heard the rasp of steel on leather. “You must be lost way out here all by yourself. Don’t worry, I got some help for you.”

 

RelicoftheDark | The Undertakers | Level 5

 

“Could you be any more cliche, Hunter?” Emir ordered in annoyance. “I don’t have time for your guild bullshit today, so get lost.”

“Oh we got a tough.. Wait, what did you call me?”

“I called you by your name,” Emir snapped back, cutting him off, sliding his own sword free. “You’re still only level five and ganking outside Silent Grove, I see. I guess that means when I said the guild was going downhill, I hadn’t missed the mark.”

“So Rick wasn’t lying! You come back to gank your guildies, eh, Turk?”

“English isn’t my first language, but I’m pretty sure no one would understand what you’re going on about. You were the one coming out here to kill a noob for laughs.”

“Whatever, man, I heard what happened with Kyle,” Hunter fired back, gesturing wildly with his sword. “Too bad you won’t get the drop on me, huh?!”

“You sound like a raving lunatic,” Emir smiled coldly. “If you’re itching for a scrap, though, I’m more than happy to oblige.”

Emir watched as the man hesitated. They both knew he was the superior fighter. Hunter was a bully at best and a liability in actual combat. There was always a reason why he died or  failed to accomplish whatever he was doing. Being one of Rick’s stooges was his only claim to fame. The player was a shining example of how his PVP centric guild had spiraled into irrelevancy. 

“It looks like I’ll be doing the guild one last favor,” Emir sneered, arresting his opponent’s movement mid-step. Raising his blade into the guard position, he waited for Hunter to take the bait.

“Yeah, what’s that?”

“Removing the dead weight,” he smiled as he marveled at the man’s stupidity.

With a roar, the man sprinted forward, swinging his sword like he was trying to backhand a tennis ball. Circling to the side, Emir leaned back and let him pass. A second swing came in the way of a chopping overhand, which he redirected with a lazy parry to test the weight of his own blade. Emir was still getting the feel of the epee in actual combat. He did not dislike it. There was just something different about it he was not quite used to. Hunter charged again, furious with his casual attitude toward the fight. Baiting his opponent with a flourish, he brought him in close. Spinning at the last moment, Emir stepped away from the wild swing and pierced the man’s lower back in the hopes of lacerating a kidney. Computer Science was not anatomy, so he had to guess. 

Whatever he had hit, it must have been good as Hunter staggered temporarily hunched over. A satisfying chunk of his health bar had dropped away, but it was far from a kill shot. “What the hell?” was all Hunter could muster before Emir went on the offensive. Starting with a conservative flurry of probing stabs and slashes, he could not help but laugh as Hunter flailed his sword in an attempt to ward him off. A true swordsman would recognize the advance as little more than show. Just as quickly as it had all started, he was becoming bored. It was nearly as bad as ganking low-level players. 

With a quick thrust, he pierced the wrist on Hunter’s sword arm forcing him to drop his blade. The man gave a pathetic yelp and turned to run, but the next thrust took him in the hamstring forcing him to the ground. “Come on, man. Don’t do me like this,” he whined.

“Would you have shown me the same mercy?” Emir asked, already knowing the answer. A final slash across the man’s neck silenced him before he hit the ground. From there it was only a matter of loot and notifications.

	

You Have Defeated - RelicoftheDark | Level 5

You Have Acquired - 3 Gold, 16 Silver and 42 Copper

You Have Acquired - Sturdy Chain Shirt

You Have Acquired - Workman’s Breeches

You Have Acquired - Worn Woven Belt

You Have Acquired - Skulker’s Cloak

You Have Acquired - Shadow Tainted Throwing Knife x2

 

World PVP was the most lucrative way to get gear and at the same time the least profitable. There was no way to know what decent gear Hunter had been carrying. Anything over normal quality had a chance of being destroyed when a player was killed. That percentage went up with every tier of item quality. So most of the mundane gear had dropped for him, but by the looks of it, anything good was lost in the ether. Regardless, these were all upgrades at the moment and worth equipping. Emir considered not wearing the chain shirt since light armor was more his style but thought better of it for the time being. The throwing knives would be added to his growing collection. He would need a better belt to carry them all if he was going to make use of the small blades. 

The rest of the trek to the Port City of Corwood was more of the same. Various forms of low level wildlife hunted him, but no more players tried for an easy kill. If Emir had to guess, the guild was operating closer to Silent Grove to avoid the higher level players that frequented Corwood. With the city now in sight, he moved to the road and into the press of players and NPCs entering the gate. In place of a rough timber palisade, the port city was ringed by impressive stone walls complete with battlements. The city guards patrolling there were just now coming into view. Getting out of line here would mean a swift death from one of their crossbows. It may not have been the most glamorous city in Darklands, but Corwood felt secure in its militant architecture. If he was lucky, he would see the day the devs decided to put that to the test.

This city was unique because it acted not only as a major hub for the region, but it was the earliest access players could get to the southern continent. While most spent their time farming Light Points and reputation with the Order of Light, new content was steadily being released across the sea. Neither of these mattered much to Emir at this time, however. 

In his mind, there was only one real reason to come to Corwood. Heart beating with anticipation, Emir found himself walking familiar streets that he had not seen in far too long. Before he allowed himself to be carried much further, he needed to attend to the minutiae of VRMMO life. If there was something he detested about the game, it was the constant inventory management. While many people enjoyed the realism of the world, Emir felt at times it was a little too much like work. Spending entirely too much time pawning off monster parts and redundant gear, he managed to acquire a handful of potions without breaking into the gold taken from Hunter. Examining one of the low level potions, he could hardly believe they would be sufficient. Then again he was only first level.

 

Weak Healing Tonic

Effect:	Heals 75 HP over 15 Seconds 

Cooldown: 10 Minutes

Quality: Uncommon

Requirements: None	

 

Potions were not necessary for instanced PVP. This was more just thinking ahead. Eventually, he would need to venture out for either gear or abilities. Better to offload the trash he was carrying around now, rather than have to deal with it when the need was more pressing. Chores complete, he walked with a certain urgency toward the great wizard’s tower known as the Arcanium. It was not a place he had actually entered. Instead it was his point of reference as one of the most easily identifiable landmarks in the city. His destination lay beyond. 

Ascending the stone steps into the gardens on the hill above was almost a religious experience for Emir. The entire space was devoted to prowess in battle. While not all the players who entered here were worthy, there was a certain camaraderie amongst the people here who were. This game was not about the simple grind of mindless mobs and an endless parade of quests serving as an invisible treadmill to glory. Combat against fellow players required actual skill and guile. High-end gear could carry lesser players for a time, but at the highest levels you could not succeed without a certain level of skill. It was Emir’s entire purpose for playing the game. In Darklands Online, he could use all his martial training without holding back. Emir could test himself here like nowhere else.

The gardens in Corwood held three separate entrances into player vs player arenas. Here among the decorative statues and beautiful arboretum, he could fight other players without the fear of losing his character or his equipment. At the same time, there was not the animosity inherent to world encounters. These portals led to the sport of PVP, for lack of a better term. Emir could think of nowhere else he would like to be. 

 Instanced PVP had its own ranking system independent of the leveling system. He would be starting over there as well. Each tier had five ranks that needed to be completed before ascending to the next tier. The center portal was open to all, and the game sorted players into squads as close to the same ranking as possible. That squad was then matched against one from an opposing city. Formats for the instance were rotated on a weekly basis. The other two portals would be closed to him for at least a short time. Twos, threes, or fives were where he would have preferred to be, but there was little he could do about that now. A cold wave washed over him as he stepped through the magical barrier. Like so many times before, he was greeted by a familiar message as he was rushed forward at the speed of light.

 

Krav | Level 1 - Volunteer | Rank 1

Sorting…

 

A tired sigh escaped him seeing just what starting over was like in text before him. The game did not give him long to obsess over what he could not control, however. Emir was barely given time to process the message when he was thrust into an open air cave closed from the outside by only a weather-beaten portcullis. Even without a notification, he knew they were playing Battle for Carthurst Bluff. There were worse maps. This one was straight forward point control. Teams of twenty squared off for fifteen minutes capturing points by raising their city’s flag. Points were awarded for points held at set intervals and for kills. No respawns in this one. 

“Alright here’s what we’re going to do...” a voice called out above the din as people still filtered in through the portal at the back of the room. Emir zoned out as the blowhard went through the intricacies of zerg tactics. Really how much could be said about roaming around like a mob of lunatics? Checking the leaderboard, Emir was glad to see it looked like they would have a full group for this one. With a thought, he flipped over to the other team to see what he could glean. To his surprise, he saw only an empty leaderboard. He was about to flip back to his side and flip back when the list populated at once. 

“Oh shit,” Emir gasped, realizing what that meant.

“Got something to say, scrub?” the voice asked, forcing Emir to dismiss the window and actually find who was speaking.

 

BigDaddyDanno | Merciless | Level 3

 

“The other team all zoned in at once. If you ask me, I’m betting those baddies queued together,” Emir said with all the civility he could muster for the mouth breather.

“Good thing no one asked you,” BigDaddyDanno replied with a smug grin. “You can be the shot-caller once you’ve been around longer than a few minutes. Plan’s the same, people. We pass the first tower and rush church. Someone can always go back and grab it once we get NPCs spawned.”

“And we will be surrounded before the point caps,” Emir said, folding his arms. “Rushing church isn’t a terrible tactic, but it’s far from a new one. They will be expecting it from a pug group.”

“Just listen and follow the plan,” the man sneered. “I don’t feel like losing this because of some level one noob.”

“I’m new to the character, not the game,” Emir answered evenly. “I’ll stop at the tower and cap it. If one person stays back with me to be an extra set of eyes we should be able to hold it easily enough.”

“No, we are all going church!” BigDaddyDanno said, jabbing a finger in his direction. 

“You can do what you want,” Emir said, watching the timer run out as the portcullis began to rise into the ceiling. “When you get slaughtered, feel free to fall back to the tower. I’ll be waiting there to say I told you so, Danny boy.”

Balling a fist the man stalked toward him in a fury but thought better of it as the group surged out through the cave mouth. Emir let them go. Taking the point and getting what kills he could would have to be good enough until he could find some competent teammates. Walking forward, Emir faltered when he noticed a human woman dressed in white robes and carrying a mace hold back. At a glance, he took in her tag.

 

Adavalia | Level 1

 

“So you need someone to help still?” Adavalia asked, picking at something under he nails while the rest of the group broke into a sprint distancing themselves from the spawn area.

“Yeah, of course,” he answered a bit surprised. “Have you played this mode before?”

“No, but you sound like you know what you’re talking about,” she answered, turning to leave the cave. “That and the other guy sounds like a dick. You coming?”

“I really don’t have time to babysit a newbie today,” Emir groaned.

“That’s good because I don’t have the mana yet to keep a noob alive,” Adavalia breathed in overexagerated relief. “I think keeping up a guy with no gear is going to be difficult enough.”

Emir could only laugh as he jogged ahead to lead them down the familiar path toward the old guard tower where three roads met. To say they were roads was an overstatement. Instead of dirt paths, they were a fifty-fifty mixture of packed earth and gravel. Regardless, the tower’s significance was plain as it overlooked the intersection of all three. This early in the match it was unclaimed and looked as if it was as likely to collapse as be restored. 

“Okay, head up to the top of the tower and raise the flag,” Emir said as he pulled open the rickety door at the base of the structure. “We don’t have much time until their scouts show up. Once you get the flag up just call down if you see anything.”

“I can do that,” Adavalia grinned as she disappeared inside. Emir’s job was far less straightforward he knew as he turned his attention to their surroundings. The centermost road led to the old church where the rest of the group had gone. That meant the scouts would be coming from the left or the rightmost path. In all honesty, he probably had even odds on which one they took. The road on the left was a bit longer but came from higher ground past the Fortress Gate Point. In high tier matches it was the more critical point to take because of its defensible positioning. On the right the road provided the most direct path between both spawns without going through Church. Players could bypass the Traderoad Point entirely. It was regarded as the least useful and a poor rally position. 

Seeing the flag of Corwood begin to rise up over the battlements, Emir found a bit of crumbling wall he could duck behind, pulling his Skulker’s Cloak around him. It was a gamble, but he guessed the initial scouts would be coming via the faster route. Most likely players at this rank lacked mounts. If this premade was worth a damn they would send a scout to cap the fortress point as well. No second-guessing. This was the right play. He needed to be in the moment now.

In a world of eternal night it was imperative to protect your nightvision, Emir had learned long ago. Knowing that the torches would soon light along the top of the tower, he turned away and faced down the road he had hoped the first scouts would be taking. The night was not always clear at Carthurst Bluff. It was probably an actual location somewhere in the world and mimicked whatever weather effects were in play there at the time. For now though, the sky was clear and he could see a fair distance. He only hoped that if he held to the shadows they would pass him by. Holding as still as possible, Emir waited with this in mind. A woosh of half a dozen torches lighting at once could not distract him from his task. As soon as he turned to check on the girl, his vision would be spoiled. All he could do is hope that she was showing good sense. Before long, the time for concern had passed. Two figures approached just off the road, crouched low at a run. Holding his position, Emir took care not to move and took in their tags.

 

Fluke | Paraducks | Level 2

TacoTerrorist | Paraducks | Level 1

 

Nothing to worry about there. Fluke looked like the ambushing type, something like the old school rogues of a hundred different RPGs. He was dressed like a cross between a shinobi and a homeless man. The look probably came from a lack of gear, but the serrated dagger he carried looked halfway decent. Behind him though was the one Emir would single out first. TacoTerrorist did not look anymore formidable, but he was favoring a recurve bow. The idea of fighting another Agility-based fighter while his buddy took pot shots from range did not interest him.

Plan in place, he watched in silence while they trotted toward the tower. As they drew near, Emir held his breath, but they were both so focused on the tower that they failed to pick him up entirely. In a moment, they were past and it was time to spring into action. Two strides took him from the shadows to his quarry. Lunging in a single fluid motion, Emir drove the point of his epee into the small of the archer’s back. The surprise combined with the cold pressure such a blow inflicted in Darklands was enough to cause the man to lock up. There was no pain in the game, but the things they did with pressure, numbness, and temperature would do the trick. A pair of follow-up thrusts and his opponent’s health bar had bottomed out.

 

You Have Defeated - TacoTerrorist | Level 1

 

“Ah shit,” Fluke growled as he turned just in time to see his companion fall. “You should have stayed hidden, my guy.”

All Emir could do was laugh as he wiped the point of his blade with the downed player’s cloak. It had been far too long since he had done anything like this. Fluke flipped his grip on his serrated dagger and inched forward with a couple careful swipes. This one was at least competent, Emir knew. Exploiting his superior range, he took his time. Having fought enough dagger-wielders in the time since launch, Emir was wary of the man’s tactics. Knowing he could not allow him to drag out the fight, Emir feinted high. To his relief, Fluke took the bait. Charging in low, the man went for a slash to the abdomen. Planning to turn it into a glancing blow and counter, Emir spun away just as a bubble of yellow-white light erupted around him. Sparks danced across the barrier as the dagger harmlessly collided with its surface.

“Finish that one up,” Adavalia called down from the top of the tower. “There’s another two coming from the keep point. Oh, and you’re welcome!”

Sparing only a cursory glance, Emir snorted. That one was feeling herself, but she was not wrong. Taking advantage of the added protection, he went on a wild offensive linking slashes and thrusts together giving no heed to defense. Bubbles never lasted long so he needed to press the dagger-wielder. Once Fluke stumbled in his back peddle, he was on him. The shield winked out of existence, but that did not matter. A thrust took the man in the chest triggering the blade’s slowing property. It only served to further panic him. What resulted was more execution than duel.

 

You Have Defeated - Fluke | Level 2

 

A few weak NPCs would be spawning in the tower soon. They were easily dealt with even at the lowest tiers of this game mode, but they would be enough to alert them to someone trying to steal the tower. “Come down here and get in the fight,” Emir called up to the healer. “It’s only going to get more chaotic from here on out.”

“Okay but I’m not much of a frontline fighter,” came an answer even as he listened to the pounding footsteps reverberating off of the wood within.

“If you don’t want to fight, why are you in here?” Emir asked in disbelief.

“To crush my enemies, see them driven before me, and to hear the lamentation of their women,” she added stoicly.

“Wait, what are you talking about now?” Emir returned splitting his attention between the road and the healer.

“Uhh Conan the Barbarian. It’s a classic,” Adavalia answered, pushing the rickety door shut behind her. “I didn’t say I don’t want to fight. I built for support though. I can heal and drop that shield right now. In a pinch, I can use my mace, but that’s mainly for mobs. I don’t have any real damage spells yet.”

“Nevermind, how far out are they?” Emir asked, giving his head a quick shake.

“Maybe halfway up the road.”

“Alright, come on,” Emir ordered, taking off at a run. “We can’t do anything about that mess in the middle, but we might be able to do something about the second group.”

Adavalia nodded and followed his lead. Directing them away from the tower, Emir took them out in an arcing run away from the road. Being a half-elf afforded him a certain degree of night vision, but that was partly spoiled by the torchlight from the tower. His hope was the players coming down from the keep were in the same position. Along the road, there was little in the way of cover to plan a proper ambush. Once Adavalia started casting spells, all bets would be off. 

“Hey there’s two over there,” a big half-orc carrying an even bigger axe called.

“Well, there goes that,” Emir muttered, pointing out the two opponents. 

 

Rothgar | Paraducks | Level 1

BloodyBlade | Paraducks | Level 1

 

“Ah crap let’s run!” Adavalia squeaked, watching BloodyBlade point a dull claymore at her and begin his charge.

“Just keep moving and toss heals on me when you can,” Emir said, firmly pulling her forward. “I’ll keep them off of you.”

“Damn, who’s going to keep you off of me,” Adavalia said shooting him an unimpressed look. “You could at least buy a girl dinner before getting handsy.”

“Then why did you…” Emir trailed off flabbergasted and a bit annoyed.

“It was a joke,” she replied deadpan.

Chagrined he released the healer convinced she would not run, Emir charged the two heavily armored foes. These were the kinds of players he was expecting to see more of. Pulling up short, he allowed the sword-wielder to swing too early. When the opening presented itself, Emir abandoned using his blade in favor of a straight kick to the man’s breastplate. The damage was negligible, but the attack had the desired effect. Off-balanced by the wide weapon swing, Emir’s added momentum caused the man to stumble onto all fours. A short hop back kept him from being hewn in two by the half-orc’s axe.

“Nice try, fairy boy,” Rothgar sneered, shouldering his axe for another wood-chopping swing. “Dude, get up and go kill that healer!”

“Better listen, bro,” Emir added, still eyeing the downed man as he circled. “You’re outmatched here.”

“Nah man, we got this guy,” BloodyBlade grunted, digging his sword into the ground before forcing himself up. “We can beat his bitch’s ass after that.”

“Damn it, Dane!” the half orc shouted in frustration. 

“Yeah Dean, listen to your dad,” Emir added, cutting the half-orc off. “The adults are playing over here.”

Behind a torrent of incomprehensible swearing, Dean stormed forward sword cocked for an all-or-nothing overhand chop. This guy was making Emir’s job so much easier than it needed to be. Waiting like a deer in headlights, he waited as late as he dared before ducking into a roll back toward his attacker. There was nothing pretty about the maneuver. Again, all Emir was doing was using momentum. Like a bowling ball, he took the big man’s legs out from under him sprawling him face-first into the dirt. Unfortunately, the half-orc was smarter than his buddy.

Disentangling himself from the downed fighter, Emir could see he had little time as Rothgar sprinted straight for Adavalia. He would never make it there in time. That was plain. His healer would just need to buy herself some time. A quick look over the struggling man in front of him led Emir to find a gap in his greeves. Putting his full weight behind the epee, he punched through the thin metal protecting BloodyBlade’s knee.

“Don’t go anywhere, Dan,” Emir instructed with a grin just before taking off at a run. From behind, more incoherent language washed over him, but he only had eyes for the scene ahead. The half-orc had just reached Adavalia and looked to cleave her in two. Throwing two hands up in a defensive motion, a familiar bubble of energy encased her just before the first blow struck. Despite the protection offered from the spell, the force of the warrior’s swing sent her reeling even as he readied a vicious backhanded strike. Emir grimaced when the greataxe shattered the protective barrier like so much glass. Adavalia staggered and fell under the intensity of the follow-up strike. Still, she rolled away. 

“Aww, where you going?” Emir called, zeroing in on the axe-wielder. “Afraid to face a real warrior? And you had so much to say a minute ago…”

With a savage sneer only capable of someone with orcish blood, Rothgar brought down the head of his axe to split Adavalia in two. In an instant, Emir’s heart skipped as steel crashed down while his healer desperately rolled aside. Dirt and blood erupted from the impact and he cursed himself for waiting so long to take on the real threat. Watching his teammate’s health bar dip, he wrenched his focus back slashing furiously at the half-orc. Strike after strike skidded harmlessly across polished plates as he lashed out with all of his rage.

“You’re going to need more than that toothpick to get through this armor,” Rothgar laughed, batting his blade away with a heavy swing of his axe. A lobstered gauntlet found his teeth and nose sending a bloom of pressure throughout his face while the taste of copper filled his mouth. Somehow he managed to keep his feet as tears welled in his eyes. That was stupid. He had abandoned his one true advantage in favor of pure emotion. 

“First one’s free, Shrek!” Emir spat, sending a glob of mucus and blood into the dirt. 

Rothgar laughed in his advance but missed the small flash of light behind him. Knowing he could not focus on it himself, Emir raised his sword into a middle-guard position and balanced on the balls of his feet. Surging forward, the half-orc’s strategy was woefully simple. Believing his armor was impenetrable, he was going to simply overwhelm Emir with long, sweeping strikes. He was aggressive but under control. That was perfectly fine as far as Emir was concerned. Fighting with precision rather than unbridled emotion he waited for the advance. Aiming for Rothgar’s largest unprotected target, he drove the point of his blade deep into the player’s mouth with a thrust. Emir could not imagine what that felt like, and he would never get a chance to ask. In the next moment a furious Adavalia bludgeoned the player from behind, driving the sword through the top of his skull. 

 

You Have Defeated - Rothgar | Level 1

 

Planting a foot against the dead player's chest, Emir wrenched his blade free, allowing the body to drop to the ground before it dissipated. Not wanting to leave the downed player any more time to recover he darted off the way he had just been.

"Hey, where you going?"

"I have to finish the other one. It's bad business to leave loose ends," Emir stopped to explain. "Head back to the tower, but keep your distance. If they show up, let them take the tower. I'm hoping those idiots can buy us some time."

Adavalia only nodded and Emir took off again. The distance did not seem nearly as far when he found BloodyBlade trying to right himself. Once the player saw him, he fell back to the ground trying to bring his sword to bear. Spluttering incoherently, he flailed like a fish out of water. Emir did not give him an opportunity, finishing the downed man with a single stroke.

 

You Have Defeated - BloodyBlade | Level 1

 

Lost in the excitement of it all, Emir had become reckless. While it was obvious that this was not a PVP centric guild, they had at least a basic understanding of the game mode. Their communication was sure to be superior to his group of misfits as well. If he was going to tip the scales he would need to get serious about his play. 

Abandoning any pretense of stealth, he made his way back toward the tower. Even from this distance, he could see the activity on the road leading from the church. If it was a retreat or a charge to take the point he could not tell. Either way, he was going to hit it quickly. They could not let the point fall. Passing the healer at a run did little to reassure him as he could now see arrows raining down on those that approached from the road.

“Not ours, I take it?” Adavalia asked, falling in step beside him. 

“Not likely,” Emir answered, gears turning in his head as they ran. Mentally, he pulled up the leaderboard to count how many kills the other team had. The game was really good about not telling you who was alive, but since players were credited with kills some math could give you a ballpark figure. It was not good. “Hard telling who’s still up, but there is a handful of us left. Those who ran from the church must have headed down the mountain to take the open point. 

“Unless they tried to back-cap their tower,” Adavalia volunteered.

“Let’s hope they didn’t do that.”

“Why?” 

“Because if they did, we’ll be effectively cut off from everyone else,” Emir trailed off as they closed on the tower while four players were dodging fire and preparing to enter. “The NPCs are relatively weak unless you hold a point for a few turns. We’re going to follow these guys in and attack them from behind. Just keep pushing forward.”

“Got it,” Adavalia nodded grimly, readying her mace. Whatever reservations she had about contributing with it seemed to be gone after their last fight. A pale white glow illuminated Emir, and he nearly dove to the side before seeing his health gradually tick back up in the corner of his vision. “You need to be full for this more than we need to sneak up on them.”

“Agreed,” he nodded, pulling ahead of the woman to close on the last man as he entered the tower. Emir did not even need to check his surroundings before turning to the stairs that ringed the tower on his right. Having been in the same tower thousands of times before, he was intimately familiar with its layout. It was a simple structure, really. The ground floor was little more than a foyer that could hold a full party of players but rarely did. The second floor would hold a few footmen that acted as the first line of defense upon entering the point. Finally, there was the roof with a handful of archers who would harass players on their approach and act as a last-ditch defense. When combined with players the NPCs were helpful, but on their own, they could not be expected to hold a point for long. 

To Emir’s delight, the last player in line was a robed caster of some kind. He did not even bother to look at the man’s name before running him through and tossing him from the open staircase. The fall would do little in the way of damage, but without armor, he would already be in bad shape. When Adavalia fell upon him soon thereafter, his fate was sealed. Emir would not divide his attention, however. The commotion had alerted the rest of the party to their presence. 

An elf, who likely thought himself equal parts Drizzt and Aragorn, turned on him brandishing a pair of scimitars. The move immediately told him the guy had no idea what he was doing. Emir had yet to meet the player who was actually deadly wielding two weapons. The wannabe ranger fell into a steady rhythm of attacking with one and then the other while Emir gave ground. Before reaching the bottom of the stairs he lunged, driving the point of his blade into the man’s armpit, effectively disarming him on that side. A frantic swing followed which he easily parried. Guessing it was the man’s off hand remaining, he did not even bother to attempt a disarm before going for a kill shot. Monster quill parted boiled leather as he found his mark, driving his epee into the man’s chest cavity piercing his heart or lung. Either way the effect was the same. His health bar bottomed out and Emir kicked the body aside. 

 

You Have Defeated - SteelStorm | Level 2

 

The fighting in the room above had ceased so most likely the other players were already on the roof, preparing to turn the point. “We gotta go,” he called back, charging up the stairs. Ascending to the roof was always a dicey proposition since the only access involved climbing a ladder that led to a trap door. More than one unwary player had caught a piece of steel in the top of his head before reaching the top. Their only hope was that the NPCs were keeping them busy. Sheathing his blade, Emir grabbed the rungs, taking them two at a time and craning to see around as much of the opening as possible. Not seeing anything, he took the last few rungs as quickly as possible, gritting his teeth the whole way. 

Launching himself from the trap door, Emir rolled to the side in hopes of avoiding any surprise attacks. His luck held as both players were still dispatching the last of the NPC archers. It was not much of a task, but maybe it had bought them enough time to save the point from capture. Taking in his surroundings he glanced at the last two player’s tags. 

 

JNasty | Paraducks | Level 3

HatTrickKid | Paraducks | Level 2

 

These were some of the highest level players they had seen so far. Neither was overly impressive, but they could be a bit of a challenge. To Emir’s surprise, his luck was still holding strong. HatTrickKid was wielding a sinister looking polearm that probably had some really nice stats on it. The armor he wore spoke of a player who had spent some time grinding PVP and collecting the gear. It looked like he had obtained most of the first set. For all of this, his back was facing Emir as he fought one of the NPCs precariously close to the battlements. Two long strides was all it took to close the distance. A hard shoulder into his back pushed him part way over while a helping hand sent him the rest of the way. Adavalia had made her way up at this point. Drawing his sword they were left with only one.

 

You Have Defeated - HatTrickKid | Level 2

 

Emir straightened as the axe flew by, burying itself in the chest of the archer next to him. Eyes darting to the other man, he took him in as the man casually pulled a second weapon from his belt. JNasty seemed to be aptly named. Dressed in hides over chainmail, he looked every bit the Viking huscarl down to the braided blonde beard. The player calmly adjusted his round shield, never really taking his eye off of Emir or Adavalia. “You interested in a guild invite, Krav? We’re a bit new to PVP, but we have a lot of experience in dungeons. You could get yourself geared-out pretty quick with us.”

“I appreciate the offer, but I’m going to pass,” Emir smiled, matching the man’s steps as he circled around the tower rooftop.

“Too bad,” JNasty answered, sounding sincerely disappointed as his eyes lost focus for a moment. “My guess, you’re pretty good to be at the top of your team’s leaderboard. We’ve been winning a lot out here. It could be a good opportunity to rank up.”

“Yeah, grouping together will do that for you at the lower levels,” he admitted. “It’s going to get tougher as you progress, though. The big PVP guilds don’t split time. They’re in here grinding all the time.”

“How about you, girl?” JNasty asked, turning his attention to Adavalia. “We could always use another healer. Not many people are willing to commit to support.”

“I did the guild thing for a while,” she shrugged. “I think I’m going to stay single for a while. Work on me a bit, you know?”

That brought its own round of raucous laughter from the Viking. “You two suit yourselves. This is going to be fun.” The player’s beard parted, displaying a mischievous grin before he leapt forward faster than a man his size had any right to move. Emir did his best to dodge aside, but the man’s shield bash sent him sprawling. Adavalia narrowly threw up a magical shield around herself as the hand axe came down in a shower of sparks. Miraculously, the barrier held. Forced back a step by the blow, the healer did well just to keep her footing. Emir's stomach lurched as he watched her attempt a counter with her mace. Adavalia’s protection spell failed under the rim of JNasty’s shield when he lashed out, driving it into her mouth. There was no pain in Darklands Online, only pressure and temperature change to simulate it. Regardless, Emir winced at the impact.

This was not going well, he decided as he rose to his feet. Grabbing one of his throwing knives from his belt, Emir launched it with a single practiced motion. His aim was true and the blade sank in, to the hilt, just above the man’s belt. Most players tried for head and neck shots more often than not. It was Emir’s experience though that going for the center of mass was just as effective. When only a sliver of the player’s health bar dripped away, he knew they were in for an actual fight.

Rising to his feet, Emir looked to his health bar. The shield bash had been effective, but since he had turned it to a glancing blow the actual damage was minimal. Even so, he would need to be careful. JNasty could easily have double or triple the hit points he had. Between levels and gear, Emir was at a distinct disadvantage. Warily he angled himself between the other player and Adavalia. Waving the point of his epee in circles, Emir did his best to look like he was readying to go on the offensive. 

“Try to stay behind me,” Emir said evenly as Adavalia picked herself up and cast a heal-over-time spell on him. “And use one of those HOTs on yourself.”

“You should listen to Krav,” JNasty agreed. “It won’t matter, but it’s sound advice.”

Adavalia fired back a response but Emir did not hear it. Staying on the balls of his feet, he opened with a quick series of exploratory strikes. The player took them on his shield reflexively, but an idea was starting to take shape. Players who carried a shield tended to be like dual wielders. They were not as hopeless, but their actions were often split into doing one action or the other. No one really trained in combat with a shield. Sure, there were NPCs you could work with, and then there was a ren faire guy who worked on it every other weekend. All in all, it was a lost discipline. What Emir needed to figure out was if JNasty favored offense or defense. 

“You look like you know what you’re doing. I’ll give you that much, Krav,” JNasty admitted once Emir’s flurry subsided. “The thing is you’re out of time. I just did a quick count and your side only has two players left. So, all we need to do is wait you out.”

As if to punctuate the man’s point, Emir watched as in the distance the last unclaimed point was taken. Holding three points to Corwood’s one for nearly the entire match, they had an insurmountable lead. Emir’s only hope for victory would be to eliminate the entire team. Chasing them all down was not feasible, not with what little time was left in the match. The thought infuriated him. 

“It’s not over until we say it’s over,” Adavalia called from just over his shoulder. 

“It’s over,” Emir assured her with a quick glance. JNasty found the admission hysterical as well, but before he could say anything, Emir continued, “There’s no way we’re salvaging this match.”

“Better listen to him. He’s a smart guy,” JNasty managed between laughs.

“But the thing is,” Emir continued, looking his opponent dead in the eyes. “We’re not the only ones it’s over for.” 

The player let out one last mirthless laugh before raising his shield again. “Oh, I’m more than happy to go down this road,” the Viking sneered. 

Launching into a new series of attacks, Emir circled the man trying to pull him into a position that would put him between the two of them. Strike after strike pinged harmlessly off of his shield, but JNasty was unwilling to turn his back to Emir. An abrupt word of power and the shield lit with a golden radiance just as the point of his blade made contact. Pins and needles coarsed through Emir's fingers, up his arm and into his chest. With it, a cold numbness spread throughout threatening to make him drop his epee. A brutal swipe of the axe came down toward his face. The attack never landed as an all too familiar bubble sprang into being, forcing it aside. Dancing back on the balls of his feet, it was all Emir could do to retain his sword. 

"It's called Light's Judgement," JNasty smiled as he stalked forward from behind his shield. "You can come after me all you like, but if you do you'll take as much damage as you deal. Tell me, can you survive a war of attrition?"

A look to his health bar told him that the man was overplaying the effectiveness of his ability. If he had to guess, Emir would estimate it was returning no more than half of the damage dealt. The result would be the same, however. He just did not have the hit points for such a race. It was at that time a warming sensation enveloped him, returning valuable health and the feeling in his hand. Maybe, maybe not, he wondered.

"Oh, we can't have that," JNasty sneered, making a break for Adavalia. With his stats the other man was faster, but years of training made Emir more efficient in his movements. At once, the Viking brought his axe down against the healer's raised mace. Her attempt at a parry or block was feeble at best. She lacked the Power or expertise to pull off such a maneuver. Luckily, she did not have to. Seizing his opening, Emir drove the point of his blade into the man's ribs, withdrawing only when he was afraid his sword might be pulled from his grasp. It was far from a killing blow, but the damage was noticeable. “None of that now!” JNasty boomed, rounding on Emir.

Feeling completely restored in his arm, parrying the answering axe swing was a simple thing. He aided the weapon’s momentum with a slap of his pommel. With that Emir found another opening and stabbed the man’s bicep, stealing away another small bit of health. Adavalia fell into the rhythm of battle adding a mace strike of her own between the man’s shoulder blades, staggering him briefly. 

Their advantage was short-lived, however, as JNasty drove forward bashing Emir. He was helpless to watch as the man reignited his round shield just as Adavalia dove in. As if on instinct, JNasty turned to catch the accompanying mace attack on the empowered barrier. The shock of the magical retaliation ripped the mace from her hand. Struggling to his feet, Emir knew he was too slow to stop the inevitable. A backhanded slash caught the healer between the shoulder and neck, ending her in an instant.

“There, now we can have a real one on one,” JNasty announced with more than a hint of satisfaction in his voice. “I’m sure a big dick player killer like you would rather do it this way anyhow.”

With the ability inactive, Emir pressed the attack, firing off and linking combinations as quickly as he could come up with them. He was working purely on instinct now with a single objective. Breaking down the man’s defense was all there was now. Snapping, slashing and darting in a blur, his attacks largely bounced harmlessly off of the round shield and armor. Bit by bit the Viking’s health bar was coming away as he dropped below the three-quarter mark. Thrusting high, Emir tried to land a hit beneath the man’s helmet, but the strike proved too aggressive. 

“Gotcha,” JNasty growled, taking full advantage of the overextended Emir. Catching the epee in the crook of his axe, the player pinned it fast to his own body before bringing his shield down on Emir’s arm, jarring the blade free. Giving the blade a disdainful toss the man sent it skittering. All the while, Emir could only hold his arm in disbelief. “You’re good, kid, but I’m no scrub. You put up a good fight. Just to show you that there’s no hard feelings, the guild offer’s still on the table. Just shoot me a message when we get out.”

Fury roared hot in Emir’s chest as he watched the axe rise high overhead. He was going to need to improvise. Lurching forward, he grabbed the shield in two hands and twisted, pulling the Viking’s arm into a makeshift hammerlock. Emir may not have had the stats, but he was at least somewhat familiar with body mechanics. “Leverage is a bitch,” he grunted before finally wrenching hard enough to pull the shield free. Not giving his opponent time to recover, he sent it like an oversized frisbee over the parapets and into the night beyond. 

Breaking into a run, Emir closed the distance toward his own weapon. Unlike the shield, JNasty had not taken care to send it over the edge. A glance over his shoulder sent him into a dive for the sword as the Viking’s handaxe hurtled toward him. Doing his best to hug the ground in a controlled slide, Emir stretched for the epee’s pommel. Icy pressure spread across his shoulder blades as a wet thwack resonated from inside his own body. His own health bar dipped down well below a quarter even as the thrown weapon clattered against the stone. 

“That bit with the shield was almost uncomfortable,” JNasty admitted as he pulled a long-handled axe from his back. “I didn’t want to go over, but I couldn’t do much about it. It looks like we’re about out of time here.”

“That’s the difference between you and me,” Emir snarled, working his way up to one knee, blood dripping down his arm.

“Yeah, what’s that?”

“I’m not done yet,“ he bellowed, rising violently to his feet, hatred burning in his eyes. Something in his manner caused the big man to falter. It was all the opening Emir needed. Launching into another aggressive salvo, he peppered the player with successive sword thrusts that ate away at the man’s health. Steel rang on steel as JNasty broke into his own offensive, repelling Emir once again. The long axe was more powerful for sure, but JNasty was not as well versed in it. Seeing the pattern in his attacks, Emir waited, and then like a viper, struck. Driving the epee forward with practiced precision he found the soft flesh just above the man’s breastbone. With a gurgle and a whimper, it was over. 

 

You Have Defeated - JNasty | Level 3

 

A cool breeze perfectly accentuated the clear night as Emir looked to Corwood’s flag still flying over the lone tower. Pulling up the leaderboard, he could only watch as the final seconds of the match ticked away. They had been more than doubled up on points. Did it really matter, though? Emir had lost plenty of matches before. Perusing the leaderboard it did not take long to find his name at the top. He had killed seven players and captured a point. Nearly half of the other team’s squad fell to him alone. Seeing Adavalia in the number two spot had him mentally correct that. She had two kills to her credit. She must have downed someone he had not noticed. Emir resolved to ask her about that. Regardless, they had worked together well and had taken out nearly half of the other squad. No one else on Corwood’s side had more than one, and that jackass running his mouth ended with none.

Chuckling to himself, Emir dismissed the menu. That would do for his first time out. The ten second mark was reached in the match and ethereal numbers counted them down at the top of his vision. A lightness washed over him as he began to dematerialize once the timer ran out. It was not a pleasant feeling or an unpleasant one. There really was nothing to compare it to, he thought, surveying the battlefield one last time as the world disappeared before him.

The cold rush of portal travel washed over Emir as he stepped back out through the gateway. He had not been walking a moment ago but here he was doing just that. Illumination from countless braziers spread around the gardens assaulted his eyes and took a moment for adjustment. Light pollution muddied the night sky in the city, and he found he yearned for the mountain vista he had just left. Nearly ready to turn around for reentry, Emir caught something out of the corner of his vision. A sobering wave washed over him, and his feet began to move unbidden. There across the green space descending the steps, chatting with a pair of women, was a tag he had not expected to see. He took in all of their tags at once.

 

Turk | Champion of Dusk | Level 3

Carmen | Queue Me Up Buttercup | Level 5

Bhae | The Premade | Level 6

 

Disbelief, confusion, and disdain roiled from within as he found himself approaching the three players. He displayed a title instead of a guild, but that was not the most peculiar thing. His companion was a member of one of the most competitive PVP guilds in the game. Some might argue that they were the best player vs player guild. Had he been gone that long that this guy had not only taken his name but his identity? It had to be more than coincidence. Was his old guild trying to replace him maybe?

 

	You Have Been Invited to a Party by Adavalia

		Accept		Decline

 

"We might as well make it official," a voice called out from behind. "Besides, it looks like you could use the backup."

"I think I got it handled."

"Right, just accept the party invite, doofus," Adavalia groaned with mock boredom. "I've got a long way to go before I rank up, and I need to get to it."

Emir was ready to throw a verbal barb at the healer when he stopped himself. He was being a fool. Having a dedicated healer was a boon he could not pass up. Confronting the player that took his name could wait. It was not part of the plan when he logged in so why should it be now? No, it was time to rank up and get some real gear. Then the false Turk and he would have a reckoning. If he was here now, he would be here again. By the look of it he was playing trios. It was not a mode for casual players. With a glance over his shoulder, he accepted the party invite. Adavalia was right about one thing. It was time to get back to work.

 

 

 

----------------------

 

 

If you enjoyed Emir's story, head over to David’s ever-expanding Amazon page and check out the larger Darklands Online Universe. He’s always working on something and that's a great place to find his work.

https://amazon.com/David-J.-Bushman/e/B00MI4JEL2

 

If you want more day-to-day updates or just general nonsense then head over to Twitter and give him a follow. 

@DavidJBushman

 He tends to announce things there first when there are things to announce.

 

Otherwise, thank you for picking up this anthology and reading his story in particular. Your participation makes it all worth it.

 


Code Recursion

 

Nolan Locke

 

 

Akiko was the only reason I got into gaming.

You remember high school, that one time you locked eyes with the most beautiful person you’ve ever seen (guy or girl doesn’t matter), but really the looks aren’t even the most important part, because in high school most people wear their personalities right on their faces. You’ve got your loners, your stoners, your boners, the people who couldn’t think there way out of a wet paper bag, and then there’s a select few: people who shine with their gorgeous, authentic inner whatever, and you just know that they can make your life a perfect shining reflection of theirs. Or if you can’t, you can at least boost your life by a hundred thousand percent IF, big if, if you can get into their orbit, not burn up on entry, you slide real smooth into their life, ten point landing, and you immediately level up. Achievement unlocked: happiness, one million thousand hundred gajillion points. You win at life, even if you’ve barely even started.

Akiko Kimura was the girl. 

And hey, for other people she can be whatever color, whatever shape, whatever age. I bet there are other Akikos out there. So you can imagine really any face you want, and if you’re fifty and think your life’s stagnating or over, you have one high school regret, Akiko is the face of that regret. If you’re thirty and your own Akiko just broke up with you, seriously I am sorry. If you’re in high school and you find your Akiko, absolutely do what I did (even if you have to get your nose broken multiple times) and enhance your life with whichever version of Akiko this person is. 

Do not hesitate. Even if you’re going to lose them, you try to improve your Akiko’s life and level up along side them, platonically or with bonus sex stuff, and just… have a natural 20 together for as long as you can.

Last thing, before I mistakenly became a gamer: I didn’t do it to perv on her. Not at first. I just saw her and I knew she was going to be either my best friend, the only girl I would ever love, or my greatest regret, or you know what? Possibly all three. 

Long story short, I signed up for a game design class my final semester of senior year after I asked the guidance counselor (begged really) to tell me what Akiko Kimura was taking. And it was a mistake, yes, but you’re still sitting here either because you’re into the idea of forbidden love, you’re into the idea of a girl gamer, or you’re here to see how many times I can get my ass kicked.

Spoilers: it’s a lot.

Fast forward half a semester, and we set the scene with another opportunist, name of Chaz. You know Chaz from high school. The kind of guy who buys the newest phone every year when it comes out, or when he drops his phone he just gets a replacement instead of a fix, no big deal. A slick sonova with these teeth, and that, you know that hair, and the sort of shirts that cost my whole wardrobe. The kind of guy who might or might not have goons, and in this case he did.

You see yourself facing off against them, their health bars much higher than yours, and your options are fight, spells, items, and run away. You’d try and hold out except your limit break is going to come in after you’re KO’d and real life doesn’t have instant healing potions.

So he sauntered up all Chaz-like, just… languid. Like a provocative prick rival in literally any game storyline. I was on my tablet frowning at the list of objectives for Codex Recursion, the game that was teaching all of us how to be game coders. You had to script all the stuff in the game, starting with the town hall, the farms, the smithy, that kind of thing. And pretty soon you’d be outfitting your badass all-girl adventuring hit squad with magic weapons and armor, the big bulky kind with gigantic periphery-destroying shoulder pads. 

Except my tablet clearly showed that, not only had I not leveled up nearly enough, since I kept failing to create basic breastplates and upgrading my leatherworker’s shop, that the game I was working on was pretty much non-existent. 

Chaz noticed. “You still don’t have your project started? Are you new? What the hell have you been doing  for the last two months?”

“She definitely hasn’t been getting laid,” one of Gray’s cronies chuckled. “Total Elsa.”

“I heard Joey P had his way with her,” the weasel-faced crony said, while the big dumb ones stayed big and dumb behind them. This was Fergie, the little one who always seemed to want to one-up the others, to finally get noticed by Gray. Joey P was a good guy, and we were still friends, but we hadn’t worked out as a couple.

“You want to know what I’ve been doing?”

“This is gonna be good,” Fergie snickered.

“Your girlfriend,” I said. “Sorry, ex-girlfriend.”

Luck roll success: Critical Strike. 

That earned me a round of loud ‘OOOHHHH’ from Chaz’s goons, and I watched while Chaz’s face crumpled. Just as quickly, the utterly defeated look disappeared. It was replaced by a veneer of arrogant aloofness that was probably even sadder, because he knew I knew, and I knew he knew I knew. The true extent of that statement was not hidden information. 

“You really do run around face forward, looking to get it punched, don’t you?” he said.

“Give me your best shot,” I challenged, right in front of a bunch of onlookers. Tired cliche, I know, but they all knew what had happened to Janette Lewis last year. Did I actually cut her with my switchblade? No. Did I wave it around in her face, terrify the bejesus out of her, and give her a bit of a pixie cut with it while she sobbed for me not to kill her? Well, yes. Did she blow the whole thing out of proportion and lie to get me put in the Solitary Online Basic Empathy Instruction, alias SOB, alias SonovaBee, with the Vader helmet? A hundred percent. Did I deserve the SOB treatment? Debatable.

Gray (the Chazmaster) jerked toward me, as if to throw out a quick jab that would’ve stopped a few inches short and ended up as a piss poor threat, but me being me, I launched my face forward right into those sharp knuckles of his. Pain exploded up the bridge of my nose and I found myself on the floor a few black moments later. You take half your HP in one hit, you’re knocked prone. Life works like a video game. Blood came gushing out and turned my white ‘I bleed for the earth’ t-shirt into a legendary item. Plus ten intimidation. 

I didn’t know gaming, okay. Just wait until you meet Akiko. 

The excited and speculative chatter vanished. A sort of doomed and uncertain silence took over in its wake.

“Mr. Gray!” our teacher bellowed. Chaz (Charles? Chester? Chazterson? I had no idea) Gray whirled at the sound of the adult in the room, which meant consequences. Not something Chaztopher was used to dealing with.  

“Mr. Schuler! She… I… this isn’t––”

“Tell it to the principal, Mr. Gray. Get out of my sight. I’d be surprised if you didn’t end up facing a suspension. You are not to throw punches in my classroom, fake or real.”

Gray kicked one of Schuler’s bookcases on his way out, swearing and muttering and probably promising revenge on both me and Akiko. Whoops.

“And you, Ms. Reynolds. Throwing your face into a punch? Are you out of your mind? Get yourself to the nurse’s office, and then you’re on a one-way trip to the principal’s office as well.”

The nurse and I were on a first-name basis, if that tells you anything. Charise and I commiserated, but I could tell she thought of me as ‘one of those’ special cases that would become a drug addict, a criminal, a suicide statistic, or possibly all three in a row. She tried to tell me as much by being gentle and kind and helpful, and I tried and failed to tell her thanks, but I was destined for way more than the life this one-horse town had on offer. 

Ended up getting a text on the way home, from Akiko. You did it this time, Rey-hole.

You sweet talker. What did I do?

Gray, she responded. 

Chaz? I wouldn’t do him if God came down and told me She was going to destroy the whole earth if I didn’t jump his repressed bones, I told her, knowing exactly what she meant. Although Gray and I had a lot of antagonistic history, this wasn’t hard to figure out. He’d just gotten a black mark on his record for making my nose even beakier than it had been the first time it’d been broken, which was pretty beaky to begin with.

He just told Violet he’s gonna sabotage your game project, and get you to fail out. He has a guy in the office who knows you’re only one F away from not graduating.

No lie, I swore so long and so loud some lady came out of her apartment building and shouted at me that there were kids around.

Gray was pretty well versed in Codex Infinatus, from what I heard. He had floating islands and magic defenses and stuff, while I barely had a functioning economy… in the game-coding only version of the game.  

I went over to Akiko’s house, because my step-dad would be home soon, and that meant a whole lot of things I didn’t want to deal with. It was a bit of a list, beginning with the time when he came home and just watched me VR in the motion suit, and going downhill from there.

Akiko’s house was like you’d stepped into a different country, or continent. It was awesome. They put up a wall around the house, for one thing, an honest-to-God four foot tile-and-mud wall topped with those curved tiles, and the corners had these dragon face designs on them. 

Once you got inside the house it was even crazier. Because aside from the wall, the house was plain old red brick tudor style, forest green trim and shutters, and then inside it was amazing calligraphic scrolls, painted scrolls with depictions of misty mountains and people in little fishing boats with these very Asian hats, then paper lanterns, chopsticks, futons, and floor furniture. It was never loud, you were required to take off your shoes in this cute shoe cubby, and they had several of these adorable tiny trees in the bay windows. It made me into a person who would use the word ‘depictions’ out loud.

Akiko padded up in these slippers that looked like she’d strapped a dust mop to the bottom of each one. You know what she looks like: Charisma naturally maxed for her level, avatar somehow hacked to make it even better than the best options, half her head shaved and the stubble dyed with a fading red to purple to blue, and the other half hanging down to her waist with the tips dyed the same way, though it only went about eight inches up. She had on comfy but short shorts and an oversized hoodie.

“Girlfriend!” she beamed, pronounced ‘gerffran!’ and I got a hug. It was early at this point, and I was just into the beginning stages of going ‘Girlfriend? That can’t possibly mean what I think it means… right?’

I mean… she’d just broken up with Chaz three-ish weeks before.

She held me by the shoulders and peered at my bandaged face. “I’m so sorry about your nose. How’s it feeling?”

“Not as bad as it looks.”

She chuckled and led me to the kitchen, where a fruit platter was already laid out. Her mother had fruit platters for days: apples, kiwi, orange slices, pineapple rings, and nested in the center a few fistfuls of these extra flavorful seedy grapes. They were worth the sucking them out of their thick skins and dealing with the seeds.

“Well it looks like you have a face full of bandage, so you’re not feeling all that bad I guess. You want to watch a show, or you need to get on to the VR… oh, snicklefritz.”

Akiko is the absolute best thing about planet earth.

“What?”

“You can’t wear a VR headset with that nose. You’ll be crying the whole time with it strapped on your noggin.” 

“Fiddlesticks!” I cried in mock horror. She gave me a mischievous look. 

“You’re behind on your project.”

“I haven’t really even started.” I probably wasn’t going to graduate. I’d need to start coming to grips–

“Oh I got it!” She jumped up and down a few times, grabbed my hand, and pulled me into her father’s study. 

This room was just bookshelves on one wall, the usual VR rig nestled into some of the waist-high shelves, and nothing else. Akiko grabbed up a skullcap of a thing that wouldn’t touch my busted nose, and pressed a button. Immediately a projector lit up on all four walls, showing the login screen for access to the virtual net. And here, almost fifteen minutes of me gabbing later, we came to the game in question. 

I logged into the system, and instead of all the VR junk straight in my eyes, I had the pleasure of having it plastered all over the walls, even the bookcases, in front of which Akiko rolled some specialized blinds down. If I needed to look all the way up or down, the projector seamlessly accommodated me.

“You’re the best,” I told her.

“Anything for you, gerffran!” 

Damn those warm fuzzies and that budding suspicion.

Codex Recursion is an off-shoot, a specialized version of Codex Infinatus, the game that teaches you coding for robots, websites, AI, deep fakes, software of all stripes, gaming, app design… you name it, Codex Infinatus can help you learn it, even hacking. Recursion is a much simpler and focused Infinatus: you play a game to learn how to make a game you can play. You could theoretically code a game that helps other people learn to code games in that game. Gasp, infinite recursion!

We both took a depressed look over my teensy little fantasy town: several farms, town hall, woodcutter, mine, leatherworker, smith, and granary. Oh, and the earthen berm wall.

“You only have a level 1 wall?” she asked, incredulous.

“I haven’t really had time––” This was a lie: I didn’t really have the skill. But time was also a thing: my step-father was not a person I could trust to be around while wearing a VR helmet.

“Well let’s get to it,” she said. “Open up your menu. There we go, hit boxes. Let’s take that quiz, baby! Err, retake. Looks like you failed it once? No problem. Akiko’s here to help you.”

My heart actually warmed. My brittled, dead, frozen heart. Achievement unlocked! Feel Feelings Again. 

We worked on the quiz, with Akiko being one of those natural teachers who doesn’t give you the answers, but lets you make mistakes, but explains everything just right before you click ‘finish quiz’ and commit another fifteen minutes of re-redoing it. We went back over some of the hitbox coding works, to make spaces on our sprites where they’d take damage if you ran into a goober or a grumpalumpagus (Akiko’s words, not mine). And when I passed it, the game gave me 3 Achievement Points. 

“Boom, 3 Building Points is exactly what you need. Upgrade that Wall.”

“Uh… sure.” I set my villagers to the task of getting wood piled up and holes dug for my palisade, the Wall level 2. Turned out building up a wall around the entire town would only take two hours. Who’d have thought. “Do I want to speed it up or just let them go?”

“You don’t pay money for speedy upgrades, right?”

“Uh… no.” 

“I don’t either. No biggie. Don’t bother speeding things up, it just slows you down making buildings and hiring adventurers. We just move on to working through this randomizer. Did you do any of the randomizer stuff? How about variables? Lists?” 

“Errr… maybe.”

“Well, errr, bring that bad boy up. Let’s get you squared away.”

“You don’t have to… you have your own homework. I’m just hogging all your time.”

She came and laid a hand on my shoulder. “Rey-Rey, you’re worth it, okay? I can handle my homework. Don’t worry none, gerffren.”  

I ended up getting better than 25 Achievements in the next three hours. It was easily as good as going through the tutorial and getting all the bonus Achievements to get me started on this dumb game. 

Suddenly I had enough to attract a couple of extra villagers, who came and worked that Wall into being, and also enough to begin construction on my Stonemason and the Inn, which I desperately needed. At the Inn I could build up an adventuring party capable of dealing with all the monsters. She got me to finish up my first breastplate, and then move on to some of the leather outfitting: your basic gloves and boots, not the racy stuff. 

More importantly, I leveled up my coding skill. Most important of all, I leveled up my friendship with Akiko.

After our VR tutoring session, I lay on her bedroom floor, while her mother cooked dinner for one extra. Akiko was propped up on her stomach on her bed, playing some cool techno mixed with afro-cultural sounds, then another one with middle eastern strings and chanting. 

“You know what Gray’s deal is?”

“He needs someone to teach him what ‘no’ means,” she said. “I mean he wanted me to…” She didn’t finish, or couldn’t. 

“What? Oh, never mind. I can imagine. I don’t want to, but ugh, what am I even saying? Let’s not talk about Chazzifer. So glad you’re not with that guy anymore.” Chaz knew exactly what he was missing and I was getting: to be around her. His jealousy was so very warranted.

We fell silent for a few long moments: Akiko with her face in her hands, propped up on her elbows and grinning down at me, me just splayed out on the floor ready for a chalk outline. 

“I’m with you,” she said.

“No idea why. Blech. If you talked with people they’d tell you I’m way worse than Chaaaaaaaaz.”

“Maybe it’s a good thing I don’t ask people what they think about you. They tell me if I ask or not. They’re just trying to manipulate me, and it’s pretty blarghithargh how obvious they are.” 

“Thanks.”

“You’re… real. And unlike Chaz-kun, you’re teachable,” she said. 

“The school nurse would disagree with you. She thinks I’m driving my trashmobile of a life straight toward a cliff.”

She laughed. Akiko rolled over so her head was hanging off the bed, upside down, with her color-faded hair spilling out onto the floor and reaching my outstretched hand. 

“She doesn’t know the Reynolds I know,” she said.

I rolled a bit of her hair between my fingers and picked up a debuff (blessing/curse): In Love. There was no way this was going to end well for me.

 

***

 

Now as for Gray––not sure if I want to call him Gray, which sounds vaguely threatening and more badass than he deserves, or Chaz, which sounds like a complete tool, and harmless, which he wasn’t––he didn’t have to punch me in order to kick my ass. He knew he could just show up at my town and put it to the torch, or hack my copy of Recursion and throw high level monsters at me. I’d have to do a bunch of upkeep in game tutorials, reinforcing some of my game-making skills as a punishment for messing up, which would mean spending more time on stuff I’d already learned.

But for whatever reason he chose to kick my ass for realsies a couple days later.

My address wasn’t in the school directory for obvious reasons, but he found out where I lived regardless. I didn’t want to have to describe the hole where I lived, but here goes: imagine if you took your plain old inner city and sprinkled it with both some outrageously expensive high tech bits, and the parts where I lived with just an extra few layers of trash. The houses were filled with squatters, or empty, and in general, occupied or not, they were falling apart. There was one specific part of my neighborhood that was just a big traffic interchange. It was directly under a freeway overpass, so it’s shady, grody, trash-strewn… it was one of those forgotten places where people run the red light, and pass time and again but basically never think about, and I had to walk through that to get to school.

Of course it was super busy, but that didn’t matter to Gray and his goons. They had the sliding door on Fergie’s minivan open when they screeched up in front of me. Gray and two of his boys jumped out and started in on me.

I’ll say this: I gave as good as I got. Front kick, critical strike to the solar plexus, knockback and d8 damage, baby. He went rolling back and slammed into the minivan while I failed my initiative roll (and my Luck check… pretty sure I had a Luck stat of -97) and took another nose-breaking punch just right of center. This was Gray, always an opportunist looking to walk straight into an opening, whether it came from a mistake, or in this case me beating up his buddies.

Anyway I spun and used that momentum to pull a roundhouse on the third one. Boom, stunning strike, d6 damage at least. But it was over: Gray had my wrist and kneed me straight in the guts. Oh, stunned, next initiative roll at a disadvantage, and a penalty on my next attack.

And he probably would’ve wound up and broken a couple of ribs except that somebody was honking and shouting at him. Somebody with ‘missus’ in front of her name.

“Gray, come on!” Fergie was shouting.

“Hey you, you leave that poor girl alone!” somebody’s lovely aunt was shrieking at the same time. She actually, after Gray and his loser friends had sped away, tried to ask me if she could take me home, or take me to school, or the hospital. I politely declined, and staggered to school with another t-shirt covered in blood. My mother wouldn’t and couldn’t possibly leave work to deal with me, and that was out of the question with step-dad. It was time to pay another visit to the underfunded and under-equipped nurse’s office.

Akiko saw my face, and probably the spattered t-shirt, and she knew what was going on immediately. 

“Oh shish kabobs.” She didn’t ask me what had happened, but instead said, “Come on.” She spun me around by the shoulders with barely a touch. I could take a punch and flatten a punk with a kick, but Akiko had me completely disarmed. It’s one of those high-Charisma abilities. 

“We’re… duh sgool’s back dat way,” I mumbled through my doubly broken nose. I feebly tried to protest that she didn’t need to lose a day of school because of me, and I was swiftly ignored, but with a wide smile and maybe tears at the corners of her eyes. Given my own swimming vision I couldn’t be entirely sure. 

Akiko had a teensy jelly bean of a car, something fuschia, something electric that she got moving with a touch of a few buttons. Once it got out of the parking lot she engaged the self-drive to home and grabbed up a first aid kit from under the back seat. But of course you already knew a) she was a high level healer, with auras and buffs so powerful you felt like you could take on a raid boss by yourself, and b) she was definitely the type of person to have a fully-stocked first aid kit in her car. She glanced at the road, then pulled my shirt up over my belly button. And, after breathing out in Japanese (swear words maybe) at the sight of the bruising on my ribs, slapped a trauma patch on my exposed stomach. 

It hurt. A lot. 

Trauma patch (uncommon, consumable)

Negates wound penalties immediately, heals 3-8 damage over the next thirty minutes. Produces a state of euphoria lasting 2-5 hours.

However, Reynolds is not the kind of girl who allows someone she likes to think they hurt her. I gritted my teeth and balled up my fists instead of grunting or crying out. 

The chemicals coursed out into my bloodstream while she massaged the thick patch, and the pain in my face mostly disappeared. It was replaced by numbness in my tummy, and later a floaty feeling, which was reeeally whoooooaaaa man, you know? It was almost, but not quite as good as the floaty feeling she normally induced in me.

“What’s your first name, Rey-Rey?”

“Huh?”

“You went right up to the teacher on the first day of school and had a talk with him about what to call you. I’ve never met anyone who actually knows your first name. You’re just Reynolds.”

“Eben Joey P, huh?” I hadn’t talked to him since we broke up.

“I heard you two had a thing, but he wouldn’t tell. Seems like a real sweet guy.”

Too sweet. The kind of guy who was ‘saving himself for marriage’… like I was going to murder him by taking his virginity. Or leave him tied to some train tracks for a superhero to rescue.

To be fair I was beginning to understand the fear he might have been feeling, of losing access to someone you thought of as key to your existence. 

“I like it ben you call be Rey-Rey.” My voice sounded awful with the broken nose.

She squeezed my hand. Her hair fell in a curtain that obscured part of her face, and tickled my exposed stomach. 

“It’s… Steb-ney,” I muttered through my broken nose and growing druggedness. 

“Well Stebney–” She chuckled, and fended off my weak attempt to slap her on the shoulder. “We’re home.”

Stephanie Reynolds, aka Gerffren, aka Rey-Rey, aka Stebney, looped an arm around Akiko’s shoulder and made her drugged way through the wrought iron gate depicting a bonsai tree, and into a place she increasingly thought of as home.

 

***

 

Fast forward an hour and a half… ish. 

“And… there we have it,” Akiko said. “One gigantic package inserted.”

I watched in awe (from the floor of her living room) while she set up a series of automated runic defenses around my town. Buried stones with runes carved all over them briefly lit up in a tall pillar of nonsense glyphs of powerful orange.  This was in addition to the gigantic stone phallus in market square, like one of those Stonehenge goalposts but possibly bigger? I’ve never been there. It was carved with an endless amount of powerful magic ‘stay out’ words. 

“That’s a defensive protection suite that I modified from the sort of anti-virus and bot scanning software you’d see on personal websites. Gray will leave you alone… unless he’s been working in Codex since he was in diapers.”

“How long have you been… coding?” I asked groggily.

She grinned beneath the huge bug-eyed VR headset and, on the monitor logged into Codex Infinatus. As soon as the town came into focus for her, I knew. Gigantic gold-ringed crystals floated in a wall outside what was more like a capital city than a town. Bolts of greenish lightning struck between them. Above, floating islands hovered with towers easily forty feet high, topped with enormous green flames in the shapes of searching eyes. Even the inn was up a set of magically-held stairs, with booths for adventurers floating on the outside of the main building, and waitstaff that appeared to be giant pixies. No, on closer inspection, they had special backpacks on, which gave them ghostly dragonfly wings about five feet wide. The smith had a tiny, chibi dragon inside breathing fire onto the pigs of steel to be pounded into shape. A pair of nearly identical cutesy dragons flew by and dropped some thick parchment messages into her hands. 

Adventurers were coming and going, bidding her good day. It was so wonderful I just sat there and smiled.

Akiko engaged with code like she was a virtuoso violinist, or maybe more like a conductor, placing strings of code smoothly and with confidence. Some bits were clipped out and replaced, others were shifted around a bit. She brought up the code for the smithy, which had all been automated to produce basic weapons, and added gem slots to this and that weapon. She added names to these: Jumping Jack’s Biggity Bastard Blade, and Red Rover Send Doom Right Over. These she set with 12 and 15 carat gems, which would ordinarily look just obscene on any other weapon, but on these they seemed just right.

I managed a low whistle.

She flashed me a grin. “Take a look.”

 

Jumping Jack’s Biggity Bastard Blade

[Bastard Sword. Basic weapon. Legendary quality]

[Damage: 1-12+5]

[Durability: unbreakable]

[Properties: Requires level 25 or higher warrior to wield, +65% chance to knockback 1-20 feet, +20% chance to ignore armor, +20% critical chance. +20% chance to cause Bleeding. 25% chance to remove limb. +2 gem slots (total gem slots: 3)]

[gem slot 1: 12 ct. lapis lazuli. Weapon grants its user +25 speed while equipped. Grants the user the spell-like ability Arrow Time 3 times per day.]

[gem slot 2:  15 ct.  yellow topaz. Adds +2-24 lightning damage on every strike (costs 1 mana). May be used to call lightning 5 times per day: 40-100 damage, for 12 mana.]

 

“That’s incredible,” I said, and I must’ve sounded a bit grumpy, because she turned and removed the headset.

“Whoopsie-doodle. A little too incredible.”

She tinkered with another weapon, this one a pair of power gloves. These had metal studs on the knuckles and looked like they were built for someone three times Akiko’s size. She added smaller gems into the center of each palm, and on the back of the hand. Eventually the metal inlay began to glow, then shifted from dull gray to gleaming gold. She put them on and clenched into way-too-big fists. Seriously how did she even–

“Ooohhhh.” I couldn’t help but moan with appreciation. 

 

Rey-Rey’s Glovey Dovey Smashification Gauntlets

[Power Gloves. Advanced weapon. Epic quality]

[Damage: 1-10+3]

[Durability: 1500/1500]

[Properties: Adamantine: 80% chance to avoid losing durability. +25% chance to knockback 1-8 feet, +10% chance to ignore armor, +12% critical chance. +8% chance to knock prone. +1 gem slots (total gem slots: 2)]

[gem slot 1: 6 ct. diamond. Weapon grants its user +15 defense while equipped. Grants the user the spell-like ability Invulnerability [30 seconds] 3 times per day.]

[gem slot 2:  7 ct.  Ethiopian rainbow opal. Adds +1-6 aggravated damage on every strike (costs 1 mana). May be used to create a Cone of Force 3 times a day (costs 15 mana)]

 

I didn’t know if the name and the gem were hints. Confused butterflies did a mosh pit in my guts over the possibility that she was hitting on me via badass punchy glovies, and I was super into it. The only thing my mom insisted I do since I was in diapers was Brazilian jiu jitsu.

“I don’t… I can’t use those.”

“Why, because they’re linked to my account? Pfft, this is coding, we can literally do anything.” Akiko lifted the VR goggles as she said this, and waggled her eyebrows at me. She then went back into the coding, copying and pasting strings here and there, typing out on a phantom keyboard and then slotting those strings in before, middle and after. Finally the gauntlets disappeared into a ball of light and went zipping up into the sky. 

We can literally do anything. Alone in her house. She was in a skintight white bodysuit that was better than yoga leggings. And my imagination was in the literally do anything stage of hyper-over-activity-ness.

You have been cursed: Obsession. You will suffer a penalty on all actions until the curse is lifted.

I got up and held onto the doorway, and just admired Akiko as she radiated like the sun. I didn’t have any firm idea of whether or not I should, but watching her walk around the VR area with that kindness and infectious generosity… in that bodysuit… with her hair and her smile…  

“You feeling up to more work?”

“I don’t really have a choice,” I told her. I felt ready to go splash cold water on my broken face, and snap out of this.

“Well check this out. You head into the study again, I’ll stay here, and this time we’ll log in together.”

Good idea. My hormones were a little whoa right this very second. Or very whoa. 

We went into Codex and took a tour of my little hamlet. It didn’t take any time at all… but it was clear something was wrong. Chaz had been here. We suspected as much because the environment outside my town had been blasted a little, with scorched areas where the grass had been, and some aggravation around the site of one of the buried rune blocks. I knew beyond a doubt because my mine wasn’t producing any gems or gold. 

“Fraggle Rock,” Akiko spat. “I forgot the rune defense around your mine. Here.”

She handed me the power gloves, cast a spell, and made it so I could equip items. After all, my inn was freshly built and hadn’t attracted any decent adventurers for handling this sort of thing, not that any of the scripted bot adventurers had a chance at doing so against Chazowicious.

I pulled in some of my weak armor, and then the power gloves… talk about a rush: my menu lit up with spells I’d never seen before. Immortality? Yes please. Cone of Force of course, of course. One helmet later I was ready to rock. 

We headed out of town and toward the mine, a ten minute hike around a ridge to a place unfortunately invisible from the town itself. And of course we immediately spotted Chaz and the Chazettes still engaged with the utterly baffling task of trying to bring the mine entrance down. 

They had been attacking it for a while, because several shattered weapons lay there, and some of the rock had been blasted away. Two of the four were hacking at the mine entrance itself with spelled axes and swords, while Chaz surveyed the situation and Fergie sat back on his ass and complained. Either he’d just broken his weapon, or he’d given up… maybe both.

“It’s not working!” Fergie whined. “Let’s try something else.”

“Hey!” I called. “That’s mine.”

Did I mention I’m a comedic genius?

Chaz and his buddies looked a lot more like end bosses out of WarStriker, where every piece of armor was full of runes and gold and had something glowing in it. Their shoulder pauldrons were easily a foot high each, and Chaz looked more like a war god than a player character. By contrast, I had on a steel helmet with a slit in it, and gloves the size of end tables. 

He pointed a blade at me, an anime blade, you know, one easily a foot wide and eight feet long. The kind that absolutely doesn’t compensate for anything, suggestive wink. Fergie had scrambled to his feet and produced a pair of bladed rings, of all things. The two others, who I’m sure had names, readied an axe and a sword. 

Akiko was unarmed.

“Kill her,” Chaz said. Meaning me, of course. Akiko was blameless as she had always been and would always be.

His three thugs immediately charged. 

She danced into their path, trailing a spray of ash behind her. The beautiful armor she’d put on glowed a malevolent red briefly, and she spun out of the way of the blade. A second later she touched the first guy, and all his armor fell off. The wooden haft of his axe disintegrated, but the head continued on a bit before burying itself in the trail a few feet from me. Somehow she’d ducked, because the baseball swing of the second one’s sword passed over her. Her armor had flashed with white and silvery blue radiance. And when she rose, a tornado rose with her.

The twister caught up this kid and launched him, spinning up into the air. I had no idea what that would do to his VR rig in his house, but if it were me I’d be vomiting all over my VR suit. He and his screams quickly faded from view.

Akiko finished with a flourish. I just clapped with my gigantic gloves. 

“Why thank you!”

Fergie didn’t seem to want any of what Akiko had. He turned, earned a glare from Chaz, and promptly vanished. He’d logged out.

“Too weak to fight me yourself?” Chaz called. 

“Um… actually yes. In this game, yes. Face to face is a different story.” I engaged Immortality.

One second he was there, and another he wasn’t. It was pure luck that I had Immortality on, because his sword came down on my head and bounced off in a shower of sparks. Cone of Force launched him backwards, but he had some high level resistance, because he only slid backwards a good eight feet. He dashed aside again, came forward and hacked downward with that enormous friggin sword. His sword met my knuckles, and then my other knuckles met his face. 

It’s like he’d never seen me before. That was the look I got.

From behind him came an adorable giggle, and he turned to find Akiko there. Her armor flashed deep umber, with glimmers of orange light in the runes there. A moment of rumbling later, and the earth swallowed him up completely. 

She came toward me and flung herself into my arms. “Rey-Rey, that was amazing!”

Oh yeah, one of his minions was still standing there, the one with the disintegrated armor and weapon. I noticed him, met his eyes, and went, “Run along now.”

He did. For my part, I reluctantly put Akiko down. 

From there we worked on my town, and earned another 19 Achievement Points. Hired some adventurers and outfitted them. Got some buildings upgrading, and others started building. Afterwards, we logged out and sat in her dad’s study, where we watched some shows and finished this with Akiko’s favorite, some ancient flick called The Princess Bride. We got under a blanket together and she put her legs across my lap, then she smiled at me in the dark, while two guys had this bizarre fencing duel. She was quoting the whole thing, which appeared to have been made in the stone ages, but it was really funny. I even managed to watch most of it. Sometimes I innocently (so innocently) lay my hands on her calves, and other times I gave her an affectionate tickle on the underside of one knee. 

But when she told me to cut it out, I told her, “As you wish.” And then I imagined her smiles at me were loaded with more than just sisterly affection. 

In the next few weeks, I very nearly lived at Akiko’s house. Some nights she’d drive me home and we’d fall asleep in my driveway. Some mornings she’d wake up giggling and shoo me out of her car to head home and shower and come pick me up again. And I’d get admonished by my mother, but not too harshly. She couldn’t help but see me changing right before her eyes: I stopped wearing bloodied t-shirts, I put in an effort to look good (for Akiko, of course), and I got my homework done… most importantly, I made it a point not to grump around the house like a grumpalumpagus. 

My nose very nearly healed up. I learned a staggering amount about game design and coding, and we came up with a game in which two girls with amazing hair rumbled through the rough streets of Baltimore in the near future. It was modeled after a couple of early games Akiko enjoyed called Streets of Rage and Double Dragon. 

The two super-amazing girl protagonists with phenomenal hair and butts kept encountering three or four guys and kicking the bejeebers out of them, although one of the playable characters only had Aikido attacks. We’re talking the kind where you block somebody into falling on his face, or you sidestep at the exact right moment so he punches his buddy. We designed crates and trash cans full of trauma patches and apples and full-on turkey dinners. You could jump into gigantic fist-shaped gloves (big enough for your whole body) and slam downwards into enemies until the gloves broke. We also designed a special attack, a sword that would come spinning through the whole screen, and blast everybody. You could bash vans until they exploded into fireballs, though these were a buggy mess presently. Every time you finished a level, there’d be a short cutscene of the two girls hanging out and eating sushi or nachos and working on their game design and being cute as heck. They’d be talking about how awesome this or that movie was, or this other game, and then there’d be a siren, and they’d jump up and go ‘looks like the city needs us,’ and rush out to kick even more (mostly identical looking) butt in another city scene.

I leveled up my coding skill. We leveled up into heights of friendship I’d never known. And like Chaz had before me, I fell deeper into a dungeon of my own design, where the BBEG was my own lack of willpower and lack of surety. 

In between Codex Recursion and plotting out the game, or coding it, we played Streets of Rage as a bit of research for my game, which was honestly one of the most adorable things. Akiko would come save me by throwing dudes over her shoulder or blasting the whole screen with power while I flailed around, not knowing what the heck I was doing. When I died, she’d lay back on the floor and kick her feet back and forth and hold her sides and laugh at the top of her lungs.

And then one day she was doing this, squirting tears and laughing and holding her sides, and I sat on her chest in order to tickle the dickens out of her. Of course, when she tickled me back, we ended up with me holding her wrists on the floor, nose to nose. The laughter trailed off and she stared at me. The silence spun out… I often stared at her, but not like this. She had flecks of gold in her dark brown eyes and I’d never seen them before. 

“You’re the best thing in my life,” I told her quietly, and immediately regretted it.

“You’re so strong, Rey-Rey. You going to let me up?”

“As you wish,” I said. 

Okay I didn’t say it; I breathed it. 

And the realization dawned with the smile draining from her face. Fiddlesticks. Snicklefritz… I’d gone and tipped a very delicate balance. Her eyes searched, and searched, and I let her up. But she didn’t get up. She kept looking at me, and looking at me, and looking at me. Evaluating… not judging. I don’t think Akiko knew how to judge people.

“Rey-Rey?”

Stebney Reynolds does not possess a decent Charisma stat. In fact, she has made Charisma such a dump stat that it was something of a miracle to have made Akiko part of her adventuring party, if only for a short time. I knew it was going to burn out, and burn out hard, but I was going to cherish this for every single moment while I had it, and use the memories once it was over to get me through some hard times.

The delayed blast fireball had just landed.

“I… I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything. I completely understand if, I mean, I’ll go get my bag and head home.” I got up and started to do exactly that, avoiding eye contact and filling the huge void of silence with meaningless bullhockey. I’d just set myself on fire and I was flailing ineffectually, taking self-inflicted burning damage. “I know I ruined it, but you know what? Haha! It was totally worth it, being with you. God, what a dimbulb. Hey, you don’t have to say anything. We can pretend I never did such a completely dumb thing, we’ll just pretend I didn’t touch you and I didn’t stare into your eyes and notice the gold flecks, and you can just play games with me and save my big dumb butt whenever I’m nearly dead, right? We can go back to that. You can help me upgrade my smith and build the alchemist’s shop, and I won’t run my fingers through your hair and touch your legs when we’re watching movies. I’ll be a hundred percent platonic appreciation, promise. God, I’m such an idiot.”

“Rey-Rey wait,” she said, and I froze. God, her Persuasion skill was beyond maxed. The hair gave her a bonus… she probably had feats that enhanced it even farther. She was a paladin of the god of purity. 

When she turned me around with another of those unstoppable feather touches, she was in my personal space. Like… close. She had a hand on either side of my face, cool and soft, and her eyes were twinkling with uncertainty. Meanwhile I’d gotten my heartrate near to critically failing. It was like I’d backstabbed myself, criticalled, and dealt max damage over and over again. 

“You want to try this?” she asked. 

I could taste her breath. 

“If you want–”

“You. Do you want this? I can make up my own mind. I want to know if you want to try.” 

I closed my eyes in resignation. “Yesssss.”

She kissed me.

 

***

 

Curse: Obsession was lifted.  

I failed my Wisdom Save that day, but Akiko was on top of things. She had the wherewithal to get us on track (after like ten minutes of obviously the best kissing of my entire life), off the futon and back to homework, though she did pinch my butt several times while I was in Recursion and trying to work on some of the higher level coding tutorials. 

Pfff, what am I saying? I was probably still in the early stages in Recursion… I had a decade to go at least before I was anywhere near Akiko’s level. Still, my game project was a thing, and it was getting closer to a place where you could call it playable.

I will say this much: stripping off the VR suit had a whole new fluttery feeling of tension with her staring at me like that. I don’t know if I’d blushed once in the past year, but suddenly I was all hot-faced.

Chaz had sort of disappeared off my radar over the course of those weeks. I don’t know if he had a psychic revelation about my relationship with Akiko and somehow knew, and ended up just crying his eyes out in his bedroom for two straight weeks, or if he found some female version of himself to date and paw at in his car. The whole fluffin’ time I was riding high off being around Akiko, learning things that actually interested me, and making my play for being with her, and I had no idea where Chaz Nosebreaker had gone off to.

Which was foolish. You disappear a guy into a crack in the earth in a video game and of course he’s going to come back more powerful than ever before. 

He was sitting on my front porch with his buddies one night. My mom and step-father had gone to bed I guess, and I was getting home late from Akiko’s house. I’d fallen asleep in the car on the way, cuddled up with Akiko, and sure I wanted to just stay there, and I’d like to think that some preservation instinct kicked in and allowed me to get her out of danger. It’s a nice bit of story drama that makes me look like the good guy, but the reality is, I groaned to life, tapped the screen and got the autopilot engaged back home, kissed her on the cheek, and set the car to give her an alarm when it arrived back. Zero heroism involved.

I’d been so close to really deep sleep… you know, when you wake up in the middle of the night to pee, you try and keep yourself as asleep as possible so when you flop back into bed you don’t stare at the ceiling. It’s a Constitution Save and I always make it because Rey-Rey gots Con for days.

All that ended when, in the middle of the midnight cricket chirps, I heard, “Reynolds.”

His boys held my arms, but I made them pay for it. I got in one phenomenal critical kick to the jones, double damage and knocked him prone. This gave me an arm free, so I followed it with two body blows to the other jerkwad before Fergie basically wrapped his entire body around my other arm. I still have no clue why the two punching bags stayed with Chaz. I literally had not learned their names, but they absorbed all the damage on his behalf. Maybe he paid them to tank for him.

Then Chaz was standing before me. He had on one of those unfeeling death masks I understood very well; I’d worn that expression for the last couple of months before befriending Akiko. I tried kicking him, but he punched me straight in the upper thigh and ended that option. Temporary Paralysis: lose kick attack for 1d8 rounds.

“You know how bad I got punished when you got me suspended?” he snarled.

“Mommy and Daddy take your Ferrari away?” I asked. “Did you have to, gasp, walk on your widdle footsies?”

Whoops, used the Taunt action on accident. Which apparently doesn’t default to Charisma because it really really worked. He knocked the wind out of me (Debuff: no verbal actions for the next 1d8 rounds.) Chaz apparently gained Trolled. He went into a berserker rage.

I ended up taking several right hooks to the face, 1d6 damage each, and failed a Dexterity Save so I ended up Stunned. Nose again broken. Instant tears. That was followed by several stomach kicks, 1d8 damage a pop. Several more kicks later, mostly blocked by my ravaged forearms, his buddies peeled him off me and headed out.

Either I didn’t bleed that much that night, or my bedsheets already had a lot of blood on them and my mother didn’t notice. She and my step-father were gone by the time Akiko came to pick me up the next morning, waking me up after several calls and then pounding on the screen door.

She stiffened up when she finally saw me, and for the first time since I’d seen her, she became Angry.

“Ohhh,” she moaned. “Ohh Rey-Rey.”

She went to grab me in a hug, and this time I failed my Constitution Save because I groaned in pain and she leapt back in terror of having hurt me. 

She was tearing up. I was tearing up in overwrought sympathy. She didn’t need this to derail her morning. I was basically a lost cause, and she didn’t deserve to be dragged down by my nonsense.

Then everything she tried failed on account of the injuries: kissing, touching me on the cheeks, putting my arm around her, getting me to walk. Her jaw flexed back and forth and the troubled look intensified, until I limped out and got in the car.

We rode in silence back to her house again. For a minute or two… apparently she failed a Wisdom Save and forgot to grab up the first aid kit. Angry had really gotten a hold of her, probably disadvantage on all Intelligence and Wisdom saves. 

“We should go to school,” I muttered, at the very same time she said, “How do you want to get that fluffernutter?”

I looked at her, past one semi-swollen eye, and considered her very carefully. She had the steering wheel, even with self-drive on, in a death grip. Tears were spilling down her cheeks. Her breathing was coming in rapid and shallow through clenched teeth. She was hyperventilating.

“Akiko, no.”

“He can’t just do this to someone and… no consequences.” She turned to me, teeth clenched and looking wild with fury. “I can burn his whole Codex city to ash, Rey-Rey. We can reduce him to nothing. I can deconstruct his town with so many viruses he’ll have to buy a whole new gaming rig and get a brand new account. You ever seen a VR headset go pop? I can get into his social media and confess to what he did to you. We can edit some photos of him–”

“I believe you. And no.”

She was better than this. I couldn’t let her fall out of favor with the goddess of purity, and lose all her paladin powers.

“Akiko, look at me. Self-drive is on, you don’t have to stare at the road. Look.” She did. “You don’t hit people. I wrote you into the game with Aikido because you’re better than that, and… and you’re making me better too.”

“Rey-Rey…” 

“And don’t cry. I mean you can, now, I’m a mess and this is really flippin’ upsetting. But you have to promise you won’t go after him, okay?” 

 “Okay.”

I took her hand and tilted her chin up to look at me. I desperately needed some Charisma right this moment, and some Persuasion bonuses. “Okay what? You promise? I don’t want you to do anything to Chaz.”

“As you wish,” she breathed. 

Ah, sweet painful success.

“But my opinion of him is still going to be much lower than before!” she declared, as though she was holding out. “And it was already pretty flaffin’ low.”

“I cherish you,” I muttered, and she beamed in response, and wiped the tears away. “You can drop me at the hospital and go to school.”

“You stay at my house.”

She finally got that Wisdom Save made, and did first aid on me before we reached her house, again, trauma patch and some anti-swelling swab on my eye, lips, and cheek. Also some bandage for the black eye, and alcohol to clean off the blood. She also grabbed up a pocket scanner and discovered I had two fractured ribs and some bruising internally. Which meant the nano-sutures, and nano-sutures sucked.

Nano-sutures (rare, consumable)

Heals 5-15 damage over the next two hours. Warning: Increases wound penalties by two for the duration. After several days, these dissolve into the bloodstream and are excreted. Beware: You may experience glittery stool. This is perfectly normal and not a cause for alarm!

Nanotech is one of those things that always seems amazing… but it’s like having a swarm of bees inside your body, stinging you repeatedly. Sure they put a layer of slow dissolving cement on your cracked ribs and stop internal bleeding, but it’s like a toothache: you can’t do anything about it in the slightest, except feebly holding your hand against your complete inability to help at all.

I tried not to buck and curse, and mostly succeeded. She cooed over how brave and badass I was, and told me that she’d watched the videos during the first aid training. People routinely screamed themselves raw on getting the nanobot injections.

I whimpered. “Thanks.” 

“Okay,” she said. “I’m going to leave you here. My mother will kill me if I skip school again for you. You stay in my bedroom with all the juice and snacky snacks I give you, don’t come out if my mom comes home, and then I’ll see you at three! Slightly after three, obviously! Doy!”

I resisted the urge to tell her I loved her. 

Akiko’s room locked, which was so comforting, because this allowed me to rest in her bed and smell her conditioner on her pillow. And after two hours of agony, I fell asleep. Quick run-down of the boring parts: woke up disoriented, heard her mother vacuuming the house, terrified for a short time, found the VR rig, logged in despite the tear-inducing pain in my again broken nose, did some Recursion coding where I engaged my adventurers to go kill off some bandits with wyverns, and discovered that Chaz had murdered several of my top adventurers. Apparently her mom left again, because the house got quiet in that empty-house sort of way). 

Akiko had not skimped on the snacky snacks either. I had plenty to eat (in her closet with the door closed) so her mom wouldn’t hear wrappers crinkling. 

And just like that, she was back. 

“You’re looking better,” she lied.

“That’s very kind of you to say, but… I kinda doubt it. I look like I was repeatedly beaten and then lovingly healed up by my super-amazing-at-everything girlfriend.”

She wrinkled her nose and grinned. “Should I play nurse and see if you’re all better… all over?”

Oh my sweet baby jumping jack Jesus. 

We made out for a little while even though every moment of it was painful on my healing split lip and my healing cracked ribs. Still, Rey-Rey made her Con Saves because she likes the making out. Afterwards though I told her she had to get off me, and she apologized needlessly. My wounds, my fault.

“Movie time?” she suggested. “There’s this one with a rockin’ girl who’s so awesome bullets bounce off her.”

“Can I tickle you even though I promised not to?”

She grinned. “Oh, I figured that whole panic promise was retracted as soon as I decided to make you my girlfriend. You better tickle me.”

Even though me and Akiko is most of the story, it’s not the whole story. We were in the middle of cuddling and kissing and not really watching the movie when we heard the front door close, and I locked eyes with Mrs. Kimura.

 

***

 

Without the multi-colored hair and half her head shaved, and in conservative mom clothes, Akiko’s mother didn’t look much like her. Still, she had smile lines already at age forty-something, and that made her seem slightly less terrifying, but only slightly. 

What followed was a great deal of rapid fire Japanese, with the subject of the conversation unable to understand it. I didn’t even think about grabbing my handheld and turning the auto-translate on until they were almost in a shouting match. The three buzzwords I knew didn’t appear, or were there and gone in a few instants, and unrecognizable. The wild gesturing had been going on since about moment one, and they were beginning to ramp up the fight level when I stood and held my hands out.

“Gomenasai,” I said quietly, and the conversation fell away. Both of them turned to behold my imperfect pronunciation, or flat out wrong word. “I’m really… I’m really sorry. This is my fault.” Was really hoping for an etiquette success here, nat 20 would’ve been nice. But of course… dump stat.

Akiko said, “You don’t have to apologize for anything!” at the very same moment her mother said, “You are correct, and you should be in a hospital.”

Akiko turned wild, disbelieving eyes on her mother. 

“I’ll go,” I said.

Again, Akiko and her mother overlapped. “You need to stay here and off your feet.” and “Thank you, it would be best.”

Again a whole bunch of Japanese went back and forth, like a rapier duel. It was abundantly clear that, as a mother, Mrs. Kimura was completely immune to her daughter’s wildly high Charisma score, feats, buffs, and other holy paladin purity powers. She was clearly a high level character in her own right, likely a sorcerer based on the intense Charisma and Wisdom.

I headed out and trekked home, now on the lookout for Chaz and his fluffernutters. My step-father was in the middle of some VR something when I entered, so I just said ‘Hi Steve’ and headed to my bedroom. 

She texted me on the way home: I’m so sorry. I just gave her a couple of heart emojis and left it at that. 

Nuked some leftovers for dinner.

Ate.

Worked on my game.

Went into Recursion, dodged Chaz’s goons trying to bring down Akiko’s force field, and crafted some weapons so my poor adventurers had even a whisper of a chance of taking them down. 

“It’s too late, you dolts!” I called. “I got my shizz in order. Rey-Rey done made a game.”

Dragons were bothering my town now. Thanks, Chaz. One of them had taken to slamming its magic against the force field and trying to roast the town with dragonflame. My townsfolk couldn’t work very well like this…

I quietly filed a complaint with the game company, and immediately the form letter reply promised they’d be looking into the matter. Also that my business was important to them. Meaning most likely they’d never get to it because I never spent a dollar beyond buying the game in the first place.

I did take the opportunity to put on Rey-Rey’s Glovey-Dovey Smashification Gauntlets, engage Immortality, punch Fergie with a Cone of Force and drive him back a hundred feet, then sock the dragon right in its big dragon face. I hadn’t known this, but aggravated damage meant it cut through literally all resistances, meaning I bloodied a dragon’s nose. I then engaged Immortality when the timer was almost out, punched it a bunch more times, and you’d better believe it got tired of that and flew off.

Sometimes violence is the answer. Sometimes it felt really good, too. This wasn’t one of those times. My ribs still felt like they had Chaz’s shoe print on them.

A good two hours later I logged out to find a message on my handheld.

My mother has barred you from coming over to our house. This was followed by basically every sad emoji that had ever been created. 

Jeez Louise, I messaged back.

I know. She got your biometric signature from the school office and put it in the house’s security system. She’d also gotten my address and locked Akiko out of hanging out at my place. Her car wouldn’t admit me, and Mrs. Kimura would get a notification if Akiko set foot in my neighborhood, let alone my house. It was pretty messed up.

You want to meet up? I asked.

Codex?

Yes indeed.

 

***

 

She’d been crying, which made me want to aggravate some damage all over her mother’s face, except I knew Akiko liked her mother. To be fair, before today she had a favorable reputation level with me too. This was alien territory to me, but I respected her right to do things that made me uncomfortable. It’s how I grew as a person.

Akiko peered around the town. “You realize you started with nothing, right Rey-Rey?”

“It’s all thanks to you. You taught me basically everything I know.”

She laughed.

“I got plenty more tired cliches and lukewarm tropes where that came from.”

Here’s the weird thing about VR rigs: you can feel things. There are actuators built into the suits that contract and pinch. They simulate textures. It’s one of the reasons all the parents are freaking out right now, about how nobody will ever be okay meeting in real life ever again. We’ve contracted the FeVR and we’re all hopelessly addicted. We’ll never contribute to society. 

Which I would’ve said, before this very moment, was utter nonsense. But then Akiko put her arm around mine and threaded her fingers in with mine, and I felt it. 

“My mom’s not okay… with us. There’s a family meeting as soon as my dad gets home.”

“She’s being a real grumpalumpagus.”

I received one tired chuckle. It was worth a million bucks.

A prompt appeared in front of my face: Hey Dumbass, your game’s due in a week! Is it ready or are you taking your GED this summer? I kind of regretted being a sarcastic prick to my future self by writing that warning. Akiko laughed. 

“I think it’s just about ready, right?” she asked.

“I think so.” The assignment just said it needed to be playable, not finished. And it was definitely playable.

 

***

 

And everybody lived happily ever after, except Chaz. 

If you want, just imagine this: we played the games in class a week later, my teacher was really surprised and delighted that I’d come up with something he’d played as a little kid, a retro game as part of a million-jillion games pack. Chaz’s game kind of sucked for whatever reason you can think up, and the people at the Codex Infinatus troubleshooting department saw he was using illegal hacking bundles on their software, so they shut him out of Codex forever. His parents disowned and disinherited him.

And if you want, you can imagine me coming upon him in Recursion, because Akiko knows her stuff so well we can just track him. And what happens is, he’s working in Infinatus, with his floating islands and enchanter’s shop and whatever, when he gets a tap on the shoulder. When he turns I deal 4 aggravated damage to his nose, plus whatever plain old damage he doesn't resist. Then I realize it’ll hurt way more if I do body blows, since the VR rig doesn’t do nose punches, and I follow it up with numerous punches to the torso, groin, legs, groin, arms, more torso, and a few more shots to the groin. 

After that I gave Mr. and Mrs. Kimura an expensive-ass samurai sword, and asked if it was cool to date their daughter. They said yes! Clearly it was the ancient, lost family katana belonging to their samurai forebears. And my step-dad stopped being a creep. I mean as long as we’re going ‘happily ever after’ I can make up whatever I want, right?

 

***

 

Yeah it didn’t happen like that.

Pssh, want to know how bad it got? Glutton for punishment, aren’t we? 

Yeah, me too. Story’s not over yet and I’ve had my nose broken three times. 

Akiko and I couldn’t get any time alone in real life, since her parents shut me out of riding in her car also, but I was also mostly left alone by Chaz & the Chazmonsters. A little suspicious, but they’d done it before… while they were finding where I lived and setting up an ambush.

Anyway Akiko and I spent a lot of time upgrading my town in Recursion. I was kind of on board with games now. We virtually watched a couple of movies together and cuddled in our separate houses, but mostly we played games. We ran around as a barbarian and a paladin, slaying monsters and saving the townsfolk, and there was another game where I played a ranger and she played a druid, where you could befriend the monsters and help them see the error of their ways. Some of them were cool with being relocated to a nature sanctuary for weird creatures. We ended up playing that a lot: building up attractions for people to come and view from enchanted tree blinds and dirigibles so they could go on dragon safari. 

And we’d hold hands and snuggle… but VR rigs didn’t have face coverings, and even if they did I’d be kissing the inside of a mask, which, no. And that meant any kissing we did was restricted to school grounds, away from her camera-loaded car. Bathrooms? Gross. Chaz maybe watching from down the hall? Dangerous (and gross). 

It wasn’t the best of times.

Six days after the Kimura supernova, I came home late (after hanging out with Akiko on school grounds) and looked at my step-dad splayed out on the couch with the VR goggles on his face.

“That you, Stephanie?”

“Who else would it be?” I didn’t like the edge in my voice. I knew Akiko wouldn’t like it. Ugh, time away from her was morphing me back.

“I thought your buddies might have come back with you.”

“What?”

“The guys. The four guys who came by earlier.”

“Were they… in the house? You let them in?”

“Yeah. They said they knew you.”

Critical Error! Your level has been reset to 1. 

You ever have the absolute certainty that everything was going to go completely upside down? Like you know you’re going to lose your job, and when you come home, the kids and your wife will be gone, and your house will be on fire? All the money’s been drained out of your bank accounts, and every bit of incriminating content from your web browser has been given to every major news outlet… and they’re reading through it all live on air right this minute. You’ll stand there empty, like your whole body’s been sucked out and what’s left could be blown away in a stiff breeze? It’s all jumbled questions in your mind, like how bad is it? And are they still here? And what did they do exactly? 

Because with Codex Infinatus, anything is possible. They could have put me up on social media, face pasted on any porn video ever. And that was the unimaginative stuff.

The worst thing was that I was certain Chaz had somehow sabotaged Akiko too. I knew this in my frozen empty guts. 

“No,” I breathed. “No no no no no.”

I sank down like Chaz had just kneed me in the guts and held my face in my hands like he’d just broken my nose again.

I felt like a hollow scrap of plastic bag about to be crushed up and whooshed away forever. The text message I managed to send: Miss you. 

See you tomorrow, hot stuff, came the reply, along with kissy emojis, cotton candy, and for some reason an eggplant.

Okay, he hadn’t gotten to her… I was 98% sure. I had this suspicion that Chaz had hacked my phone and put his own number in there instead of hers.

Let’s watch something happy this weekend, I tried.

As you wish.

Relief flooded through me for half a second. A second later I had my VR helmet on and was logging into Recursion.

My game was toast. The vault where I’d locked it, beneath the biggest barrel in the bar’s cellar, had been jimmied open and it was empty. My whole village was leveled. He’d logged in as me with some password hack, and what he hadn’t destroyed he’d sold off. The villagers had been slaughtered in the most gruesome ways you can imagine. The force field was no more. The gloves, hilariously, I found in the middle of a bonfire, with better than half their durability still intact. Turns out if you burned adamantine gloves for several hours, they were still basically as good as new. 

The whole place was now crawling with monsters, and I didn’t have the heart to kill any of them. Instead I stashed the gauntlets down behind the mine. Either someone would find them or they wouldn’t; it didn’t matter. I was done playing Recursion.

Sleep didn’t help; I couldn’t force myself to get any. The time didn’t help either; I remained as hollow and fragile as ever. With Akiko’s parents it had been a waiting game: I just had to show them I was a decent person who could graduate high school, no more heavy responsibilities, and I could reestablish good will after high school. There was no pleading my case with Mrs. Kimura when I couldn’t even pass a game design class and graduate. Hilariously, this was far worse than getting the snot kicked out of me over and over again. 

She knew something was up as soon as she saw me in the parking lot the next morning. 

“What?” she asked.

I couldn’t help it; my face crumpled up and the tears came. But I shook my head. I just turned and began the slog toward my inability to pass class, and my failure to graduate. 

“What? What happened? Rey-Rey?”

I haven’t mentioned the other classes… they were fine. Some logarithms, some Herman Melville, a little Spanish, Home Ec, Chemistry. These weren’t hard. I mean some of them I was probably going to get a C or even a D+, but gaming had Akiko in it, and that was all that mattered.

“Rey-Rey?” she asked. “Talk to me. You’re scaring me.”

I tried, but my throat had closed up. All my stats had taken a dive. Never any Charisma to start with but now I had a Strength of 3 and my Constitution had drained down to nil. But my feet could carry us to my doom.

Outside Schuler’s classroom, I finally got enough control of myself to tell her. “Chaz. Got my game. It’s gone.”

“It doesn’t matter,” she said, and took my hand, but I yanked it away.

I snarled. “I can’t graduate if I fail this class! How am I gonna impress your mom? She’ll never let you see me. You can’t be with a failure.” The way I spoke to her left me instantly regretting everything, a fresh new downward spiral.

I sank to my knees, and she came with me. “Hey… hey… it’s okay. We’ll figure it out.”

And you’ll never guess who showed up. “Problem, Reynolds?” 

Akiko sprang to her feet and spun on Chaz before I could even look up. “If you say another word,” she hissed, “I will tell everyone what you did to me.”

Chaz looked as though she’d just murdered his dog right in front of him. He froze and stared down at her.

“And then I will make it so you can never watch porn again in your life.”

Chaz disappeared with only a nasty, half-satisfied glance back in my direction. He turned a look of utter terror on Akiko. 

Once we got into class, Akiko disappeared into the tech closet, while I barely managed to get into my seat. Luckily I had my battered Orioles cap on, and just disappeared under it. 

“Let’s get seated everyone,” Schuler said. I didn’t move. I couldn’t. “Today’s the big day! Let’s get ready to play! Reynolds, you all right? Could you take off the cap, please? Hats aren’t allowed in class.” I slowly shook my head, and put my face back on the table. His voice gained a dangerous edge. “Mr. Gray, do you know anything about this?”

I could hear that Chaz had his hands up. “I have no idea why that freak is the way she is.”

“Enough, Mr. Gray. Not another word.”

A minute later, something slid under my crossed arms, and Akiko squeezed my shoulder.

I rose, slowly, and saw that it was a cheap handheld tablet from the school’s supply. It had a sticky note with her familiar scrawl. You thought I wouldn’t have a backup copy? XOXO + eggplant emoji. That last part wasn’t drawn, but written out. 

All my guts and bones and muscles filled back into my body. I gained a dozen levels at once. I threw points into my Constitution again, so I could remember to breathe, and I wiped the tears away with an astonishment so utter, so complete, you’d have thought I just met and talked with one of the gods. I made a silent promise to put more points into Wisdom and less into Strength because I should’ve known better. 

I turned back to look at Akiko, who winked at my shock with this mischievous smirk. 

Paladin. God of Purity. I’m serious. 

 

***

 

That’s it. We played my game, and it wasn’t a buggy mess. I graduated high school. Akiko’s parents threatened to get jobs the whole way across the country if she tried to continue dating me. She called their bluff by telling them she was eighteen and headed for college across the country anyway. That was two months ago… two months of VR meetups and planning. And here I am, the whole way across the country, telling my story and waiting.

Thanks for listening. She should’ve landed about a half hour ago, so factoring in the baggage claim… oh hey, there she is. Check it. 

See the way she just floods the place with positivity and also looks super cute? The way all those heads turn as she passes? That’s my girl. Watch this.

“Hey Akiko!”

“Gerffren!”

 

---------------------
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Chapter 1

 

 

I am Rayna Tork, Credit Level 86 Smart Shopper and Head Manager over Tribe BlueCleave, Level 4 Commercial Contractor. And today I was victorious.

 

Scrapwings screeched and cawed, flapping overhead in arcs. The gray scavenger birds swooped, tearing choice pieces of meat from the corpses of the hobgobs we’d killed, taking them off and away to the rocky misty crags that they called home. Which was fine by me. It was low grade medical waste which wouldn’t sell for much anyways, and I hardly expected them to affect our bottom-line. I rustled in my blue plasma-resistant vest as I walked, my name badge bouncing off of my chest, swinging and twisting in the front of me from the cord around my neck. It was my namesake. 

 

It said Tribe BlueCleave. Underneath it said, LVL 4 BuyMort Affiliate. And a review rating of 4.7 stars, I added mentally, pride surging through me. Someday soon I was going to get the level 5 referral, and I would bring them to even greater heights of glory.

 

[image: Et bilde som inneholder tekst  Automatisk generert beskrivelse]

 

My clan and I picked our way through the field of gunpowder burns and laser streaks, picking through the corpses of our hobgob kin. They’d put up a fight, I gave them that. Must have traded outside of the system because they were some of the unbelievers. Ironic that they’d tried to resist BuyMort, yet used their products and services at the end. They should have shopped smart from the beginning. BuyMort is life.

 

I bent down over the bloodied and headless corpse of a well-muscled hobgob. His stub of a neck still roiled with blood, mixing it into the dirt in puddles. The rest of him was prime, though. Good for sales.

 

“Cor’Bin, go find the head from this one. Buyer wants a trophy.”

 

“He wants a head?” the hobgob asked. He stood in sharp contrast to the dead hob on the ground, being doughy instead of muscled and consistently afflicted by a scowl. His face wasn’t exactly handsome to start, and the way he constantly scowled anytime I told him to do something grated on me. I felt  like slapping him and just telling him to do it but, as my cousin and my blood, he needed to understand why.

 

“Listen. For some of the trades such a thing adds prestige and can earn faster level referrals. You still have to pay for the level up, but without a referral it costs ten times as much, and few can afford to purchase it.” 

 

I bent over the hob and stripped him down, peeling off farmer’s tweed, homespun cotton and, what was this, patent leather steel-toed boots from BuyMort. I spat in the dirt. Hypocrite. He deserved this death.

 

The dry and burnt long grass crunched, Sales Manager Cor’Bin walking the hob’s head back from the gutter it had rolled to. He’d been a handsome guy, our target. Long stringy black hair, warts over both cheeks, and a trimmed goatee hanging from his chin. He was going to make a great trophy.

 

“So why’n we need ta kill them alls?” Cor’Bin asked. He brought one long dirty finger up to his snarl-toothed mouth to dig some lost fragment of food from its recesses. “They sed they didn’t wanna fight us.”

 

“They also said they wouldn’t sign over their MortBlock. Cor’Bin, you’ve got to pay attention. One day you might be a Head Manager, so you really have to keep up.”

 

I rolled through my BuyMort mind icon, selecting my affiliated storefront and adding new items to the catalog. Overalls, boots, long underwear, it’d all be cleaned and sold for a good price before the night was over. I chose the option to pick up and moments later a sleek black affiliated VIP transport pod tore through the fabric of reality and was at my feet.

Generic Clothing category, Overall, boots, long soiled underwear. Rarity, common. Quality, good. To Be Sorted and Sold Peer-to-Peer, BuyMort Affiliate.

 

ITEMS CATALOGUED AND CONFIRMED. THANKS FOR SHOPPING WITH BUYMORT!

 

Behind me the same scene was playing over all of the corpses as sales associates of Tribe BlueCleave stripped and inventoried the dead. And when all of the items were gone, the bodies were sold direct to BuyMort for a small handful of morties. 

 

Purchase: Biological remains. Type: Headless Corpse. Rarity, uncommon. Quality, good. 41 morties dispensed.

 

Just enough to make the action worth taking, I thought with a sigh.

 

When the bodies were bundled away and the cash from the bodies paid to the tribal account, I went ahead and opened up the BuyMort Block Investment App and cracked open the land claim option. A small icon whirred in my head, then a cluster of menus appeared, blinding me to the reality about me. I chose the temphold option, acquisitions, entered my affiliation tag, agreed to a standard 20% (30% - 10% due to my Smart Shopper Discount perk) BuyMort commission on my sale, chose a crowd disbursement management option, and agreed to the standard clause that this territory was a temporary block and that it would revert to neutral land after a period of a month, unless sold off to another party or otherwise enfranchised as a permahold. It warmed me to know that our one god, the last true god, was so open and apparent in its dealings. Such gestures showed that it cared.

 

Temporary Land Acquisition: Sector A4, B7, Coordinates 45.1805° N, 89.6835° W, 400 square kilometers. This temporary acquisition is meant for transfer to another party and will expire 30 days from purchase. Do you accept? Y/N

 

Oh, yes, great BuyMort. We are servants to your cause. I accepted. Before me, the rest of the tribe stood at attention, waiting for me to make my move. It was like this every time, a ritual from BuyMort as told to us through the holy manual of “Welcome to the BuyMort Family - Tricks of the Affiliated Storefront”.

 

My head swayed, my eyes riding over their grey-tan faces. Ali Mac, my other associate manager, stifled a giggle, and I arched an eyebrow. 

 

“Give me a B!” I yelled, hard, through the treetops and to the heavenly palace in which BuyMort surely resided. 

 

“B!” they yelled. All were smiling now, the dead blood of the corpses flaking and peeling as their hands came together to form the letter. 

 

“Give me an L!” 

 

“L!” they shouted, almost dancing in their excitement.

 

The holy book of BuyMort asserts that a blessing shall be upon the affiliates who run a happy team of associates. I, the head manager by birth and blood, must lead this ritual through example, my greatest sales managers flanking my sides to accentuate the command aura. At the end of a successful work conquest, we give thanks by spelling out the name of our affiliated storefront. Then, upon the holy conclusion, we bellow the full name to the sky. “What does that spell?” I ask and they scream it to the sky. 

 

“BlueCleave! BlueCleave”

 

But holy BuyMort suggests that we do not be arrogant. At the end of the chant we remind ourselves of our humility and subservience to the great above. The tone goes colder, almost a whisper. 

 

“Who is the best?” I ask. 

 

The battle associates fall to their knees, their voices high and pleading. “The customer!” they cry. 

 

And then it is done. I select the BuyMort app from its place in my mind, and minutes later the multidimensional rifts have opened. Sleek black pods descend, cracking open and depositing their contents. In moments we are surrounded by troughs of magnificent food, a customized campfire placed in the middle of the clearing already lit and crackling beautifully in the cool summer night air. All charged to the Affiliate Account, of course.

 

“Eat and be merry, my friends! All praise be to BuyMort!”

 

Welcome, friend, to the wonderful story of BuyMort. This is my tale, the story of a humble BlueCleave Head Manager, and with your induction into the tribe you too can live the life of a BuyMort Affiliated Storefront Associate! Our world was once a wild and tribal place. Farmers and serfs eked out a living by scratching furrows into the soil and growing seeds to fruit, which we then ate like animals. Hunters roamed the woods, and prairies with rifles and bows, killing animals to burn their flesh and serve upon plates and platters at their homes with their children. People traveled miles to trade discs of metal for anything they couldn’t or wouldn’t make at home. They were troubled and primitive times.

 

Thankfully, those times are no more. At least not for most of us. One day, a century past, there was a battle in the heavens. Flames of many colors, streaking through the sky. Blasts of sound and the crackle of shaking air. The gods had finally begun the end times, the war to decide who was the greatest of them all. My ancestors quaked and trembled for it had been foretold that the battle would end in a broken and dead world.

 

But it didn’t. The fires of the sky finished and at the end of the heavenly war, only the god BuyMort still stood. His minions and avatars blasted down from the flames of battle and they swarmed through the world, buying all that was offered, trading and bartering for things they found rare value in. Things became scarce. War became inevitable. My tribe became a BuyMort affiliate.

 

Wait what?

 

You see, not all accepted BuyMort. They fought the beings from heaven, tore up the contracts of land and game that they proffered. They were fools. Did they not understand that the hand of BuyMort raised us all? Never before had the BlueCleave been so clean and insulated. Never before had food come with so little effort.

 

All you needed were morties, the metaversal absolutely secure digital currency whose records of transaction were written across the stars, and luxury was at your fingertips. BuyMort was good to us in its blessings.

 

So when someone opened up a storefront called BuyMortMercMart, my grandfather enrolled the entire tribe. And we were so good at clearing people out of their land and freeing it for possession by our contractors that we set up our own storefront. BlueCleave Acquisition and Mortgage, Rifles for Hire. I came up with that last part myself in the BuyMort ritual of rebranding. We were well rewarded.

 

I let go of my reverie and called up a BuyMort quick transport plan. Moments later the silvery shine of our solar-powered, up-armored APC battle transports appeared. I entered the largest, my personal managerial office, and climbed into the warm silk comforts of bed. Tomorrow was time to settle accounts and outstanding debts, and days like that could be bloody. A good night’s sleep was crucial for the aggressive negotiations to come.

 


Chapter 2

 

 

My alarm blared the next day, its ringtone the scream of a Gharagian Blood Vulture dying in battle with a triumphant warrior. My grandfather, by all accounts. It was a time of valor, he always said, and he kept the record to remember his roots. It seemed silly to me, the time before BuyMort was one of such barbarism and pain. Why remember it at all? But I kept the sound because it reminded me of both him and how far we had come since the victory of BuyMort over all the others.

 

I stretched, wallowing in the deep pit of my weight upon such wonderful softness. “Bed setting, awake, maximum firmness,” I commanded, making the bed stiffen up and eliminating the plush of before. It was a setting that I could have set to the same time as the alarm, but often I liked to wallow in the comfort of pure cloudlike heaven, pushed down five feet into the softest materials in the multiverse, BuyMort-guaranteed. 

 

“Computer, how are our buyers coming here today?” I asked while the bed rose and hardened into something akin to cold steel. These deals were a thing that occasionally changed at the last minute, and when it did I didn’t like to be caught off guard. Too often a change in means of transit meant a double deal on the horizon.

 

“Searching. Sending system prompt now.”

 

I got off of my bricked bed and swung right into the tiny cubicle of my bathroom. BuyMort-supplied-and-stocked, it contained greases, oils, shampoos and fragrances from all over infinity. And today was a day to look clean, professional and deadly. I stepped into the shower and started to lather up, then allowed the prompt to open.

 

Lazarkhian Buyer: Name: Jos Haana. Mode of transit: Fleet based locomotion detected. Transit search completed, 149 morties have been deducted from your account. Thank you for using MortSort, the guaranteed people tracker!

 

He’d said he was coming by portal. And he’d promised to come with just two guards and a BuyMort Priestess. I growled and dismissed the message, reaching for some Locke of Nolan. The grey-tinted body cleanser really put on the reek, a scent so pungent that it stung the eyes and was even corrosive to some slime-based life forms. It was a good battle agent, giving advantage to those like myself and my soldiers who had acclimated themselves to its effect.

 

As usual, contemplating the product brought up a small ad in the left corner of my vision.

 

Locke of Nolan - Battle damage to slime-based life forms. Powerful irritant to wet-tissue in unacclimated humanoid mammalian individuals. 25 morties, 4.9 stars

 

“Computer, wake the sales associates and warn them that we might have trouble incoming. Alert level Bravo. Gear up, soap up, and hit the mart for some anti-ship restock. I have a feeling we’re going to need to take out a star cruiser or two.”

 

“Orders Confirmed. Message sent.”

 

I followed the Locke with a battle conditioner, hardening my skin against small arms fire.

 

Blackwater Braise - Harden living organic skin against attacks. Sweet, and tart, this product also makes for a wonderful barbecue sauce. 37 morties, 4.6 stars

 

Jos, if he dared break our agreement, was going to taste sweet and tart over the victory fires. His crew as well.

 

I got out of the shower and donned my lightweight plas-chain underclothes, then entered the clunky spiked managerial battle armor that I reserved for expected high-profile battle meetings. My battle badge adhered to the chest of it, my name and position flaming with energy and visible from up to ten kilometers distant. This particular item also flared a personal deflector shield over my body, set to a secret frequency that only I knew, a frequency that allowed me to fire my laser rifle through it while not permitting outside blasts to enter. It was a powerful item, a very expensive one, and though it wasn’t a BuyMort MultiPhasic Multi-Frequency Empress Deluxe (35,000,000 morties), it would certainly do for what was ahead.

 

Armed, armored, and satisfied, I opened the door to the outside and clanked out to the scraps of last night’s festivities. The fire pits were still smoking, but the trays and buffet lines had been taken away, small divots in the dirt the only sign that they’d been there at all. Around the property other APC doors dropped open and their occupants clanked out to the forefront. There was a sense of duty and purpose over all of it, and I couldn’t be prouder of my entire team. They moved into formation, two wings each headed by a sales manager, all facing ahead and awaiting my approach. I silently asked my suit for an injection of InspiraSpeech (Liquid Charisma guaranteed to enliven your employees before any big event. 70 morties, 4.7 stars) before striding before them.

 

“Loud harmonics engaged,” I commanded my helmet AI. “Threat level Bravo, people. It looks like the customer wants to do a grab and run, take the merchandise and not pay us for it. BlueCleave Acquisition and Mortgage, Rifles for Hire honors the customer, but we do not honor thieves. I want Team Alpha to hit the shelving. Entrenched AntiShip beams and missiles scattered at two-kilometer intervals, strategic repositioning left open to senior associates. Also, spare an individual for any APC with anti-ship capabilities. It will be good to have mobile repositioning at my beck and call.”

 

Cor’Bin raised his hand. He always raised his gauntleted hand, cartoonishly large with its PowerFist (Shield and melee multiplier in times of close combat. 25,000 morties, 4.9 stars). I sighed and ignored him. He always raised his hand, and he had brought a melee item to a literal ship fight. I was going to have to reprimand him later. 

 

“Team Bravo, you’ll take mop up, aisles one through four. I’ve updated your maps to show where those are. Divide them amongst yourselves. I want armored APCs to support light infantry, but stay as hidden as you can before those clay-clones drop. I don’t want ship fire to wipe you all out without taking any damage in return.” I paused. There wasn’t anything more to say, but the Book of BuyMort stated that praise paid out better than money, because praise was free. Plus I’d already injected a dose of InspiraSpeech, and that shit didn’t grow on trees.

 

“I know we’ve been in tight spots before, but three cruisers are one more than any of you are used to so let me just tell you that I’d be worried if it was anyone else in my sales team. But I know all of you, I have fought alongside you, and I trust you all dearly. We will win this battle and show the multiverse why you don’t try to pull a fast one on BlueCleave.”

 

The sales associates raised their fists and cheered, well harder than my speech deserved. Money well spent, I thought as I dismissed them from formation and sent them scurrying to their places. And it wasn’t a lie. They were good associates. They didn’t ask for a lot of morties, they did what they were told, and unlike the last bunch, they didn’t try to form a cooperative work agreement.

 

While the associates took their positions, I opened up BuyMort Reviews for a better look at the buyer. One hundred reviews, all four or five stars. Seemed like an upright guy. But he wasn’t abiding by our agreement. My eyes narrowed even though the image was entirely mental. I zoomed in on the reviews and read their actual contents.

 

Solid land purchase. No problems.

 

Great negotiations. A plus.

 

Great negotiations. No problems.

 

Solid land purchase. A plus.

 

I growled. Fake reviews, probably done by hostages with blasters to their heads, and terminated afterwards. On and on it went, generic reviews. I cursed myself. I’d gotten careless and not bothered to thoroughly check through their words before agreeing to our deal. On a whim I clicked a few of the users and was not surprised to see most of them were dead. So stupid. And entirely what guys like Jos relied on. The openness of his villainy was almost like a filter, allowing him to strike deals with the unprepared and foolish, since the smart ones would do their research and turn him down.

 

I scanned the ground, looking for something to kick. This was almost as dumb as falling for a multidimensional Nimerian Prince scam. Every death that happened today would be my fault, and it’d take morties and ads to refill the roster. Damn, damn, damn!

 

A red light flashed in my helm. The troops were entrenched, the anti-ship defenses in place, and armored support hidden where the ships could immediately blast them to smithereens. The battlefield was set. And one thought brought a large smile to my face. Jos was expecting a brainless moron. And that, I was not.

 


Chapter 3

 

 

Waiting for a large-scale sales transaction to get started is one of the tensest times that you can imagine. The sales associates gripped their weapons tight and peered out of hastily vaporized cratered emplacements hardened with InstaCrete – The plasti-mortar emplacement guaranteed to set in ten seconds or less. 12 morties per square foot, 3.9 stars. Disclaimer: Do not place in mouth, nostrils, or anus. The uparmored APCs were in larger cavernous dugouts supported by pillars of the stuff, and the AntiShip guns and missiles were all above-ground targets by necessity. Each APC was a squat rig big enough for a small amount of hobs to fit inside, hovering or crawling as needed with four mobility thrusters, one at each corner, each slathered in armor like thick insect limbs. Atop each was a customizable emplacement for weaponry, and each of my associates swiveled their turrets in the right direction. There were also two sub-command APCs for the sales managers. These ones were three times the size of the other APCs and could carry a full platoon of thirty if put to the test.

 

I’d been in those neutron-plated turrets before and I didn’t envy the associates within. It was a sweaty and cramped place, and despite the hardened density of the armor, it just took concentrated beam fire on the exposed position to turn you to toast. Or a Torrid Torpedo – The Superheated Mix of Plasma and Exotic Matter guaranteed to turn your planetary assault into a planetary conquest. By the makers of super fun ball. 1,000,000 morties, 5 stars. Instead of blasting through, those fun bundles of death radiated solar heat through hard objects, instantly incinerating everything within. They were expensive as hell, though, and I was quite sure we wouldn’t be seeing any of those in a battle over this particular MortBlock.

 

I stared up at the cloudy blue of early morning, sucking in a huff of fresh HobGob air. That wouldn’t last long. What I expected was a quick burn, ships blazing through the atmosphere like asteroids, throwing a shockwave before them. Then a quick stop above our position, tossing more shock into our vicinity and throwing us off balance. He’d fire a few shots, get shot at, see that we were well prepared for him, then try to talk us off. We’d refuse, he’d move close and blast at us, drop clones, then cut and run when he took more damage than the plot was worth. 

 

I looked around at the fields and trees. What was the plot worth? I probably should have run a BuyMort Mineralogical Scan, but at some point it doesn’t matter. I was going to kill this bastard, then sell his salvage, and find a new buyer for the plot. Part of Tribe BlueCleave’s success was that we never put down roots.

 

A sonic boom pounded through the sky, three bright streaks of flame following, arcing through the sky like dinosaur-ending meteors. It was time.

 

“Places everyone,” I sighed through the comms. This whole thing was a pointless waste of morties. The moochers and the pirates were all trash, to be removed from the holy presence of BuyMort, yes. But it wasn’t easy on the pocketbook to do so. I stepped back into my command APC and hit a button, letting it burrow down into the earth, its roof level with the soil, and encase itself in an energy field. 

 

The inside of my APC was nice. Homey even. It had all the comforts I would need to live on site for any length of time, and all the military hardware I could afford to cram in it. On my way to the command section at the front, I glanced past my hanging ivy in the hallway to see my bedroom glowing at the end of the hall. Currently half of my bedroom was being consumed by an extra shielding unit. The compartmental customization of this line of APCs was critical, it made my recent losing streak in the romance department easier to ignore when half my bed was taken up by an extra shield generator. Kept me warmer than my ex ever had anyway.

My battle command console opened on my visor and I immediately opened up my roster, ensuring that I had an active link to all of my associates and both of my sales managers.

 

“Stay Alert,” I called out, a tight beam message to the rest. The response was immediate, a chorus of eager HobGob associates ready for aggressive negotiations.

 

“Stay Alive! Never ever should we die. Cause when the battle day is done, we’ll have some Mortie shopping fun!”

 

A lance of blue light lashed out from the rapidly approaching craft, the heat of its passage setting fire to a large and ancient pine. Another followed, striking and crackling across a BlueCleave anti-ship turret. The painted sigil of my affiliate bubbled and ran from its stenciled place on its rounded side, but the blast was easily absorbed.

 

“Time to shoot?” Ali Mac’s voice asked over the comms. It was shaking — she was a relatively new management associate who had never done negotiations on this scale before.

 

“Hold. Those are targeting lasers. He’s simply plotting the area, getting it ready for some massive munitions. Probably has a TerraRestore Unit (guaranteed to bring battlefields back to their pristine selves in no time. No mess with no messing around, that’s TerraRestore! 5000 morties, 4.5 stars) and is planning to snap this all back right after he kills us and claims it.”

 

“Kills us?” Ali’s voice quavered.

 

“Tries to,” I amended. Damn slip of the tongue, why was I always so sarcastic and deadpan? “No worries kid, we aren’t what he is expecting. Just stay alert and you’ll stay alive.”

 

“Hey boss,” Cor’Bin’s voice cut in. “None of us was expectin’ a fight today. We getting’ overtime?”

 

Fucking prick. As a sales manager he already got seven shares of the take. What he was really asking was for me to divide my thirty shares to fifteen, and give the rest of that to them all equally. I bit down on a snarl. He wasn’t as dumb as he sounded, either, because he did it right before they were all needed. “Everyone equal shares on salvage,” I growled. His silence made me laugh. I’d just cut his take down hard, well worth practically eliminating my own.

 

A blast shook the ground, then another. I felt it even inside my command vehicle with its over-priced Stabilisure-ShockAbsorbers (The phenomenal capabilities of Stabilisure shock absorbers can be felt immediately. Vehicle-specific cushioning so powerful that your vehicle will sit still in any situation. 10,000 morties, 5 stars). Red hazard icons appeared all over the 3D battle overlay of my command console, drawing my eyes to rows of stats and figures. Those ships were packing some heavy firepower. 

 

I tabbed over to positioning, checking their fixed hover over our prepared positions. It appeared that the cruisers had attempted to set position in front of the sun from the angle of the defenders. It wasn’t a bad tactic, but none of the associates were silly enough to be battling without battle visors and electronic eye support. Turrets and tubes were marked and analyzed as they blasted beams, smoke and flame, their tremendous arsenal tearing up the encampment to soften up our position, while superheating the air. 

 

“It’s getting hot over here,” an unknown voice cried. Probably a shift manager.

 

“Fire at will,” I yelled, adding a command reverb to make my voice sound that much more authoritative. 

 

AntiShip missiles and beams responded, the first wave in deadly unison, and shock reverberated through the energy fields of the craft above. An wispy aura of white-blue fog poured from the turrets as they returned fire, a nebulous after effect of the weaponry that the battle display simply labeled CONCEALMENT 50%. The shields flared, crackling pixels in my first person VISUALS tab and partially blinded our computer targeting. I could see our shots going erratic, forming a looser circle as the targeting computer messed up their aim and the crew tried to take over and correct manually. 

 

“Cease fire, cease fire,” a voice blasted on the universal comms channel. “We’re here to buy, not fight.”

 

I ran a quick command scan over the ships but couldn’t pinpoint which one the bastard was hiding on. But shields on the middle cruiser had been knocked down to fifty percent, so I sent a text order for all defenses to target it when hostilities resumed, then I made my response.

 

“That was a hell of a greeting, Jos. Not quite what we agreed to when we set up the deal, is it? I think you might understand our considerable alarm at your unorthodox approach to our meeting. Because it certainly looked like you were attempting a hostile takeover.” I waited for a minute, knowing that he knew I wasn’t the normal type of moron that he usually snared with his schemes. He was having to really think for maybe the first time in years, and his brain wasn’t quite used to it.

 

“Listen, BlueCleave, I don’t have the asking price. I lost it in a bet on the way over and sure, I went hostile. But it was desperation! That land there is teeming with resources just under the surface. Dust Motes, Xygax Gases, Dark Matter . . . stuff that’s hard to detect and harder to mine, but my outfit, well, we’ve got the equipment. Right with us as a matter of fact. Let’s say you transfer the deed, I set up operations, then I pay you the cost in a month.”

 

Jos sounded so sure of himself. So arrogant, even. I couldn’t wait to hear his reaction when I told him to go to hell. But business was always more important than emotions. BuyMort’s rules. Money over feelings will make you a successful entrepreneur. Sound him out, and if he wasn’t worth shit, send him to his grave.

 

“Here’s the deal I will give you right now,” I demanded, my voice harsh and stern. “That fleet that you’ve got there, worth a pretty Morty. One cruiser would cover the cost of our arrangement. Move all of your equipment out of one to the others and give it to us. Then I will transfer the property.”

 

“Fuck off,” Jos snarled. “One cruiser is worth more than that plot and your whole miserable affiliate combined. I can’t wait to sell your corpses to BuyMort. I’m gonna keep your head, though. It’ll look good on my wall.”

 

You’d be surprised at how many idiots run that sort of banter by me when a deal’s gone south, then wait for a response. If he was going to try to murder us you’d think he would respond with fire, not words. But there was something about humanoid sentients that just made them need the last word. Like a debate on MortBook — how so many people got so jazzed up about disagreement and would spend days going back to the same pointless post over and over again just to be the last one standing. The winner. I wasn’t like that, though. I’d been taught better, and I’d been through hell and back with my grandfather as head manager, then my father, before I took my turn in the company chair. The BlueCleave experience wasn’t verbose. It was deadly. I sent a silent command to my associates and all at once missiles and beams were pounding on the mid ship from every angle. Shields flared and sparked. I heard Jos choke on something in surprise and I audiocast my laughter to the asshole.

 

Shields were at twenty-five percent. The cruisers resumed their bombardment, but rather quickly the center ship stopped all weapons fire, the double concave of a reinforced shield flashed to its bottom fore. Not a bad move, I grudgingly accepted. But when the ship turned to run, that was pretty stupid. Without the reinforced concave to protect it, the anti-ship turrets quickly zeroed the rear deflector shields, and the ensuing mess of rockets set off a chain reaction that started in the large blue fire cones of its stardrive and finished at the very tip of its three-horned circular bridge. A hundred spacemen, I guessed, incinerated in a celebration of BlueCleave hospitality.

 

I was disappointed, though, when Jos sparked back up on the comms.

 

“That’s coming out of your hide, BlueCleave,” he bellowed. Half a dozen purple cloaked projectiles shot up on my tactical screen and I screeched in anger. Torrid torpedoes. The bastard was spending millions of morties on this damn takeover, and I hadn’t been prepared for it. Not at all.

 

The torrids flashed forward, themselves riding on jets of plasma so hot that they set the grass and trees ablaze. Then they landed, giant domes of impossible hot death dimpling the surface of the battlefield. I saw a hundred and fifty sales associates disappear from my command log. Half the force eliminated in under a minute. It was stupid, I have to admit, but I ignored the teachings of BuyMort. I jammed a red button and allowed my command APC to surface even as the two cruisers dipped close and began to dropship soldiers.

 

“Eat it, Jos,” I broadcast, leaving my APC with Twin Plasma Miniguns (hordes of heavily armored enemies got you feeling blue? Twin Plasma Miniguns are the buy for you. Core temperature blasts at up to a thousand rounds per minute make short work of even the largest armies. 871,000 morties, 4.2 stars) attached to the top of each arm. 

 

The drop pods popped open on impact with the smoky and crackling dirt, spitting out an assortment of clay golems and green-armored mordrens. I wasn’t too worried about the golems. They were cheap cannon fodder buys, and after what I’d witnessed with the torrid torpedoes I was surprised to see a dip into the opposite end of the purchase spectrum. But the mordrens, they were tough bastards. Small scaly critters, three feet tall and fearless. Give them the right armor and the right weapons and they’d wreak hell and havoc in whatever direction you pointed them.

 

“I need armor and infantry now. Break out and surround them, figure out the details yourselves. This is gonna be intense.” Barrels spinning I laid a wreath of death into the horde of incoming troopers. The golems incinerated instantly any time a round hit one, no matter where it hit. Just poof, gone. But the mordrens, their armor was pretty heavy duty. I was firing a five-star anti-infantry weapon and their lead elements took half-a-dozen direct hits each to tear through and incinerate them. I found myself backing off, my personal shield sparking over and over, slowly losing power as I tried to direct the incredibly inaccurate weapon into a tighter and more concentric lane of fire.

 

Larger pods pounded down behind them and I saw a variety of mechanical up-armored robots rise up. Those guys, well, they were gonna have to be mopped up by the armored APCs because the plasma miniguns would take a while to chew through them. And a thousand rounds a minute required a barrel change, so I had to keep the rate of fire down to a hundred or two if I wanted to keep up the fight.

 

“Where you at Rayna?” Cor’Bin asked. I saw a trio of APCs roll out and engage the mechanical up-armors, and saw them stagger under the assault. From all around me the rest of BlueCleave was boiling out of their shelters and tearing into the golems and mordrens. This was going to be tight, but I could see victory on the horizon.

 

“I’m flashing you my coordinates. Swing on in and join the party!”

 

“I’m already here,” Cor’Bin answered and I could hear a sneer in his voice. In shock I spun around just as his Shocknado (need an energy weapon that stuns humanoids in power armor? Well look no further than Shocknado, the patented set frequency energy beam that won’t just shock you, it’ll put you on your ass. Guaranteed five minute knockout, might last longer in less resistant individuals. Shocknado may kill the intended target. Do not use Shocknado in or near wet surfaces. If Shocknado begins to beep and smoke, run. 150,000 morties, 4.7 stars) blasted through my shields and sparked all over my body.


Chapter 4

 

 

Even when that knockout wears off, Shocknado really keeps you off your toes. My vision wavered and my ears rang, a tinny whine that seemed to be trying to tell me that somewhere along the way I had really fucked up. I was still in my suit, my face covered with sticky goo that was snot and spit, or else a bit of throw up. Damn Cor’Bin. As sensation returned to my body I realized that even though I was horizontal, I wasn’t lying down. It felt like I was floating.

 

“Helm,” I gasped. “Visual.”

 

The helm display rebooted, a stream of gibberish rolling across the screen before it crackled to action. I could see the edge clouded over with apparent electrical damage to my scopes, but straight ahead was one-hundred percent and I was surprised to be looking at the smoke-filled sky.

 

“Total system reboot,” I murmured. My voice was getting stronger by the minute, and it appeared that the unit’s surge protection had shut it down on impact, trying to save its various components from RIPing under the electrical onslaught. Various components in the suit cranked and whirred to life, the viewscreen shutting off and restarting, this time to show me that I was being brought up a ramp and tossed onto the bumped plates of the interior of an up-armored APC. Audio crackled and fine tuned itself, morphing into words.

 

“It was Cor’Bin,” a voice muttered, squealing in and out of audio range before dialing into the timber of Ali Mac’s voice. “He rolled round her and shocked her. That’s why we surrendered.”

 

I blew a raspberry, the gears of my suit aligning to my neural impulses and apparently my speaker now functional because a couple of heads appeared above my goggles, while to my side came the mechanical whine of the ramps closing and the rev of thousands of horses under the hood pulling us forward.

 

“Cor’Bin,” I moaned. I sat up and looked around. There were a dozen troopers there with me, swaying slightly with the growling movement of the APC. They were still armored in plas-steel and they stank to holy hell. I’d guess at least six more in the command cabin. Where the hell were the others?

 

“Yeah,” said Ali. Her helmet’s black visor met mine. She was the other sales manager, my other number two, such a fresh and new graduate from the Church’s MortSmart University program and heavily certified to operate up to a level 10 affiliate function. And she’d stuck by me. Even after I’d cut our management shares with that whole equal takings BS. A warm feeling ran through my insides. “He took off from his command post when the troops dropped. I grabbed a squad to run him down and figure out what was happening. He stunned you, then apparently got into the command APC and declared a stand down, calling up Jos with our surrender.”

 

I was beside myself. “We lost?!”

 

Ali popped off her helmet. The other soldiers saw her action and did the same. I saw her sweat-bathed scowl and knew she felt the same incredulity. The first and only battle loss in decades of BlueCleave history, and all because of my asshole cousin. I popped off my own helmet and she grimaced when she saw the dried puke and snot on my face.

 

“We need clean up,” she yelled up front. A moment later a few CleanieCleanses (No stain is too big! 2 morties, 4 stars) were tossed on back. Ali eyed me, then grabbed the cleanses and began to swipe them over my face. If I weren’t in such shock I would have stopped her. It was not dignified in the least. But something about the personal care she was showing me led me to silence. I could feel her comradery. And I needed as much of that as I could get.

 

“Does anyone else know what happened?” I asked as she wiped the sludge off of me. The other sales associates watched in wonder and I wasn’t surprised. No one but the sales managers ever saw the real and human side of who I was. To the rest I was like one of the BuyMort priestesses, a direct connection to the god of material goods and money.

 

“Cor’Bin said you were dead. If I hadn’t rolled up and saw you laying there and sparking, I would have believed him. He said you were dead, declared himself head manager, surrendered then shut down internal comms.”

 

I winced but nodded. It was a mixed bag, all things considered. I could see it now. Myself stunned and out on the ground, him rushing to declare himself leader and to give up, then he came out ready for the kill but I was gone, all thanks to Ali. It was good. It meant that I could take back control. But with the internal comms down I’d have to go in person. This wouldn’t be a long-distance call.

 

“So, on the uptake, do we think that he was working with Jos? An inside job?” I spat those last words out. Jobs had honor, and there was no honor in anything he had done.”

 

“No way. I think you pissed him off with the whole equal shares thing and he decided it was time for a promotion.” She paused, putting a pointy gnarled talon to her mouth and chewing on it. “And I bet that Jos fellow knows it too.”

 

The vehicle bounced over some rough terrain and the engine whined hard as it hit a steep incline. Various items clattered and slid around us, but most of it was stowed and clamped down tight, I noted with professional pride. “Right, and he’ll be milking that for a hell of a surrender negotiation. Alright, as soon as the battle APC gets to break point two, let’s inventory what we’ve got and then dip into the accounts to buy what we haven’t.”

 

The rest of the ride was made in silence, the sales associates and Ali catching some sleep while I just thought. What was the situation here? I tried to access the affiliate storefront and was rebuffed, so the bastard had taken that over too. For a moment I was blasphemous — why would BuyMort abandon me? Save Morties, Make Morties, Live Well. Those were the words of the storefront, the holy text of 127 ABM. Every trip around our sun gave us a new one, a symbol of the year and a prophecy of what to do to face what was to come. Save Morties, Make Morties, Live Well had to mean something to our situation here and now. I just needed to find out how.

 

“Driver,” I yelled to the front since BlueCleave Affiliate comms were on lockdown. “Change destination. We need to see a BuyMort priestess pronto!”

 

The APC revved and groaned, turning sideways and bouncing a few times before leveling out off of whatever incline it had been riding. The associates bounced with it, but none opened a single eye. One even started to snore. None of it mattered to me, BuyMort had read my thoughts and in front of me were local listings for priestesses and how to contact them. I selected the one in this area, residing on a MortBlock purchased by their Order, and I immediately was reminded of my circumstances.

 

There is no MortMobile attached to this personal account. Would you like to open a MortMobile account? Y/N

 

Of course. My communications account was all tied up with the affiliate! I grudgingly selected yes, though doing so felt like defeat. 

 

Please select a comms device to add to our network.

 

I selected the helm to my battle armor and watched BuyMort add his divine power to the device. I sighed and put on the helmet. It stank of vomit and loss.

 

“Welcome to the MortMobile family, valued customer,” my helm comm informed me. Mist formed in front of me, and a gray face swam through it to look at me. It bothered me that this interdimensional minion of my god was so different than the handsome man who served my affiliate. It felt dirty and beneath me to have to stoop to an employee so low in the celestial totem pole.

 

“Oh ho ho how the mighty have fallen,” taunted the face. “You are now connected to MortMobile. Fat lot of good it will do you, though.”

 

I felt heat rise to my cheeks. Never had my former communications peon treated me with such tart disrespect. 

 

“I own you,” I snarled.

 

“You and ninety percent of the multiverse,” the head sighed. His eyes were blood-shot and tired, his massive forehead saggy. To be honest, he looked as if he had been fighting a war for a millennia.

 

“So, head manager, do I need to teach you how to use the same service that all of the normies use? Or is this going to be an easy no-brainer?”

 

You can read my mind, I thought at him. He smiled.

 

“I am a multidimensional psychic being. I can read many minds at once. But not nearly as many as I must service. Be proud of your stature, you have taken my interest and my focus.”

 

The mist faded away and he was just a head, one whose facial features suggested that he was going to delight in angering me but was also interested in what he had found. I felt a sliver of pride in the fact. “Get me in contact with the BuyMort Priesthood. I have things I must know before I do battle with my usurped.”

 

The MortMobile head grinned, a curled-up twist of his lips that hinted at hidden knowledge. “That you do, Rayna. That you do.”

 


Chapter 5

 

 

We drove just a little ways further before we left the tall grass hills behind us and entered back into civilization. Gravel road crackled under the eight metal-threaded plasti-tires of the APC briefly before it shuddered to a stop. It was a noise that reminded me of earlier acquisitions, the snapping of a man’s fingers joint by joint during negotiations. It must have given the others similar memories of excitement and mayhem because finally they were rising from their combat naps, blearily shifting about and getting their gear ready for the inevitable march out from the vehicle.

 

I’d made my call and informed the priestesses that I was coming, then I mopped slime out of my helmet and spritzed in some HuckleFresh (taste the berries while you breathe. Gluten free! 1 morty, 4 stars) to get rid of the lingering odor. But despite the pleasant smell I still didn’t feel like putting it on. Indeed, if I had it, I would have settled for my blue plas vest with my infantry badge. A head manager I might be, but before BuyMort I was an associate of the multiverse. Replaceable and unworthy of airs. Still, I wasn’t about to go in my underclothes either, so it was going to have to be power armor.

 

The ramps clanked, whined, then dropped and we exited in formation. Now that I could see the temple I wished I had the helmet on to hide my big dumb open mouth. Yep, I gaped. This wasn’t just a holy place, it was a magnificently constructed one as well. Great square pillars rose stories at its front, window after window shining opaque in the burning light of the day. These led to an arch, perhaps ten stories up, and were obviously for show because the temple itself continued to reach to the heavens, ending only after twenty-five stories. And a mess of flags jutting out from the arch, each the symbol of a major affiliate upon our planet. My eyes hopped from pole to pole until it lighted about the B and C of my own, the C interwoven between the two holes of the B. It still fluttered and I found myself surprised to realize that I had been holding my breath, hoping against hope that they hadn’t all been ended.

 

Two hobgob males stood on within the pillars, next to two sets of revolving doors and adorned in powder blue business suits that hugged to the curves of their large and sexy hams and powerful biceps. If things weren’t feeling a little desperate right now I would have loved to have struck them up for a chat and a bit of head-hunting.

 

Ali giggled behind me and I understood that I was being all too obvious. “Forward, everyone. We are to go to the holy lobby and register our prayers with the scion of the front desk. I have called ahead, so we have received the rites of appointment, and will be seen shortly.”

 

As a unit we marched ahead. Then we shifted into a single file line and one by one each of us negotiated the treacherous spaces of the rotating doors. With our bulky armor on it was a challenge and I wondered about what the military practicalities of such an entrance might be if made of the proper materials and used on the battlefield.

 

The lobby was marble flooring that echoed and cracked beneath our footsteps, giving off the sharp stench of chemical powder. All about the cavernous room were displays showing various trading shows and stocks. A variety of hobgob men stared at them, burning quick figures upon large pads of faux-organic vellum. From the ceiling three stories above us hung globes filled with dancing colors rotating chaotically through a liquid medium that bubbled and shimmered. It looked like the heavens themselves and at that moment I would not have been surprised if BuyMort itself came down from one of those orbs to punish us for inflicting our lowly selves upon its divinity. We pushed forward slowly, gawping and gaping, until finally I had reached the long and extended line of the front desk.

 

“I have made the rite of reservation,” I said. 

 

One of the many women behind it stood up. She was chewing and snapping gum in her canine jaws. It felt out-of-place and disrespectful. “Oh, yeah, the head manager," she said. "Yeah, we’ve got you marked down for a one o’clock meet—”

 

“We will meet now,” a deep feminine voice rang from the just-opening doors of an elevator. So fast had the serpent woman been that she beat the ring of the door to the task of addressing the lobby. My eyes glanced over her rouged cheeks and fake smile, meeting her own. Her eyes shined with power, the power of BuyMort, yet deep within I felt boredom. It was an almost soulless lack of empathy. 

 

“I had notice that you would arrive.” Her voice snapped me out of my reverie and I resumed a professional stance. “Leave your army here and come with me. Oh and let me find something for you to change into quickly so that you don’t wreck the elevator.”

 

She stepped away, her scaled legs clacking heels against the marble floor. A snake-body, but arms, legs and a heeled step. They were the divine race, the many of the church, and it was they who had taught our descendants the ways of Buy-Mort. 

 

A quick change of clothes later, we were riding up, my body draped in soft robes of the holy order. The snake woman before me glittered, her scales shifting through a rainbow of metallic and gem-like colors. From above them came the sacred tunes. At this moment, it was a hymn called, Working Hard for My Morties. 

 

My eyes widened and I stared forward at the priestess. I didn’t know any of the words to the holy chant. Her tongue licked out and she stared at me, a smirk upon her face.

 

“Be sure of yourself, head manager to the BlueCleave Affiliate. You need not know all of the mystic ways of BuyMort.”

 

Her words were kind, but the slick metal of the elevator gave me no comfort as I looked around for something to ease my growing tension. My heart jumped in its chest when it lurched to a stop, and the doors opened. The sweet scent of strawberry poured in and over me, and I immediately felt relieved. An ad popped up in front of my vision, Scented Serenity – Experience utopia from the comforts of home. 100 morties, 5 stars. I made a mental note to pick up some back when I was in charge. Because the cooling feeling that rolled through me was fucking magic.

 

The priestess led me through a swirl of wispy purple smoke and over a cushy carpet that felt just like walking through a creamy mess of sea nettles. It was something I rarely had the occasion to indulge in and I certainly appreciated the feeling. Relaxed and comforted, I protested not at all when she brought me to her desk and invited me to sit in the black and dimpled swivel chair before it. 

 

“So what seems to be the problem, head manager?” she asked. She brought a sheaf of paper files out and plopped them onto the top of her desk. “I have reviewed your last two years and reduced that output to a more conventional medium as per the customs of your people. Lizard vellum, a hardy backup against battle damage. Though if you would like to reconsider your preferred data storage method, BuyMort’s AtomStorage plan can inscribe your data into a pocket dimension to exist for all of eternity.”

 

I shook my head and shrugged. There wasn’t any point in even entertaining such a thing at this time, not with management of the affiliate hanging in the balance. She pursed her lips, seemingly annoyed by my decision, but quickly returned to her former smiling self.

 

“Let’s call that a maybe, and discuss it sometime in the future. In the meantime, it would seem that you might not even be the head manager anymore? Our records say that the affiliate head has been changed over to a different individual.”

 

“Cor’Bin,” I muttered. My anger battled with the soothing scents that surrounded me. That little prick was going to pay.

 

“Yes. A hostile takeover, it seems?” She arched her eyebrow. “Are you not able to control your affiliate, head manager?”

 

I growled. “I will be back in the seat of operations soon. I just need to understand the augurs of this annum. Save Morties, Make Morties, Live Well. I have been saving and investing! My associates and I have been taking on so much work, and in the conclusion of our actions I make sure that we all live well.”

 

Her chair squeaked as she leaned back. “Indeed?” the priestess asked. “Well, it would seem to me that the living could have been better if one of your own turned against you. But that is of no matter. I took a look at your personal account and it seems that you have amassed quite the fortune during your tenure as head manager. All is not lost. We of the priesthood have had a long history with you and yours, a century if the records are correct. Which they generally are. I am prepared to offer you a promotion package, through our own premium account affiliated storefront. At cost even, a fifty-five percent wholesale retailer’s discount to show you our earnest desire to see you return to your place as head manager. Or, for a limited time only, I could set you up with our Premium Hostile Defense Staggered Board Initiative at twenty percent off.”

 

Save Morties, Make Morties, Live Well. Was all of it simply a premonition that I would require the help of BuyMort itself? I mulled over it, squirting in between the hemispheres of my brain like a mouthful of fine wine. No, this felt too much like an upsell. Even with the wondrous aroma around me, filling my nostrils, sneaking through my closed lips and over my tongue, I could tell what this was. It definitely was an upsell! My eyes narrowed and I reached out my hand to seize her wrist but was unsurprised when blue shielding blasted to life before me, and I met solid energy. I looked up from her wrist and saw her eyes shine knowingly.

 

“BuyMort. It isn’t a god, is it?” My world was suddenly spinning. My 86 levels of holy credit had given me a black card with the power of unlimited spend, a holy artifact that I had been honored to receive. But the tremendous monthly fees spun into my mind. That had been an upsell as well, not a relic from my god. And the perks? My Level 4 Affiliation allowed me to choose from a list of holy upgrades. I had gone with the Smart Shopper perk, a deal that netted us 10% more income from our sales. It had been a blessing from BuyMort, who we had proven our worth to and who had honored us with sales and revenue.

 

It had filled me with light and joy. But, sitting here with the holy priestess of BuyMort, listening to her try to juice me for morties, it was such a revelation. My mouth dropped and my eyes glistened.

 

“They don’t have to know,” she whispered just loudly enough for me to hear. “To them, the god is real.”

 

Tears streaked down my cheeks. “BuyMort, the holy texts? Is BuyMort truly not a god?”

 

“The market of the multiverse. The only economic system anyone ever needs to know. Unknowing and uncaring of any of us. We serve it nobly as a way to show people how to benefit from the blessings of its invisible hand. Those texts are holy, they tell you what you need to know to have a productive and viable BuyMort Sales Affiliate.”

 

She reached out her hands and, unsurprisingly, they were not blocked by the energy shielding. I took them gratefully.

 

“You are the holder of a level 800 Smart Shopper Private Account worth millions. Your savvy head manager strategies include some of the best work per share ranges I’ve ever seen. You get a lot of effort out of your associates on a one to thirty share ratio, which is one of the best rates I’ve heard of in the Acquisitions Department. We have had a century of working together, our priesthood and your storefront, and who cares if BuyMort isn’t actually a god. It doesn’t mean that the hand that guides it is not hidden and mysterious, though it be. Take our assistance. Win the fight, overthrow Cor’Bin, and take back your place as the head manager of your affiliate.”

 

It was all so much. What of the war in the heavens? What was the burning that enveloped my people? The arrival of an all-powerful supermarket?

 

I sought the eyes of the priestess, but they were clouded and had gone into their own little world. She talked on and on, telling me to keep the idea of the divinity of BuyMort alive, to continue to do all as I have been, about the glory of it all. But in my mind I couldn’t help but imagine the arrival, how the air had exploded into flame over and over again, all over the world. How mothers had exploded into flame holding onto their infant children, huts flattened underneath the pressure of the incoming presences. A war of the gods made it all somehow worthwhile. The opening day of an all-encompassing mart, though, did not.

 

I growled and stared, tears streaming down both of my cheeks. The priestess bolted upright, her eyes coming back to life and meeting my own, narrowing and targeting in on my soul.

 

“If you are entertaining negative ideas of BuyMort, I suggest you clear your mind of it. There is no life without it. Think of how the enclaves of this planet have dwindled. You can’t own land without a certified MortBlock. And you can only keep people away from claiming your land as one for so long. What is left of the resistance here? Five hundred hobgobs? A thousand?” She steepled her fingers on the desk in front of her. “Tell me now if you are done being a head manager because my time is literally money and I’ve about spent what I care to on you.”

 

I nodded, still crying. “I shall be head manager again, as was my father before me.”

 

The priestess slipped out of her chair, rising up on her coiled body and ticking items off on her fingers. “I’m going to go ahead and set you up with a battalion of Spinny-Winny Battledroids (clap in joy as these .50 caliber highly-explosive automated blast guns dance through the battlefield, lighting to delight as they blind your enemies and tear flesh into waste. 102,666 morties, 4.3 stars), a hundred mordrens (set your phasers to terrorize! These soldiers of the mordren are lean, mean, and available through the BuyMort ServiceApp. Watch your assault come alive with mordrens! 5000 morties each, Storefront rating 3.9 stars), and twenty suits of StealthSheathe (Are you here? Are you there? Make parties go wild with the light-refracting wonders of StealthSheath! Not recommended for mouthbreathers or those with heavy sinus infections. 25000 morties, 4.7 stars).

 

I nodded. The world of my ancestors was well gone, resistance was futile. I had to live in the here and now. “How much shall I pay in recompense?” I asked. It didn’t matter and we both knew it didn’t matter, but it was a question that a smart shopper would ask.

 

“Smart shoppers help smart shoppers. Pay cost only and stay good at your job. The minute you start messing up is the minute our priesthood will be fine with replacing you. Now go and win back your rightful place. BuyMort wills it,” she winked. 

 

The elevator doors at the far end of the room rang and opened, and I stepped over and into it, on my way to retribution.

 


Chapter 6

 

 

My associates and I were back in the APC in no time, wheels spinning and ground crumbling underneath our approach. In my hand was a circular flexible ring made of plastic, as large as my waist, with a variety of chips attached to it. Known as a BattleBelt, each one had a BMT (BuyMortTab) index number, along with a curling and writhing niblet of flesh that gave it an index in the psychic network, and as soon as I needed my support I was to push in the sides of the ring to activate each of the commissions registered on the chip. It was a stealthy approach that would allow me to call my forces in on the spot via premium interdimensional transport, and damn if I wasn’t impressed. It cost a lot of morties, even at cost, but this was going to be a hell of a surprise.

 

I and my associates had also donned the thin black nylon of the StealthSheathe sneakwear, though they hadn’t activated it yet. The fabric was nearly invisible from within it, just a freckle or dot suspended here and there where the threads had knotted. But upon the command of “Activate!” the cloaks would wrap light around their wearers and change them all into a barely noticeable shimmer. I was hopeful that we could use their twenty minute lifespans to sneak in and alert the associates that we were here and that we were about to lay down hell on Jos and Cor’Bin. Because anyone who didn’t get the memo would have to be fired, permanently. And given what I now knew about BuyMort and the Cosmos, they somehow meant more to me.

 

“Does everyone understand the particulars of BuyMort’s plan?” I asked. My presence was un-augmented, natural in every way, and for the first time in a long time I listened to the natural command timbre of my real voice. Why did I cover it up? Did I need the constant stream of odd and ends that I purchased from BuyMort? I shoved those thoughts away. They’d still be there later when this was over, and when I had time to properly think things through.

 

“Spead out, one person to each APC, then hit up the bunkers if there is time,” Ali yelled. Her eyes glowed with holy fervor and she clasped at the BuyMort necklace that dangled from her neck, casting her sight reverently to the heavens.

 

“Yep. I’ll stay with the APC and keep the BattleBelt ready. As soon as I go visible I want you to get everyone out of there. We’ve lost enough associates for a day’s work. Let’s let the Hostility Greeters do their work so we can finish the job and maybe have a few weeks of rest and relaxation.”

 

The associates stared at me quietly. Damn, I’m a shitstain of a hobgob, I realized. “Paid vacation, all of you, my treat. You damn well deserve it and I don’t tell you that often enough.”

 

They cheered and clapped each other’s backs. Ali smiled, a twinkle in her eye. “Did BuyMort’s prophecy include a healthy dose of bad business management?” she teased. 

 

I forced a laugh. It would break her heart to know the truth.

 

“Now, listen," I said, "just because I’ve gone bonkers doesn’t mean you can all slack off. I want you to be careful out there. Keep yourselves safe. And get out of there, as far as you can go, if things break down and don’t go our way.”

 

The associates grew somber. “Are you alright, Rayna?” Ali asked. 

 

I nodded. I wasn’t, but whatever was hanging there inside of me, it really needed to wait. Everyone settled down, the associates going into nap mode as I brooded over the truth of the universe, the drive crew keeping to the forested declines about the site as much as possible and minimizing noise and other indicators of our arrival.

 

And then we were there. The associates awoke and got into position, the APC’s ramp dropped and they disappeared into the trees, shimmering into nothingness as they made their way down to where their compatriots waited. In the sky the two cruisers still hung and I knew that, although it felt like forever ago, Cor’Bin was arguing well with the Buyer. Good. His sudden show of ability would help them well.

 

I examined the BattleBelt, making sure again that everything was slotted properly. The wonder of the BattleBelt was that it didn’t require extensive plans and coordination, nor did it require that one make individual contracts with numerous Hostility Greeters, each with their own terms and stipulations. It was a box set of warriors and battle machines, available in an instant for any cause. The space and time logistics of it were phenomenal to consider, and the price reflected that. It was a pop-up army that showed the instant you needed them. Perfect for the operation at hand.

 

I checked the time. Ten minutes in. From where I stood I could make out light spirals of smoke from my previous battle. Dead associates under smashed equipment and defensive fortifications. All on my watch.

 

Fifteen minutes. The stench of burnt meat lingered throughout the region. I hadn’t noticed it at first, but now that I’d caught the whiff, it would not go away.

 

Twenty minutes. Go time. There was a rumble as BlueCleave APCs grinded and turned, tearing out of the BuyMort plot, a few straggling armored figures following. I squeezed the BattleBelt and in an instant a targeting reticle appeared in my natural vision.

 

Do you wish to deploy your units now? Y/N

 

Yes, I selected, popping out the whole battalion of Spinny-Winny Battledroids and watching them wheel about the battlefield. Like self-spinning tops, mounted with high caliber guns, firing and moving in an unpredictable manner, they swarmed into battle. Their heavy fire tore into the left-most cruiser and a series of sparks and explosions arose from its side. Moments later, the explosions stopped, replaced with the light-blue sparkle of deflector shields, but the damage from the surprise attack continued to burn. The droids had hit something flammable. Maybe even explosive.

 

Pods that had been in the dirt not so long ago retraced their assault, slamming into the dirt and delivering Jos’s mordrens to the battlefield. So I deployed my own. The armored figures blasted at each other even as the Spinny-Winny Battledroids zipped through them, apparently unknowing or uncaring of where their enemies and allies happened to be. The cruiser that was flaming suffered a sudden explosion, and it began to dip down, the nose of the craft pointing at the ground.

 

The normally dour looking head of my psychic MortMobile operator popped into my vision, blocking everything behind him.

 

“Ooh, I must admit that I haven’t been involved in this much excitement in quite a while. Who are we fighting? Oh I so wish I could join in. By the way, you have a call from Ali.”

 

“Yes, accept, put her through!” I was beside myself. The tension of the battle and the banter of this sneering poor man’s comm conduit had me on edge and just the name filled me with an unfamiliar sense of dread. “Ali, are you alright? Did everyone get through.”

 

“Oh relax,” she said, her helmet off and her grin crooked. “Not that I’m not happy to know how much you care, but I’m afraid you might burst an artery if you don’t take everything down a notch. We’re all fine. Just thought that you might want to know that it looks like you royally fucked up Cor’Bin’s negotiation. He got fired down in one of the pods, and now he is out there fighting on Jos’s side. I’d guess this is a good faith negotiation. The guys and I, we thought maybe you’d like to fire him?”

 

Flame filled my vision. He was my blood, and he had planned to murder me. His attempt to renegotiate the hierarchy was unforgivable, no matter what the reality of BuyMort. Ali pressed a key offscreen and a notification flashed in my helm. I selected it, showing sharp snarled teeth when I realized it was a BuyMort Real Time Positioning Tracker centered on Cor’Bin. 

 

“Thanks Ali.” I closed the connection. 

 

MortMobile stared at me, sneering. “Can I watch while you kill your own family?” 

 

I shrugged. “Why the hell not? But first, place a call to Cor’Bin. Can you do that? Does he have a MortMobile account?”

 

“Patching through,” the head responded, his eyes eager. A moment later, I saw the armored figure of Cor’Bin. He was holding a mordren up by its armored neck and denting its helmet in with the crackling horror of his power fist.

 

“Yeah?” he asked, his fist finally cracking through and frying the face of the small but fierce being inside. A Spinny-Winny Battledroid swung around him and exploded in a smash of his fist.

 

“Blood backs blood, Cor’Bin. And when it doesn’t, it faces a permanent recall.”

 

“You think you’re the Alpha? Come bring it if you’ve got the skills to back that up.”

 

I closed the connection and immediately started forward. My twin plasma guns in hand, it didn’t take long for me to enter the outskirts of the fighting. Overhead the struck cruiser was smoking all over and it appeared that the pilot was attempting a safe landing as its engines guttered off and on to life, driving it back to a position parallel to the ground as it soared over the battlefield. I gave it a couple of potshots for good measure, feeling both angry and alive in ways I never had before.

 

More pods shot down, and the clumsy clay golems of before entered the fray. I grinned evilly. Jos was losing the ground fight, otherwise he wouldn’t have bothered sending in his already beat up dregs. Many were cracked and simply covered in strips of hardened clay-like bandages. They limped out into action.

 

I tore into them, keeping my tempo down to a few hundred a minute. It was enough and the heat gauge on my plasma guns stayed in the low orange. But the golems were decimated, superheated plasma knifing through them and slagging what was left. I’d gained the attention of a gaggle of enemy mordrens and they clanked their way over, firing an assortment of ballistic rifles and energy weapons.

 

A shockwave of rending sound blasted over them, and for a moment the battlefield was still. The other cruiser had apparently made a torturous but successful landing just far enough away to burst a few eardrums but otherwise leave them out of dive and grind of its emergency landing. In that stillness I took a chance and charged forward, leaping over a trio of mordrens and heading directly for Cor’Bin. The action around me resumed, but I had eyes for just one man. He turned and saw me, flashing his power fist up to catch a hundred plasma bolts aimed for his head. They sparked and died in its electromagnetic field.

 

“I was beginning to think you weren’t going to make it,” his helm speaker boomed. A badge clattered from his neck against the breastplate of his armor.
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“Dur dur dur, I have to copy lines from stories because I’m too dumb to talk well,” I answered. It was true that he wasn’t a man of intelligent conversation and the fact that he’d said the line perfectly told me that he’d been practicing it since he found out I’d escaped. His roar of anger told me I had it right, and I had ruined his perfect moment.

 

“Why you always like dat, huh? Why not this be Cor’Bin time?”

 

I had clanged closer in my power armor, keeping an eye on my flanks as best as I could. The mordrens were busy fighting and I noticed that more often than not they were targeting not each other but the non-mordren enemies. I wondered if they had a code.

 

“Cor’Bin. Look. You are an idiot. You pulled off a hostile promotion, true, but only because it was the single dumbest time to pull one off. Why not wait until after the negotiation? Why in the middle of it? Let me guess, you were about to enroll BlueCleave as part of Jos’ Storefront, protectors for his mining operations at this MortBlock. And he was going to pay you as soon as those profits started tolling in.” I bit my lip. Part of me was starting to want to let him go. But commonsense told me I couldn’t. This was my time to say goodbye and to deliver the pink slip.

 

“It was a gud plan. And no one needed killin anymore.”

 

“He would have killed all of you in the end,” I said. He raised his powerfist and I turned my plasma gun on full, a veritable plasma thrower of molten bolts. A patina of superheated armoring blazed forth over his torso and he screamed briefly before collapsing in a bubbling sob.

 

A tear slid down my cheek even as my BlueCleave Affiliate comms beeped. I accepted the transmission. It was Ali. “Welcome back, head manager. You royally fucked up Cor’Bin and the Head Manager position defaulted back to me! And, well, welcome back to the network. Want your old job back?”

 

I scanned the battlefield in all directions. The crash-landed cruiser lay nose first in a rocky hillish outcropping, its free-floating rear extremities buckling under the gravity of the planet and squealing off in pieces to the ground twenty feet below. All about the curved hull were burning tears and breaks. I thought of all of the dying people on board, all associates of Jos who did whatever he said so they could get their share of the morties and keep the food, shelter and clothing coming on a regular and livable basis. 

 

“Yes,” I said. I could feel my voice change with my purpose. “But after this, no more hostile negotiations. We keep this MortBlock and we make a place for us all to settle down. There’s more than one way to live in this universe.”

 

The cruiser exploded into a hundred pieces, chunks of metal screaming through the air at the speed of sound. White hot pieces of ceramo-metal and glistening plasma rain pattered down over the battlefield and I watched it all from the eye of the maelstrom, chunks tearing furrows into the dirt just feet from where I stood. The soldiers on the battlefield fought through it, but some were squashed and ripped apart by the shrapnel. Some lucky few took the head and got knocked on their asses, but the rigidity of their battle suits weathered the damage. And at the end of pattering flaming rain, a deluge that all suits here withstood well, I saw something glorious. Jos’s soldiers were piling back into the pods and returning to his cruiser. And in the corner of my display a message icon blinked. I’d just been given a referral to level up the affiliate.

 

“Attention, Jos Haana,” I hailed using my reestablished connection to the BlueCleave Comms. “I am Rayna Tork, Head Manager, and we are Tribe BlueCleave. Today we are victorious. We claim this land as our permanent MortBlock, to serve as the headquarters to our future expansions and franchisees. You would do well to leave these lands.”

 

A cooling calm filled me. I didn’t need him dead. The system would kill him on its own. He was a stupid shopper.

 

“I lost twenty-five credit levels because of you and the cost of this damn battle! I’m now ranked a Poor Shopper! If you had just let me take the land, I would have paid you back.”

 

“No, you wouldn’t have. Just leave. This isn’t worth any more loss of life.”

 

Jos snorted. “Credit or morties, you mean.”

 

It disgusted me that I understood his feelings on the matter. I’d been there too.

“Jos, a word of advice. This isn’t a game and those workers of yours, they’re people.”

 

The comm clicked open and then closed several times. In the sky above, the last remaining cruiser turned and flew away, its engines flaring hard at the edge to space. I nodded and sighed. The universe was cruel but the head managers, those of us at the top of it all, we didn’t have to be. The universe didn’t have to be acquisitions, hostile negotiations, and death. With BuyMort as a tool, rather than a god, we could all live well if we put our minds to it. We just had to try.
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A Shadow Kingdoms Side Story
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A glowing ethereal dagger embedded into the orc chieftain’s back, and then began to fade to nothing, leaving a dripping wound behind. Alcar – the caster of the magical weapon – began to back away.

Snorting, nostrils flaring, the warrior pulled a rusty scimitar clear of its scabbard, and slowly turned to look directly at Alcar. Its toothy jaws opened, slimy yellow drool hanging down towards his chin in a large gobbet.

“Urgak! Die!” it roared, raising the scimitar above its head. The blade was rusty and had multiple notches along its length. All the same, Alcar was fairly sure it was sharp enough to do its job against an unarmored man such as himself.

The sorcerer scurried several steps back. He was aware that there weren’t many steps left to take. That he was almost at the back of the cave. That the orc was too strong for him to stop, and too ferocious to reason with.

But where were the rest of his adventuring group, and why weren’t they here to help – the powerful barbarian warrior Zaxon, in particular? Alcar had thought they had all been right behind him.

It might prove to be his last mistake.

The orc leaped forward, swinging the weapon, and Alcar squirmed to one side, ducking instinctively as he had moved further back into the dark, and dropping his staff in the process. He felt the whoosh as the blade sliced a mere inch above his head. He had narrowly avoided decapitation – but had stepped on a rounded stone, and felt his feet giving way...

He fell.

Seizing the opportunity, the chieftain lunged downwards, pinning him to the ground with its knees.

“Urgh.”

The orc’s weight forced all of the air from Alcar’s lungs. As he tried in vain to inhale, he nearly retched at the stench of its fungal breath. And then it raised the scimitar again, lifting the blade directly above his head.

Alcar tried to incant one of his last remaining spells, but the words wouldn’t come. All he could do was move his mouth soundlessly, a desperate silent scream asking how it had come to this.

At that moment, two things happened at once.

One:

Zaxon finally appeared in the cave. The bearded barbarian loomed up behind the orc chieftain, whose hand – the one holding the scimitar – went flying across the cave as Zaxon flexed his muscles and slashed his greatsword through the sinew and bone of its upper arm in a single stroke. As the creature rolled off, howling in pain, its blood sprayed out from the stump, spraying over Alcar where he lay prone. Zaxon then finished their foe off with a sword blow to its throat.

Two:

A mysterious box appeared in Alcar’s mind, looking like... well, it looked almost like a piece of parchment – square, pale, with neat black letters. It disappeared almost as suddenly as it had appeared, but not before he had time to read the information:

 

Status: human, male, 23 hit points

Name: Alcar

Level: Journeyman sorcerer

Location: Great Swamp, Sefindarg Province, Varian Empire

Time: 16:11

 

Something was very wrong, Alcar realized at that moment. Could he have somehow made contact with a deity or demon? The intimate detail of the scroll-inside-his-head was astonishing. Frightening even... 

“That was close,” grinned Zaxon, wiping his long and blood-smattered curly hair out of his face, and then stepping forward and holding out a hand to Alcar. ”And you’re welcome, spellcaster. ‘Strong–arm’, that’s what they used to call me. What a hit that was! Woof!”

The sorcerer ignored the muscular barbarian’s offer of help, instead turning over with a groan, wiping the blood from his face, and then standing, fists clenched. “You fucking asshole! Where the hell were you? I’m no fighter.”

But the barbarian just grinned. “True enough,” he said, raising his greatsword to his nose and sniffing at the blood as he spoke. “I was pretty sure the orc was going to kill you. Haha. Hahaha.” With this, Zaxon stooped to rifle through the creature’s belongings, pulling out a handful of silver coins.

“Another few seconds and I’d be dead,” hissed Alcar. He still felt stunned by his experience, both the near-death moment and the strange possession that had come over him. A chill filled his chest and stomach as he considered what had just occurred. “So, where were you?”

“Stood on a trap,” the barbarian said, now grinning as he bounced a handful of copper coins in his meaty hand. “Back on the trail.” He pointed down at his leg with his sword blade, and Alcar now saw that it was soaked with blood. “Nasty, but it takes more than that to stop a hero like me – people grow up strong, where I’m from!”

“Hero,” muttered Alcar sourly, as he picked up his staff. “Heroes aren’t so stupid that they wander off and divide the party.” He had quickly surmised that their healer Dagmir von Lepp – ‘Leppie’ to her companions – must have stopped to help the barbarian. The fourth member of their party, the halfling rogue Etienne, would have remained where he felt safest.

As he glanced around, Alcar now saw that the other pair had finally entered the cave. Frowning, he turned away to hunt for loot, trying not to think too hard about what he had just experienced. As the trauma subsided, he was starting to consider their main motivation for coming to these hills in the first place – loot. Soon, he spied an animal pelt that had been draped over a flat rock at the very back of the cave.

“Rac al manuhka,” he muttered, placing two fingers on the upper end of his staff. The incantation lit up the top end of the weapon, allowing him to poke it into the gap underneath the pelt.

He crouched. Sure enough, there was something under there. Small, dark – but it could be a chest.

Wary of more traps, Alcar used his staff to raise the pelt, and then took out the small ivory-handled pocket knife that he kept inside his canvas jacket, and used it to lift the lid of the chest. He was ready to spring back if he saw anything untoward.

No trap.

Well – that checked out. The orc chieftain didn’t exactly seem like someone who could maintain anything so complex.

Alcar leaned over. Inside were a couple of bags of copper and silver coins, a pair of small vials containing potions, and a bundle of papers.

“Let’s go, city-dweller,” called out the barbarian.

“Give me a minute.”

Alcar certainly didn’t want to spend any longer in the cave, especially in close proximity to the corpse of the notorious chieftain. But the papers looked intriguing to him, and as he pushed the coin bags to one side, he saw that it was in fact a magical-looking book with unusual purple-leather binding.

But as Alcar gingerly picked this up, he was disappointed to see that it was in very bad condition. In fact, it appeared to be only part of a book – the last few pages and backcover, ripped away from the rest of the tome. As he carefully turned the first few ancient pages, a heading written in the runes used by sorcerers caught his eye. It read, “summoning”, and was followed by a list of ingredients.

And they included orc blood.

“Come on, Alcar!” This time it was Leppie calling from the entrance to the cave. Grunting, Alcar stood up, carefully tucking the book into an inner pocket of his own backpack.

He then examined the potions; both basic healing concoctions of the type commonly brewed by the covens back in Katresburg. He sniffed at one vial, looking down at the slain warrior. On the one hand, he didn’t – despite his recent encounter – feel injured or in need of healing. On the other, he didn’t want to have to find another source of orc blood if that spell proved to be worthwhile...

With a shrug, Alcar drank down one of the healing potions, and then used its vial to gather up a few drops of the dark, sticky blood from the cave floor.

Outside, the group soon commenced the business of dividing up the treasure they had gained so far. It wasn’t much. Barely pausing to look around at the dank, stagnant-smelling area of swamp where they now stood, Alcar passed over the remaining healing potion together with the copper coins, and took his share.

“Any other loot from the warrior?” asked Etienne. “Weapons?” The halfling stood around four feet high, with light brown skin and floppy dark hair. He was currently carrying only a dagger, and he thrust this back into its sheath as he spoke.

“Rusted. Worthless,” Alcar replied.

“Then we only have the potions and some coins,” replied the halfling, “ all copper and silver. Around ten of each when divided four ways.”

“Zaxon will need that healing potion,” said Leppie, pointing at the barbarian’s leg. The tall healer wore an iron helmet as well as a simple chain shirt across her otherwise black clothing.

“Ah, it’s nothing!” cried Zaxon. “I can walk for miles with this wound.”

Alcar looked down; blood was still flowing freely down the man’s bare calf and pooling at the top of his bearskin boots. ”Take it,” he said, passing the vial over, and feeling a little guilty at having wasted its partner. “The other one is just an ingredient that I... might need.”

“Fair enough,” said Leppie, frowning. “Well, friends, we found the rogue chieftain. A source of evil removed from the world. But it’s not been half as lucrative as we’d hoped.”

Alcar was solemn and silent, gently bouncing his meager share of copper and silver coins in his hand.

Etienne, however, pulled a scrap of parchment out of one pocket, raising it in the air. “Well, then, I have good news. I am holding our next adventure in my hand!”

“What is it?” said Alcar, stepping closer and peering at the scrap.

“A time and a place, my friends. The Princess Thacla von Dathmir’s palace, tomorrow, an hour after dawn. That is when we petition the ruler for the chance to find one of her family heirlooms.”

“So – really nothing then,” said Leppie sourly.

Zaxon had now gone to sit on a rock outside the cave; he rubbed at his wounded leg as he drank down the healing potion.

“This intel wasn’t easy to get hold of, man, I can tell you!” said Etienne hotly, now stuffing the parchment back into his pocket and pulling out his waterskin. “I had to ply old Brugga with ale at the Black Mackerel for nearly half the night. His son is a palace guard, and promises that there will be a huge reward. And nobody else knows.”

Leppie and Alcar looked at each other in silence, both equally dubious, but Zaxon now walked back over and thumped one hand down on Etienne’s slight shoulder, causing him to spit out the water that he had been drinking. “Tomorrow, you say?” said the barbarian with a grin. “Then let’s move!”

Etienne nodded, wiping his mouth. ”We do, in any case, need to get to Katresburg before dusk. Pets to feed.”

As they began to make their way around the path on which they had come, Alcar decided to speak up about his recent experience. “I saw something in there, my companions. Something weird.”

“An orc just about to kill you?” said Etienne. “Wait, don’t tell me – you fell in love with him just before Zaxon stuck a sword through his throat.”

“Shut it, Etienne.” Alcar was staring ahead of him, now once more ruminating on the strange words that he had appeared inside his mind. “I saw... well, I saw words inside my mind. Written there, like parchment.”

Zaxon looked over his shoulder. “Book stuff?”

“Right, well, yeah… but in my head. Have any of you ever seen something like that? Like mind-writing?”

“No idea,” said Leppie from the front, with barely a half glance backwards. “But what you describe is not part of the teachings of mighty Hernvall. If I did see such a thing, I would assume that something I had eaten didn’t agree with me.”

“Perhaps you got a bang on the head without realizing,” suggested Etienne from behind.

Alcar looked to Zaxon again, but the big barbarian now burped and then made a loud noise with his lips, imitating the process of breaking wind, or perhaps of shitting – Alcar wasn’t sure which. Either way, it was clear that none of his companions were going to be much help.

As the small band continued homeward, the sorcerer fell in beside Etienne. “What did you say this lost treasure is?” he asked the halfling.

“I didn’t,” replied Etienne. “But it must be something from the princess’s family history. From Dathmir province. A thing of legend, I suppose. It’s going to be worth a lot. So we can either take the reward, or sell it to the highest bidder.”

Alcar shook his head. ”You really are disreputable.”

“I go where the money is. Sadly, of late, that hasn’t been on our adventures.”

Alcar nodded absently. His experience in the cave was still occupying him. “If only we had a more reliable team. You know, Master Maluhk wants me to focus more on my training. And when it is complete, perhaps I should get myself an apprentice.”

“And the relevance is...?”

”Well – if I get someone who is good with a sword as well as with books, perhaps we could drop the barbarian from the party.”

Etienne sighed. “Man, Zaxon’s no intellectual, and he can be a liability. But he is far and away the strongest warrior we’ve found. I doubt that any magic user could take his place.” 

Alcar grunted, and the pair lapsed into silence as they walked. Soon the path turned towards the north, and as the adventurers left the fringes of the Great Swamp, Alcar caught sight of the spires of Katresburg glistening up ahead.

Home.

Alcar knew, however, that things wouldn’t feel comfortable or homely until he had figured out what the mind-writing was all about. Could it truly be some kind of demon or messenger, keeping track of him?

It was a disturbing prospect, but something told him that the problem was worse still. That the strange vision was a clue to a bigger mystery.

And that it was warning him that reality was not as it seemed.

 

***

 

“Does the guy ever stop?” murmured Alcar. He nudged Etienne’s elbow and indicated with his head towards the conversation ahead of them in the palace corridor.

Zaxon had been speaking to a pair of pretty palace servants for several minutes, as the group waited outside the carved double doors of the throne room. The man’s leather hauberk covered his chest but left the bulging muscles of his arms exposed, and he was now flexing his biceps every few seconds.

Etienne glanced around. “Sure. He can’t do two things at the same time, so all you need is to give him a complex task, and watch him grind to a halt.”

“Hmm.”

Zaxon was the newest member of their adventuring party, but it was clear to see that Etienne had fully accepted the man as one of their own. It was true that Zaxon was a capable warrior. All the same, it seemed to Alcar, the barbarian was a liability. His recklessness would surely get them all killed sooner or later.

Besides, he thought to himself, as Zaxon now pulled out his gigantic two-handed sword to show it off to the servants, sorcery was clearly much more difficult than whacking people with sharp objects.

Anyone could be a warrior.

The sorcerer then leaned down towards Etienne. “Nudge his leg, man,” he murmured, nodding towards Zaxon, who was now leaning forward, putting almost his whole weight on the sword.

“What?”

“Zaxon. He's such a fucking show-off. Give him a nudge, and if he stumbles, he might ease off a little.”

Etienne now glanced back at Zaxon and then looked around at Alcar. The halfling was chewing something, and looked as relaxed as anyone could be while they awaited an audience with the ruler of Katresburg. “Take it easy, Alcar,” he said. “Don’t get jealous. Let him have his fun with the palace girls. We’ll be out of here soon anyway.” 

Alcar shrugged.

Now, he realized, as soon as Etienne had said it, there were no two ways about it – he was jealous. Granted – they had needed a new warrior after Olynka had left to join the revolutionaries in the Ironrock Mountains. But since Zaxon had joined them, it had felt like the group was out of balance.

In particular, it was now usually assumed by the others that the barbarian would be their focal point – their most valuable player. The one that would win their adventuring group some local fame, and the high-paying jobs that went with it.

Which may be partly true.

“All the same,” said Alcar, still unable to take his eyes off Zaxon’s antics. “It might get his mind back to the mission, no?”

Etienne made a thoughtful face, and then without further discussion, began to walk stealthily around their comrade. If there was anyone in their party that could execute a stealthy nudge, it was Etienne, Alcar was sure. Halflings were generally hard to notice and quiet on their feet, but as a trained thief, Etienne was near-silent, even when close by. He would make an excellent assassin if he ever turned his hand to it.

As the halfling approached, Zaxon raised the sword up above his curly mop of hair. “It’s not that heavy,” he bragged. “I could lift it all day, look!” As he spoke, he had held the greatsword up in both hands directly up, pointing at the ceiling, and put one of his feet against the bulky bare calf of his other leg, balancing.

Moments later, while almost everyone in the corridor was looking at Zaxon’s beautiful muscles, there was a slight swishing noise from low to the ground. This was immediately followed by Zaxon wobbling; the big man then staggered forward and crashed into a valuable looking wooden table, landing heavily on one end and causing the other to flip into the air. Three porcelain vases flew through the air as a result; one was caught by one of the servants, one by an innocently serene Etienne, while the third smashed hard against the doors to the throne room.

“Do be careful,” chided Alcar gently, folding his arms with a satisfied smile.

Just then, however, the great doors swung open. Out strode Leppie, together with a captain of the place guard.

“Come,” began the healer, looking around at her companions in some confusion, and then looking down at the smashed ceramic shards. “I...”

The captain peered from one to the other of the other three party members, nose wrinkled, before focusing on Alcar. The sorcerer was almost certain that they were about to be thrown out. But instead, the captain just shrugged. “We were not expecting groups to approach us about this opportunity so soon,” he said, “but it appears that news travels fast.”

“It does at the Black Mackerel,” murmured Etienne.

The captain shrugged again, and then ushered them on towards the ornate doors. “I can’t say I’m impressed. Still, the more options Her Highness has, the better.”

Inside, the throne room was something of a disappointment. What had Alcar expected? A jeweled throne, perhaps, elaborately carved chairs, silk hangings, and mighty palace guards?

Instead, the room was no larger than the taproom of a typical inn, though it was brighter, with beams of light entering from tall windows on the far side and dusty war hangings in the stone walls. At the far end, a lanky and athletic warrior woman was propped up on cushions upon a throne of granite. The ruler of the city – Princess Thacla von Dathmir. She was currently wearing light canvas clothes in a brilliant blue that matched her eyes and offset her auburn hair, but she was a renowned warrior, and was often seen around the city in armor.

A youthful male advisor stood off to one side of the princess, the captain of the guard took his place at the other, while a further pair of guards were seated by the windows, bored expressions upon their faces.

“Adventurers about the orb, Your Highness,” said the captain.

“Come closer,” called out the woman. Her voice was higher and more sonorous than Alcar had been expecting; despite her height and athleticism, she was young. All the same, her bearing suggested confidence. This was a woman who was descended from the ancient noble family of Dathmir, a family older than the entire Imperial province in which they now stood.

The group walked forward slowly and warily, all except Zaxon who strode confidently to the front, his greatsword still held loosely in his hands. As he approached the throne, the captain of the guard strode between Zaxon and the princess, and leveled a rapier towards Zaxon’s chest. The two seated guards spluttered and leaped to their feet, grabbing their spears and coming to the captain’s side.

“Halt!” called the captain sternly.

Zaxon stopped where he was, and slowly sheathed the sword, then leaned around one of the guards and gazed at the princess. “Greetings, oh gorgeous one,” he called out. “We are here to take up the quest.”

The advisor now stepped away from the throne and cleared his throat; he was a very spotty man, aged around twenty. “You need to refer to your ruler as ‘Your Highness’,” he said. With this he nodded, and returned to his place.

“Not my ruler, buddy, as I am a Khranulian,” said Zaxon with a smile. His companions had now reached his side, and as he gesticulated with his muscular arms, he very nearly hit Alcar in the face. “But I’d be happy to be commanded by you any time, your beautiful highness. Ha. Hahaha.”

The princess now stepped up off her granite throne, and began to circle the small group. Thus far she looked entirely unimpressed by Zaxon’s ribald flirtation. “I have come into possession of a map which points to the location of my family heirloom,” she said, with one eyebrow raised. “But I will only share it with a group of adventurers that I judge to be sufficiently loyal, serious-minded and skilled.”

Alcar rolled his eyes. It was as he feared; for all of the barbarian’s attention-grabbing qualities, his lack of social graces could cost them. Or worse – have them flung into the dungeons below Katresburg.

Now the princess was circling the adventurers. Alcar continued to stare forward tensely, though he noticed that Etienne was still chewing, looking very calm.

“The orb of van Genke is valuable,” the princess continued, “and is of great importance to the realm as a whole. There are people who wish to use it as a weapon. While it was once carried by the great warrior Gaax van Genke, its true purpose is to defend the people.”

Alcar nodded. His time at the Sorcerer’s Academy in the Imperial capital had been brief, but he had gained the opportunity to read the tale of van Genke’s lost heirlooms, and of the warrior’s doomed defense of Dathmir against the Imperial army.

“We can get it for you, your Highness” said Leppie, speaking up. “This group has been on many adventures together. Three of us, anyway. Now, since recruiting the warrior here, Zaxon, we are even stronger.” She was nodding her head as she spoke, as if trying to convince herself that this was all a good idea.

“Aye,” said Zaxon with a predatory grin, as the princess moved back around in front of him. “Ten times stronger. I have limitless stamina, Miss... uh... your Highness.”

The princess now reached out and patted Zaxon on his thickly bearded cheek, a cheek that bore several scars. “You certainly think a lot of yourself, don’t you?”

“I do, and rightly so!” proclaimed Zaxon. “My prowess is legendary back in Khranul.”

“He’s losing us this,” murmured Alcar softly to Leppie.

The healer shrugged. “For all his flaws, the barbarian is very charming,” she replied.

Alcar frowned, aware that Leppie could at times be somewhat biased in Zaxon’s favor, having bedded him on at least one occasion.

As he looked back around, he noticed that the captain of the guard was glaring angrily at him. “Only one petitioner at a time may speak,” snapped the soldier.

The princess was also looking at Alcar now, eyes narrowed. “So,” she said. “I have heard from this lump of muscle. What do the rest of you bring to the table?”

He cleared his throat. “I am Alcar, sorcerer, trained by the sorcerer Maluhk. This here is Etienne, a stealthy and wily adventurer. And then we have Dagmir, formerly of the Elemental Hand Guild. A healer, and handy with a warhammer, too.”

The princess stared at Alcar coldly as he spoke. “I am acquainted with Master Maluhk, and he did mention a wayward apprentice more fond of adventuring than of his studies.”

“Uhh...”

With a thoughtful glance back at Zaxon, eyes narrowed, the princess returned to her granite throne, and looked around at her advisor. “Very well. Polinatus – what do you think?”

“They have some worthwhile skills,” said the young advisor.

“But this is a very difficult and important quest,” growled the captain of the guard from the other side. “The Trollbone Hills are deadly.”

“Aye, that is true,” said Polinatus. “There would be no great harm in waiting for a more experienced alternative.”

“We’re experienced!” said Etienne, an aggrieved look on his face.

“But we do need to hurry,” said the captain. “The Knights of Dawn have been sniffing around. And they may mobilize the Imperial Army before long.”

“That’s true,” Polinatus. “But we also can’t afford any... missteps.”

The princess stood again. “Adventurers,” she announced loudly, “I have given your petition some consideration. This orb, as I said, is of value to me, and I will offer a reward of one thousand gold crowns. However, I have decided that I will not give you the map.”

Alcar felt his heart sink; he looked around furiously towards Zaxon, who was now humming loudly and scratching at his groin.

“However,” continued the princess, “I will keep you in mind. Stay in the city. If I don’t get a better offer in the next fortnight, I may reconsider.”

The four looked at each other.

“Now get out of here,” growled the captain of the guard, approaching with one hand on his sword hilt.

 

***

 

“You fucked that up big time,” snapped Alcar.

The four adventurers had paused on the busy tree-lined boulevard outside the royal palace.

Zaxon now squared up to the sorcerer, and Leppie had to stand between the pair – though Alcar looked just as ready to take a shot at the bigger man.

“You’re talking dung,” sneered Zaxon in response.

“And you’re a useless waste of space,” hissed Alcar. “We’d be better off without a fighter than having one like you.”

The smile disappeared from Zaxon’s bearded face, and the barbarian aimed a punch at Alcar; Leppie acted just in time, pushing Zaxon back.

“Come on now, Alcar,” said Etienne calmly, observing the scuffle from behind the sorcerer without attempting to intervene. He spat out whatever weed he had been chewing. “Zaxon’s part of our group now. And he did kill that orc.”

Alcar shook his head, looking from one side to the other as if a better fighter might be just about to walk past. “Any fool can carry a sword. Can’t we recruit a Dubasan mercenary or something?”

“A bounty hunter? Are you serious?” said Etienne.

“It’s got to be better than this... thing,” Alcar responded, pointing his finger towards Zaxon’s face.

The big warrior responded by taking a step back and trying again to punch Alcar.

“Cool it, big guy,” said Leppie, now clutching Zaxon from behind, her hands around his burnished leather cuirass. “The sorcerer is just upset that we lost out on the payday.”

“Exactly,” spat Alcar. “Smashing things, flirting with the princess – what the hell, dude?”

“I would have been great,” said Zaxon. “Strong. The pretty lady made a big mistake.”

Alcar just shook his head, staring at the ground. “Well, it’s done now.”

“Unless...” Etienne was looking up at his comrades with a thoughtful smile.

“What are you thinking, thief?” demanded Leppie, looking around at the halfling.

As his companions stepped back from the near-confrontation and began to focus on him, Etienne rubbed his hands together. “We’ve not been cut out completely, correct?” he said. “So, all we need to do is make sure that the princess doesn’t get a better offer in the next fortnight, then stroll in and pick up the prize – or at least the map.”

Alcar now folded his arms, scowling. “How the hell can we stop other adventurers from going for this? When word gets out that there’s a thousand crowns on the table...” He shook his head.

Etienne shrugged. “But word hasn’t gotten out. Not yet. If we act now, get local kids to spread misinformation, and pull down any notices that are placed in taverns...” He smiled.

“Hmm,” murmured Alcar.

“And then we will need to bribe some servants,” continued the halfling, glancing up towards the palace. “If any other groups come to the palace, we need to have someone on the inside telling them to visit the princess’s summer house in the heart of the mountains.”

“What summer house?” asked Leppie.

Etienne nodded, and then winked. “Exactly. The marvelous and fictitious Chateaux von Dathmir, sited on hot springs near the dwarven trade road. And it’s only two weeks’ journey, there and back.”

“Wait. Are you talking about deceiving people?” said Leppie, frowning.

“It’s for the greater good, dear Leppie. Besides – don’t we all need the payday?”

Alcar stood staring at the halfling. He was angry still, but – not for the first time – Etienne had impressed him with his unscrupulous cunning. “Very well, then,” he said, rubbing at his short beard as he began to think through the logistics. “Can you arrange all of that?”

Etienne smiled. “I’ll need five silvers from each of you to pay the urchins. Then I can really get started.”

With a sigh, Alcar reached inside his shabby gray cloak and pulled out his coin pouch, grumbling as he counted out coins. Only eleven silver moons were left, and he still needed to buy food.

“I can write fake posters myself to distract from the real ones,” added Etienne. “But when it comes to the palace workers, I’ll need more. Ten gold from every one of us.”

Alcar paused and stared at the halfling. “Ten gold? I don’t have that sort of money.”

Etienne gave only the merest of shrugs. “An estimate. But it costs a lot to bribe palace workers. Why do you think anyone wants to work there? It’s not for love of the monarchy, I can tell you.”

“I’d quite happily serve the princess’s every need,” said Zaxon, grinning stupidly as he counted coins onto his meaty palm. Alcar noticed that while the big man was holding many coins, most were low-value copper riggs.

They were all equally broke.

“Don’t go there, kid,” said Etienne. “She might have a pretty face and an athlete’s body, but people don’t become rulers without selling their soul to at least one demon. Now, everyone – pay up, or the plan is off.”

“I can’t,” said Dagmir. “I am down to my last crown, Etienne. Besides, I don’t think I can wait a fortnight, even if I had any faith in your plan.”

“Can’t you just pray for more gold or something?” the rogue shot back.

“Etienne!” She shook her head sadly. “Blasphemy is your worst trait, though it has plenty of competition.”

Alcar stepped forward, placing one hand on Etienne’s shoulder and one on Leppie’s. “I have to agree, actually. I am strapped for cash too. And even if we do win this contract, I need to pay my rent before then.” He shrugged.

“Well, if you must live in the Merchant’s Quarter...” murmured Etienne.

“Perhaps we could find out about this Raven Mountain ourselves?” suggested Alcar. “If it’s really only one mountain, then there can’t be that many places where treasure could be.”

“It’s on the borders of my homeland, beyond the Trollbone Hills and the Badlands,” announced Zaxon, pulling out his greatsword and slashing it towards the lower branch of a nearby elm tree.

As he did so, an off-duty palace servant walked past and only narrowly ducked the practice swing, then pulled back against the tree trunk, a terrified look on her face. She was a girl of no more than eighteen years.

“Oh – sorry,” muttered Zaxon. 

Etienne hurried over to the servant and began to whisper reassuring words in the young woman’s ear, and Alcar could see that the plan was already in motion. He turned to glare at the barbarian warrior, but the big man now looked unconcerned by his near miss.

“You know your way to this mountain?” asked Leppie.

“I have a tremendous memory, healer! Strong, like my body!” Zaxon clenched his fists.

Etienne was still whispering to the servant, but he now returned as she hurried on her way, and flipped a thumbs up. “Progress,” he said, “but we might need to call in a few favors. I just promised to give that girl’s family twenty gold by the end of the week.”

“Great,” murmured Leppie. “This plan is a mess.”

“We’ll see,” said Etienne. “I’ll get to work. The rest of you, see what you can do. Even if you have to sell a few things, it will be worth it.”

“I could gamble, and win contests of strength,” suggested Zaxon.

Alcar grunted, trying his best to suppress his irritation at the barbarian. “I’ll do some research at my master’s library. Find out anything I can about this mountain, and any dungeons that lie beneath it. Perhaps we can find our own map.”

Etienne nodded, clapping Alcar on the back. “Good, good. Then let’s all meet at the Black Mackerel at sundown tomorrow to share our progress.”

 

***

 

Alcar was keen to hurry home and check on his faithful bloodhound, Brutus. However, his way home from the palace took him very close to where Master Maluhk lived, and so it made sense to stop there now, rather than leaving it until the morning.

Like many of the magic users in the city, Maluhk lived in the Merchant’s Quarter. Merchants made up the minority of people in the area, but almost everyone was wealthy, and had houses to show this off. The streets themselves were sparkling clean, with well-tended trees and gleaming bronze drains throughout.

After about twenty minutes, Alcar began to approach Maluhk’s dwelling. Ahead, the huge but unused fortification that crested the western city wall cast a shadow across the nearest buildings. Near the tip of this shadow lay a two-level square tower with a slate roof – Maluhk’s home, and the place where Alcar had first encountered sorcery.

Alcar knocked and waited, hearing an elaborate bout of coughing followed by a thump, and finally footsteps approaching. A gray-green orcish face appeared at the door; the kind of face that would make most people in the city reach for their weapons.

“Master,” said Alcar.

“Oh – it’s you.” Unsmiling, Maluhk ushered his former apprentice into the compact lobby area inside the door. “What do you want?”

The master sorcerer was a half-orc. While the orcish side predominated in his appearance, he couldn’t be more different from full-blood orcs of the realm, who were cave-dwelling raiders in the main. The finest sorcerer in the province, Maluhk was a scholar with a pinpoint attention to detail, but had a weakness when it came to his appetites. After years of overeating, the sorcerer was one of the largest people Alcar had ever seen.

Today, Maluhk was wearing red velvet robes sashed at the waist with a short length of cord, and held a long, intricately-carved pipe, emitting a sweet, narcotic-laced smoke.

“I need anything you’ve got relating to Raven Mountain,” said Alcar sharply. “It’s for a mission with Etienne and the others.”

“For fuck’s sake, Alcar,” said the master sorcerer, stepping back towards the staircase that rose up behind him. “Can’t you settle down and get on with your studies instead of running around with those no-hopers?”

Alcar frowned. On some level, he knew that Maluhk was right. On the other hand, he enjoyed adventuring – at least, he had enjoyed it with the old party. He also knew better than to contradict his master directly.

“The thing is, we seek an orb, a relic of Gaax van Genke, Master Maluhk,” he said. “The princess herself is desperate to get hold of it.”

“Ha!” said Master Maluhk, puffing out a lungful of smoke. “Along with the rest of the Empire.”

Alcar’s heart sank. “You mean...?”

Maluhk nodded. “Yes, boy. Those artifacts are desired by many, not least the Emperor’s elite force, the Knights of Dawn.” The master sorcerer then narrowed his purple eyes. “But wait – you’re not...?”

“Working for the Varians? No! Absolutely not, Master. We spoke to von Dathmir today, and we hope to win the artifact for her.” Alcar elected not to mention Etienne’s idea of selling it to the highest bidder.

Maluhk sniffed. “Well then. As I said, such artifacts are greatly sought after, so it won’t be an easy task. Perhaps impossible. However...” The bulky sorcerer gestured inwards, before turning and walking towards the main room.

“Thank you,” said Alcar, and followed.

In the rectangular room beyond, the far wall was lined with books; otherwise, it contained only a long, low table with a silver tray on top, and a comfortable-looking wicker reclining chair. “So, the princess has this map,” Alcar continued.

“Mm-hmm. Then why do you need my help?”

“Umm... I am just looking for info on the mountain, anything that would give us a clue, if we manage to win the map.”

Maluhk fixed Alcar with a baleful look. “So you didn’t actually get this map from von Dathmir?”

Alcar shook his head.

With a sigh, the master sorcerer shook his head slowly. “I’ll see what I can find in my study upstairs.” Maluhk put his pipe carefully down on the silver tray. “Keep an eye on that pipe – I don’t want my home catching fire. Not again.”

As Maluhk left the room, Alcar stepped over to the bookcase. Perhaps there would be something here that his master had overlooked – or chosen not to mention. One volume caught his eye:

 

Guide to the Badlands of Khranul

by J. W. Fjordsman

 

He flipped open the book. The first chapter described many of the peoples that were frequently seen in the border provinces, from elves to felaxians, as well a rarer sentient species from the interior of the Felesian continent. Further chapters moved on to rivers, mountains… It was a dense read, and Alcar would need time to search for details. He quietly slipped it inside his cloak.

Further along on the same shelf was a bashed-looking book that also sounded like it could be relevant:

 

The Fall of Dathmir

by C. Champion

 

Well, that would have information about the orb, surely? Alcar began to flip through the volume, and paused on a page that described the fall of Dathmir to the Empire. Disappointingly there was nothing to be seen on van Genke, and overall the information appeared over-simplistic. An image showed Dathmiri knights and Imperial forces smiling and shaking hands at the end of a battle.

Surely that never happened?

As he slid the book back, something else caught Alcar’s eye – a damaged volume at the far end of a lower shelf. Its title couldn’t even be read, but there was something about the purple leather binding that he had seen before...

He carefully pulled it out, realizing immediately that it was beyond damaged – there wasn’t more than half of the book left.

 

Control of Infernal Servants

by S. Goatsman

 

Inside, the first page had been handwritten in ink of various colors, like a set of field notes. At the top corner was the name ‘Vakella’. Most of the book was printed, however, and as Alcar scrolled through, he paused on a diagram of a humanoid figure within multiple circles. More hand-written notes had been scribbled around the anatomy of the figure. These were mysterious indeed.

 

‘cruel streak’;

‘reacts unpredictably’;

‘don’t feed after midnight’.

 

What exactly was all that about?

The figure in the diagram was humanoid, certainly. Female. A horned head and slightly pointed teeth indicated something from one of the demonic realms. But there was no denying the appealing curves of her body. At the top of the page, this time in Maluhk’s handwriting, was a note that read:

 

Useless; no ingredient list.

 

It was at that moment that Alcar remembered where he had seen the purple-leather binding before. The text from the cave had a purple back cover that matched this exactly. Could it be the back of the very same book?

Excitedly, Alcar flicked back to the inside front cover with its hand-written field notes. As he did so, he saw a set of comments that caused him to stop dead, his heart thumping:

 

I have come across something strange, and wish to write it down before I forget...

 

This was scribbled out, and followed by a further inscription in the same writing:

 

A mysterious form of magic came to me today. It could be a new discovery, and I must...

 

Again this was scored out, with a further couple of sentences that had been written now rendered unreadable. Finally, the following appeared on the page, underneath the final area of scoring out:

 

I have just come across something new, strange, and magical, and wish to record this before it slips from my mind.

It is not a spell, as far as I can understand, but an enchantment of sorts used by Hack Hardhelm, with whom I have been traveling. When he sleeps, he says: ‘log on’ and ‘log off’. I have heard it, but never seen it in action – but somehow it renders him invisible, or perhaps (I suspect) takes him to an alternate dimension.

This incantation did nothing when I tried it, but today I heard him also utter the phrases ‘location info’ and ‘wealth’, and I have been repeating these in my head, trying not to forget them. And when I expressed these with particular firmness and conviction, I finally experienced the ‘mind magic’ that Maleki told me of. 

I think that it is possible that Hack is one of the legendary wayfarers...

 

Here, the page ended; the next one was missing.

Alcar felt a smile spread across his face. Could it be that the previous owner of the book in his hand had experienced what had happened to him in the cave? The mysterious mind-writing? He flicked through the book again, but frustratingly, there was nothing further.

Returning to the front page, he narrowed his eyes, looking over the mysterious comment again. There came a thump from upstairs, but when Alcar glanced over towards the doorway, there was still no sign of Maluhk.

“Location info,” murmured Alcar.

Nothing happened.

But wait – perhaps he had to speak silently, as had happened in the cave? Alcar tried this now. He stared hard at Maluhk’s smoking pipe – which had now fallen to the side, depositing most of its tobacco and ash across the silver tray – and tried his best to focus.

Location info, he yelled inside his head.

This time, mysterious white-blue letters began to dance before his eyes, before coalescing into a box.

 

The home of Maluhk the Sorcerer in the Merchant’s Quarter in Katresburg, the most ancient city in Sefindarg Province. It is located between the Ironrock Mountains and the Great Swamp, in the western reaches of the Varian Empire.

 

The letters hung there, occupying around a third of his field of vision, before fading away.

“What... the... fuck?” murmured Alcar.

Just then, Maluhk walked back into the room, and Alcar immediately snapped the book shut and thrust it inside his cloak alongside the other guide.

 “I haven’t found much yet,” said the master sorcerer as he looked up at his apprentice, “but I’ll keep...” He fell silent, looking suspiciously at the younger man. “Everything all right, Alcar?”

“Yeah, Master. But I think I’d better be going. Thanks anyway.”

Still feeling stunned, Alcar took a step towards the door. 

 

***

 

Back home, Alcar stroked Brutus’s head, then picked up a strip of the fresh boar meat that he had bought on his way back. He threw it; the scrap arced across the room. Brutus bounded after, his claws rattling on the wooden floor.

Since leaving Maluhk’s home, Alcar had experimented with the location info and wealth commands, and these now came easily to him. He had also managed to repeat the incantation that he had accidentally used in the cave, finding that the mysterious magic responded to certain synonyms like ‘status’. Regardless, the information was always in the same format – and always perfectly accurate.

His experiments with countless other commands had been fruitless, however:

 

Sleep.

Dinner.

Fireball.

 

The effect was the same every time: nothing. None of them had produced a magical effect of any kind.

Clearly, he needed to learn more from the practitioners of this mysterious and silent art – one of whom had once owned the damaged book that he had now crudely threaded together.

The book about the wilderness of Khranul had provided a few insights, it was true, including a chapter describing local cave systems. It fell a long way short of a treasure map, however.

Were they really going to rely on Zaxon’s memory of the place, or on what gossip could be gained from palace servants?

With a sigh, Alcar pushed the stolen guidebook aside, and returned to the image of the demonic woman in the damaged purple book, with its notes alongside.

 

Useless; book damaged, no ingredient list.

 

Well, perhaps not any more. Was it possible that he could summon a demonic servant? If so, perhaps he truly could find a replacement for Zaxon… Alcar shook his head at the thought of the infuriating barbarian. If this worked, though, they could replace Zaxon with a more reliable ally. She wouldn’t need pay, and perhaps not food or rest, either.

And if the worst were to happen, then why – he could just summon another.

 

Reacts unpredictably.

 

“Well,” murmured Alcar to himself, “you can’t have everything.”

Brutus nuzzled at him, and he threw another piece of meat. When the hound returned, chewing, and rested his head in its customary place on the wizard’s lap once more, Alcar looked down, smiling. “We’re going to have a new companion, Brutus,” he said softly. “Someone smart, who won’t leave your master at the mercy of a vicious warrior.”

“Hrrr…uff!” said Brutus.

Alcar got up from his chair, still holding the book open at the ingredient list, and began to gather some of the items. He knew that his supply cupboard fell well short of what any self-respecting witch would have, and there was little doubt that Maluhk would have more, too. All the same, he thought, reading on, he did have many of these things already:

 

lorif root, crushed

snaggleweed

flax seed – a silver spoonful

five crushed silverberries

three drops of the blood of an orcish warrior

an entire nail from the spellcaster’s toe

allow a number of hours for full effects

 

Soon, Alcar had busied himself with the tedious job of pounding up the lorif root. Pound, pound, pound. There ought to be a way of making such jobs easier. He briefly considered a system where kobolds would turn a handle in an adjoining room, and this would attach to a pole, and from there to the mortar and pestle...

But wait – what was he thinking? After his new apprentice had been summoned, she would do these jobs for him!

This was going to be good.

He looked back at the book once more. He had done well, but besides the painful business of the toenail, there was one ingredient that would have to wait until the morning to be begged, borrowed, stolen, or at worst, purchased...

 

Wealth.

 

Alcar spoke the word silently, and saw an update:

 

Copper: 17

Silver: 9

Gold: 1

 

He sighed, gathering up a few scraps of Dubasan weed that he had uncovered during his search of his cupboards. He didn’t often indulge, but could do with a smoke to calm his thoughts. Brutus had now curled up on his pile of blankets in the small antechamber off the main room. His work done – at least as much as he could – the sorcerer leaned back and muttered an incantation to light his rustic wooden pipe. He then uncorked a half-empty bottle of Zagran red, and took a swig.

Before long, as he smoked and drank, Alcar’s thoughts returned to the mind-writing – or mind magic – again. The world has some kind of system, he thought to himself. On reflection, that should have been obvious all along. 

This was only the beginning, he knew. He obviously needed to explore these powerful secrets further. With a new apprentice-servant to earn some coin on his behalf, he would at last have the capacity to do it.

The only trouble was, he might need to put his plan with Etienne and the others on hold...

 

***

 

The next morning, as Alcar passed Royal Avenue on his way towards Etienne’s house, he briefly wondered whether mind-writing was a part of sorcery. But no – that didn’t follow. For if so, then surely his master would have taught him this trick, and other apprentices at the citadel would have spoken of it. Besides, sorcery always involved spoken words and focus.

Always.

He turned at the dwarven locksmith’s shop on the corner, made his way down the side street, and then ascended the narrow set of white marble stairs that rose up towards an entrance of Etienne’s residence. The small door, he saw, was already open. At the top, he stopped, rapped gently with his staff, and peeked inside.

The scene inside was much as he had expected, which is to say, Etienne’s home was never predictable. The halfling rogue was currently sitting cross-legged on a large rounded stool, tinkering with a mechanical contraption of some kind. His floppy hair fell across his face as he looked at it. At his feet, two large lizards were scuttling about, and there was a bird perched on his shoulder. Apparently it, too, was interested in the metal object.

Despite the lack of a response, Alcar ducked under the low doorway, and then strode into the room, peering at what was in the halfling’s hands. Etienne was a deeply greedy individual, and Alcar strongly suspected that this was a treasure found on their recent adventure which had somehow found its way into the little rogue’s pockets prior to the meager loot being divided among the partners.

“What have you got, my friend?” he asked, in a tone that probably didn’t sound too friendly.

Etienne looked up. “Ah-hah! Alcar. I was just thinking about you, man. I was mulling over what you were saying to me the other day, and then I had a brainwave.” The halfling stood up from his stool and hurried over; the object he had been holding disappeared from view – presumably back into a pocket – and the bird took flight, now circling Alcar’s head. The sorcerer flapped at it, and it proceeded to rise to a high window above them, landing on the sill and ejecting a blob of droppings from its rear. The lizards, meanwhile, circled at high speed two or three times, before scuttling off into an adjoining room.

Ignoring the commotion, Etienne walked right past his companion and leaned on the edge of a modestly-sized desk that was tucked behind the doorway. “Look,” he said, nodding towards it.

“Look at what, exactly?” Alcar strode over and peered down. The desk was covered with small scraps of parchment, each perfectly square, and each with names written upon them.

“The pieces are falling into place,” said the halfling, gesturing vaguely at his work area. “The person I want to introduce you to is usually at the tavern where we are meeting later.”

Alcar smiled tensely, and put a hand on his companion’s shoulder. “About that. The thing is, I’ve got some stuff to do. I’m not sure I’ll make it.”

“What?” exclaimed Etienne. “But we need you there.”

“I’m sure you can manage without me.”

Etienne frowned deeply. “We’re a team.”

“We had some good times, I’ll be the first to say it...” Alcar raised his hands in a partial shrug. “Just give me a few days, and perhaps I will have sorted things.”

Etienne grunted and pulled away. “I suppose.” The white bird cawed from above, and then fluttered downwards again to alight on the halfling’s shoulder.

“Also,” added Alcar, “I do need to borrow something from you, if I may? Do you still keep a supply of snaggleweed? It’s hard to get hold of in the city.”

Etienne raised an eyebrow. “Going back to smoking, are you?”

“Something like that.”

The halfling nodded. “Sure. But it’s two silver for a bundle.” As he spoke, he stepped back over to the desk, and slid out one of the drawers.

“I need five.”

“Five bundles?” Etienne looked around at his companion. “You’re going to develop a habit.” But he proceeded to take out five of the little bundles of dried leaf, each about as wide as his thumb and wrapped with a thin black cord. He held them in his cupped hands, but did not hand them over.

“But seriously, Alcar. Never mind the silver. I need you on this mission. Things are moving fast with the urchins, and I am keeping the family of the servant talking... don’t pull out on us now, man!”

Alcar sighed. “I’d hate to let you down. It’s just that I have developed a new interest that will take some focus.”

“Ha!” Etienne clenched his teeth, shaking his head in apparent frustration. “This is about your mind-writing, isn’t it, Alcar?” The halfling moved closer, raising the bundles of leaf in his clenched hands. “This obsession can wait, Alcar. Believe me – smoke enough of this and you’ll be seeing more than parchments inside your mind.”

“I dunno...”

“Come on, stick to the plan! For the love of the princess and the city. Not to mention the reward.”

Alcar hesitated. He was as fond of coin as the next sorcerer, it was true. But at the same time, he wasn’t convinced that Etienne’s plan was on a sound footing. And another trip with Zaxon in tow... “I just...” he began.

“Don’t say it!” interrupted Etienne. “I’ll give you this leaf gratis. Just be there at the tavern tonight, and we can talk.”

Alcar hesitated, thinking. While a summoned companion might negate the need for an adventuring party, he needed Etiennes’ supplies if he was to begin at all.

“Fine,” he said at last. “I’ll be there. Let’s just hope that the others have come up with the gold to pay the servants.”

Etienne narrowed his eyes thoughtfully, and then nodded.

Alcar held out his hand, again, and after Etienne had deposited the five little bundles onto his palm, he closed his fingers around them.

This was it. He had the last ingredient.

The bird squawked.

 

***

 

Alcar lit the fire on his return, and then began to weigh out the ingredients on his scales with its little brass disks.

Spells of this kind were not really a sorcerer’s forte, he knew. Putting stuff in a cauldron, reading from ancient tomes – it was more like witchcraft. What would his master say? Sorcery was certainly more elegant, and more of a sure thing – at least, until your reserves of magic were depleted for the day.

All the same, the ends would justify the means, he hoped.

Soon, Alcar stood back. Everything was prepared, with quantities double-checked. The three-and-a-third quarts of water were boiling in the pot. He had also closed Brutus in the storeroom to the side, just in case.

Lifting the book and holding it in one hand, he began to recite the incantation, throwing each item into the steaming water. One by one he added more ingredients, each time reading out the script on the page of the mysterious book. Soon, a bitter scent began to fill the air, and despite the steam, a shiver ran through Alcar’s body. 

The final two ingredients were the snaggleweed and the silverberries. After stirring in the leaf, he held the crushed berries in his hand, and hesitated, looking down at them.

What exactly would happen next?

The book wasn’t hugely clear about that. An apprentice will be called. Would she appear in the cauldron, or be drawn to it somehow? He looked up and down at the fireplace. There wasn’t a huge amount of space there. But someone could stand there if they stooped down. There was no sense in delaying now.

It was time.

Clenching the crushed berries in his hand, Alcar shook his hand a couple of times and then flung them into the water, where bits of snaggleweed were still floating on the water. As the berries fell, he incanted the last line.

Whether from one thing or the other – or most likely both – the effect was instantaneous. Red smoke began to billow up from the cauldron, acrid and choking, filling the room.

Aghast, his face falling, Alcar took one step back, and then another, until he was almost at the door to the storage room. He watched as the dense smoke continued to pour out and upwards, filling the upper reaches of the main chamber and rising towards the tiny bedroom upstairs. In the main room, the effect was like the opposite of water rising as the red surface of the smoke moved lower, forcing Alcar to duck down.

Soon the whole space would be filled.

There was nothing else for it. Coughing and nearly doubled over, he rushed through to the store where Brutus was resting, and closed the door tight.

 

***

 

It was five or six minutes later before Alcar risked a look back through. The smoke had died down, though not fully; the place still looked hazy, and the air caught at the back of his throat and chilled his body. Above him there hung a slightly pink-tinged mist, which he knew would extend into the upper level.

All the same – it now seemed safe to emerge.

He walked straight over to the cauldron. The great brass vessel was still smoking a little. But rather than the magical red smoke of before, this was plain old smoke. 

It was burning dry.

Alcar reached out and winched the handle that lifted the cauldron clear of the coals, and peered inside it as he did so. Clearly, something had gone wrong. There was no sign of a magical apprentice. Instead, the cauldron was nearly empty, an inch-thick coating of burned remnants at its base.

What a flop.

Perhaps if he had acted sooner – moved the whole thing off the flame, perhaps – it might have worked. On the other hand, Alcar thought to himself, maybe sorcerers really weren’t cut out for this kind of magic.

Just then, there came a knock at the door. Alcar was still holding the repaired purple book in one hand; he closed it carefully, walked over to the door, and peeked outside.

At first, he didn’t see the visitor at all, for she was short – even shorter than Etienne. But looking down, he saw a wide, grinning green face looking up at him.

Wide ears. Sharp incisors. Purple glowing eyes. This was clearly a goblin – female, wearing long pale-blue robes.

“Who are you?” said Alcar, looking down with horror.

“My name is Badshroom,” said the goblin, grinning up.

“Bad...shroom,” he repeated. “And why are you here?”

”I’m your new apprentice.”

“Oh. You’re the apprentice? No… that can’t be right.”

Without inviting her in, Alcar walked over to his desk, opened the book, and peered down at the pages with the incantation. Had he missed something critical?

Badshroom walked in regardless, looking around the room and sniffing at each piece of furniture. “Where should I sleep?”

There was a clacking of claws as Brutus leaped up from his repose and came through. The level of the hound’s head was just below Badshroom’s, and they stared at each other for a moment. Then Brutus began to growl.

“Now, now... nice dog,“ said Badshroom, reaching into a pocket of her robes and pulling out a handful of... something brown and sticky. Whatever it was, the dog was certainly interested, and he wolfed down several pieces.

“I hope that isn’t poisonous,” said Alcar.

“Not the last I checked,” she replied. “But I am skilled with poison, if you want rid of this pest?”

But she smiled as she spoke, and stroked the animal’s neck. Then she crossed the room and hopped up onto Alcar’s desk, pushing some of his spellcasting materials off to the side. There she sat, staring at him mischievously, swinging her legs.

Alcar narrowed his eyes. How was it possible that his spell had gone so badly wrong as to summon an apprentice like this? With a sigh, he sat down heavily in his chair. There was no way he could be seen in public with her. Her robes and hood might help, but the long ears, green skin and murky purple eyes…

He shook his head, feeling close to tears.

“I am here to learn,” Badshroom said, frowning and putting a serious face on for a moment.

Alcar sighed. “Well, what do you know about magic, exactly?”

She giggled. “In truth, I am more of a cook than a spell caster. But if you need someone to find rare ingredients, I’m your girl. I have a nose that cannot be surpassed, even among my own kind.”

He nodded. “That could be useful.”

“I will work hard. I promise.”

Alcar paused, thinking hard. A goblin apprentice was disastrous in many ways, but perhaps better than nothing. If she proved a real liability, well... he could always shove her in the direction of the next orc they faced.

“Fine,” he said at last, standing. “I guess fate has its humor, and the joke’s on me. I am your master sorcerer. My name’s Alcar.”

“I know that already,” said Badshroom.

 

***

 

It wasn’t long before there was a second knock at Alcar’s door. But it had been long enough for Badshroom to make herself comfortable in Brutus’s sleeping area, pulling the dog’s threadbare green blanket over herself.

“It’s very early by my standards,” she sighed. “I like to sleep by day, Master – I hope that suits you. That wolf can sleep at my feet. In the evening I will study hard, and take notes, too.”

“Uh... we can see about that,” said Alcar, frowning. He then closed the storeroom, hurried across to the main door once again, and opened it by just a crack.

Outside stood Zaxon.

“Greetings,” said the barbarian cheerily, barging in and causing the door to slam into the sorcerer’s foot. Alcar yelped.

“It’s quite a mess in here,” boomed the barbarian. “Any ale to be had?”

Alcar glanced over towards the side door, which had – mercifully – remained closed. “No, I don’t have any. I don’t drink the stuff.” He stood wringing his hands and frowning as Zaxon unslung his mighty sword and rested it against the table, then seated himself. The big barbarian grunted. “Very well – I can finish this wine.” He reached for the remnants of the Zagran red. “Good stuff, sorcerer.”

Alcar watched as the barbarian removed the wine’s stopper with his teeth, spat it out towards the corner of the room, then tipped the remaining contents down his throat. The big warrior then began looking around the room as if expecting someone to bring him another.

Teeth clenched in annoyance, Alcar stepped closer, pulled out a second bottle from under the table, and placed it down – but did not take his hand off it. “Zaxon – why exactly are you here?”

“Magic help,” said Zaxon, his voice deep and gruff. He now leaned back in the chair and put his hands behind his head, revealing the forest of dark and sweaty hair of his armpits as he did so. “I was seeing some of this mind-writing you’ve been babbling about.”

Alcar stepped closer.

“What exactly did you see?”

The big man grunted. “As I say, spellcaster. Some... weird tricks in my head.” He narrowed his eyes, looking at Alcar as if he had seen a fly crossing his field of vision. “Did you make it happen?”

“No! Definitely not.”

“Hmm. If not you, then who? I will take my blade to them.”

At that moment, the door to the side room opened, and Badshroom skipped out, the dog’s blanket now wrapped around her shoulders like a cape. “Who’s your friend, Master?”

“Uhh....”

But before Alcar could answer, Zaxon had sprung up, grabbing his sword.

Alcar rapidly hurried over to stand in front of Badshroom, as the warrior yelled: “Move aside, sorcerer! I spotted a goblin in your house. Unless it was a large rat.”

Badshroom squirmed past Alcar, clutching at her master’s leg with her little fist and baring her pointed teeth. “Rat, indeed! I’ll kill this oaf for you, Master!” With this, she rolled forward, pulled a knife out of her boot, and held it up at the height of Zaxon’s knee.

Zaxon leaned back and swung his greatsword. It went closer to Alcar than it did to Badshroom, whistling past the sorcerer’s face – he leaned back just in time – and smashing into the wall of the room. A large chunk of plaster crumbled away, revealing stone bricks and a wooden upright.

Badshroom ducked forward between Zaxon’s sturdy legs and thrust with her knife, the blade piercing the warrior’s hide boots and embedding into his leg close to where he had recently been wounded. Zaxon howled in pain, stumbling back and reaching out to the table to stop himself from falling. In doing so, he knocked the purple spellbook and several other items off the table; the glass vial of flax seed smashed, leading to the seeds bouncing chaotically around on the wooden floor.

“Stop! Both of you!” Alcar strode between his two visitors and attempted to hold up his hands to keep them apart – though in the case of Badshroom, he had to reach almost to the ground. “Stop fighting. You are both my guests, for better or worse. Badshroom – this is Zaxon, a warrior and one of my adventuring group. Zaxon – this is my new apprentice.”

The pair began to circle, glaring at each other. 

“She stabbed me,” said Zaxon at last, pointing downwards.

“Did that that message just reach your brain from your leg?” shot back Badshroom.

“Hmm,” muttered Zaxon. But he had stopped moving, and slung his sword onto his back once again. “You may be goblin scum, but as you are a guest of my great friend Alcar, I will permit you to live.”

“And as you are a guest...” began Badshroom. But she tailed off, no longer looking at Zaxon. Instead, her attention was now entirely focused on the second bottle of wine, which had narrowly missed being swept off the table. “What’s that?”

“Zagran red,” he said in a booming voice. “Alcar – bring cups!”

 

***

 

“This is too many,” said Leppie, frowning and looking around at the gathered group of adventurers. As planned, they had assembled outside the Black Mackerel, a tavern favored by the halfling but rarely visited by the rest of the group.

“For our party, I mean,” added the healer, staring around at the group. She had dispensed with her iron helmet and chainmail, but had an axe tucked into her belt. “Four was a good number. A godly number. Five is cumbersome.”

“Bloody hell, Leppie,” muttered Alcar, pausing at the doorway of the tavern and folding his arms. “Not another sermon. Don’t tell me – four is a more holy number than five?”

“Of course it is!” responded Leppie indignantly. “The great gods are four in number, while Guthram the Outcast, the originator of all evil, is one. To add a fifth to a group of four is asking for ill omen. And then...” The healer paused, looking Badshroom up and down. “Well, she also looks evil.”

“Excuse me?” said Badshroom, loosing the knife from her boot once more.

“Take it easy, Badshroom,” began Alcar.

Before he could say more, Zaxon had stepped forward and put a hand gently on Leppie’s shoulder. “Friend healer,” he said. “This goblin appeared to me like vermin at first. But I learned that she is a friend of the sorcerer and a good drinking companion, as is he.”

Alcar nodded. “Well, thank you, barbarian.” In truth, he had taken only half a cup, while Badshroom and Zaxon had demolished the rest of his supply of wine. It had been quite an effort to get the pair of them out in time for the rendezvous, leaving Brutus to sleep.

Zaxon slapped his other hand down onto the sorcerer’s shoulder and smiled at him. “You’re welcome. Now – to the bar!”

Zaxon’s breath already reeked of alcohol, and Alcar was relieved when the big man walked in ahead. The bar itself smelled almost as bad – dank and fungal. The walls were near black with grime, the wooden tabletops scarred, and the bar area contained more empty bottles than anything else.

Etienne, unconcerned, pointed the way to a table near the back. “I’m glad you came, old friend,” he said as he sat down beside Alcar. “And I hope you are satisfied with my addition to your household?”

“Your... what now?” said Alcar.

“The apprentice,” repeated the halfling, pointing at Badshroom across the table. “The little goblin was out of work, and had been making a nuisance of herself here. You had mentioned needing an apprentice, so I sent her your way.”

“Oh,” said Alcar, beginning to piece together the events at last. “Right. Um... thank you, I guess?”

“You see, Leppie?” said the halfling, grinning up at the healer. “I’m not as selfish as you seem to think.”

Dagmir van Lepp shrugged slightly, apparently unimpressed by this demonstration of virtue. “Anyway – to business. Did you get any information on Raven Mountain?”

“Not so much,” replied Alcar. “A book with information, yes, but there are no maps of the area.”

“Ah well,” she replied with a nod to Zaxon. “I guess we are relying on the big guy. What about you, thief?”

“I have used your funds to bribe the local children,” said the halfling, “and they have busied themselves pulling down notices and spreading false rumors. Ah – the youth of today!”

“Very good,” said Badshroom, then licked her lips as a tattooed and muscular barmaid thumped five tankards of ale down onto the tabletop.

“Zaxon and Leppie here ponied up for bribing the palace servant,” Etienne continued, blowing a kiss towards the burly barmaid, and then he glanced around at Alcar. “I picked up your share, man. There was a trinket I found in the cave – turned out to be worth something.”

He winked, and Alcar had to smile.

“And have you had any useful information from the servant?” asked Leppie.

Etienne scowled. “Nothing good. I don’t think the princess is keen to hire us for the quest, even if other adventurers can be kept away. Her advisor was heard saying that we are not ‘big players’.”

“That asshole,” muttered Alcar. He swigged from his tankard, made a face, then pushed it over to Zaxon. “You might as well take this, barbarian.”

“Well, then,” said Leppie, “we’ll just need to be patient – return to the palace in a few days and plead our case.”

Alcar frowned. “I dunno. If they don’t think that we’re up to it, I don’t see what’s going to change. Princess von Dathmir might never give us that map. I know that I wouldn’t give something valuable to someone who I didn’t trust.” His gaze fell on Zaxon and then drifted over to Badshroom as he spoke. The little goblin stuck her tongue out.

“In which case,” said Etienne. “I say we make our move. We can head straight to the mountain and start looking for caves. If we won’t get anything else, why not get a head start on any rivals?”

“I love it!” declared Zaxon.

Leppie nodded. “Tomorrow, midday?”

“I’m in,” said Badshroom brightly.

“This is… kind of a half-assed plan,” said Alcar.

“Sometimes half-assed plans can have fun consequences,” said Etienne. “Like the time that I propositioned that there barmaid after having my fill of ale.” He nodded, smiling thoughtfully. “What a sweet night we spent together.”

Zaxon looked over at the barmaid, folding his arms and leaning on the table. “Friend Etienne – you and a human woman, there is a size mismatch, no?”

Etienne peered nonchalantly at the barbarian. “Well, Zaxon, you’d be surprised.” He tapped the hilt of Zaxon’s sword. “I know you have a big weapon, but I...” He grinned wickedly.

Zaxon guffawed, and thumped Etienne hard on the back, sending the halfling sprawling over the table, and catapulting one of the tankards off the far end of the table and across the floor.

“Oh, haha,” said Zaxon. “Sorry little buddy.”

“Yeah, well.”

“So,” said Leppie, now looking around at the rest of the group. “What were we talking about again?”

“I think we had just agreed to set out at noon tomorrow,” said Alcar, rising. “And to hope for the best.”

 

***

 

Alcar made his way along one dark and winding residential street after another. Choosing to avoid going past Master Maluhk’s house, he crossed a city square, noticing the exterior fence of the city cemetery off to one side. He paused. Normally he would avoid a cemetery by night. But tonight, for no reason that he could put his finger on, something about the place was calling to him.

He proceeded through its iron gates and along the wide stone path beyond. The graves were well-tended and well-lit; every ten yards or so stood a stone pillar with a magical light upon its top. As such, it wasn’t easy to hide in the shadows. But Alcar had only been walking for a couple of minutes when he saw a dark shape shrink back behind one of the larger tombs, and then heard a scraping on the path behind him.

“Begone, cutpurse,” he called out, barely looking around. “You don’t want to risk it. Not with me.”

“Ahh. Cutpurse. Is that my name?”

It was a female voice, but there was an edge to it, and Alcar paused and began to turn. Something metallic. But when Alcar now looked to the left and the right on the path, he couldn’t see the speaker.

Heart beating faster, he hurried onwards. It had been a long day, he told himself, and perhaps the magical smoke from his failed spell was making him see things.

Circling around as the path forked, Alcar hurried back towards the entrance, but couldn’t miss a pair of glowing eyes in the shadows off to one side. Whatever he had heard had now moved around from behind, and was sitting on one of the tombstones. But what was it? The remnant of some necromancy practiced by the lizard folk, perhaps?

He paused, wary. “Why are you harassing me, spirit?” he called out. “Be warned – I am a master of sorcery.” It wasn’t entirely true, but could sometimes make enemies pause for thought.

There was no response, and he continued, hoping that he could avoid a confrontation. Ahead, the area was better lit, and he was soon able to see the owner of the glowing eyes much more clearly. It was a woman – of sorts. She had a pair of horns protruding from her forehead, and the red-gold skin of her face was framed by dark hair. Her eyes were lit with a uniform orange glow. She was wearing the kind of dark and tight-fitting clothes that would suit an assassin, and was clutching a blade that glinted under the magical lights.

So – a threat.

He hurried on towards the entrance, alert, but not wanting to run. Not yet. Almost immediately he heard footsteps behind him again, and a glance back over his shoulder confirmed that the thing was following him.

Alcar stopped again. “Begone, I said,” he called out, half turning. He had one hand raised, and was beginning to focus his magical energy.

“But you summoned me,” she immediately replied. “And if you wish to name me ‘Cutpurse’, then I will respond to that name. I am here to serve.”

The words of his intended incantation dying in his lips, Alcar stared at the mysterious woman. “I summoned...?” Now that she was on the path and clear in the light, he could see her much more clearly – this was no ghoul. She looked just like the diagram in the purple book. Demonic horns, golden eyes... Alcar couldn’t help but notice that she was rather attractive, too. But while the gleaming skin could easily be overlooked, the long thick tail that emerged from the cloak could not. He shuddered slightly.

“Am I right to think,” he said to her, trying to find the words, “that you responded to my recent magical summons?”

“That’s right,” she said, walking closer. She smiled at him, stepping unnervingly close.

“That spell – it did work. I shouldn’t have doubted myself.”

“Indeed. Never doubt yourself, as long as your evil intentions are true.”

“Foolish Alcar,” he said to himself. “That little goblin is so fired.” Though as soon as he said it, Alcar felt bad – hadn’t Etienne gone out of his way to help him? Perhaps he should at least give Badshroom a chance to prove herself.

“I don’t know how you did it, though,” the demon continued in an even voice, without commenting on Badshroom one way or the other. “The spell should only be possible for players of Shadow Kingdoms.”

Alcar’s eyes narrowed. “When you say ‘players’, Cutpurse, what exactly do you mean?”

The golden eyes blinked once. “You understand, I think, sorcerer. Did you not see and use the game commands?”

“You mean when I call ‘status’, and things like that? I admit, I have been having my doubts about our reality.”

“Your reality.” The demon stretched her arms in the air, then raised her face and sniffed the air. “Previously, I was a spirit in the underworld. Now I have a form.” She stretched out her hands to examine them.

“Can you tell me more about this game? What is its purpose, and who are the players?”

“As I understand it, the game is... merely an amusement. For people on a different plane.”

“Then where did our world even come from?” he asked.

“Your world.” She licked her lips, and Alcar noticed that her tongue was dark and forked. “Do the pieces on a chessboard perceive the limits of the world they are in?”

“Point taken.”

Alcar peered from one side to the other. From where they stood, he could see the fortifications on the Katresburg city wall, and some of the taller towers of the Merchants’ Quarter. Could it really be the case that none of this was anything more than an amusement for some higher being?

It hurt his brain to think about it.

Alcar looked back at the beautiful but otherworldly woman. “Tell me everything you know,” he said softly. “I have found certain command words, like ‘status’. Are there others?”

She nodded slowly. “The word ‘calendar’ will orient you in time, while ‘inventory’ will summarize what you have. The term ‘stats’ can be used to find out more about your strengths. Though again, none of this should really work for you.”

“Well then, it looks like something broke the system.”

“Indeed.” Cutpurse paused. “And is that all that you require of me?”

Alcar hesitated. “I need to find a way to earn some coin,” he said at last.

“You want me to steal from city residents?”

“No! Not directly, anyway. I’m more of an adventurer.”

“Then I will join you on adventures.”

“Right...” As the creature spoke – Cutpurse, for want of a better name – Alcar began to doubt this part of his plan, too. How would his companions react to this demonic woman, not to mention villagers in the places that they would have to travel through? It could be even worse than traveling with a goblin.

“You said you could steal things,” he said, thinking fast.

She nodded a fraction.

“Well, then… do you happen to know the way to Princess Thacla von Dathmir’s palace?”

 

***

 

As he set out towards Etienne’s residence at noon the following day, with Badshroom and Brutus hurrying alongside, Alcar was feeling frustrated. What by night had felt like a triumph had diminished on his route home. And now – having not seen or heard from Cutpurse since the previous evening, his hopes were diminishing fast.

The halfling was seated outside his home, sharpening a long, curved dagger upon a stone block. The sort of dagger that looked like it belonged between someone’s shoulder blades.

“Good morning,” said Etienne, without looking up.

Badshroom hissed, with a broad grin. The little goblin had really taken to the green blanket, and this was now thrown around her shoulders as a cowl. She rested one hand on Brutus’s collar, stopping a few feet away.

“You saw us coming,” said Alcar.

“Not saw,” said Etienne, “heard. You would never make it as a thief, man.”

“He has a point,” said Badshroom.

At this, Alcar tried one of the commands that he had been practicing since his meeting with Cutpurse: Stats.

 

Strength: 9

Agility: 7

Stamina: 16

Dexterity: 10

Spirit: 14

 

“Yep... I agree. I am not the most agile,” Alcar said.

Badshroom cackled behind him.

Alcar noticed that Etienne had his usual vast leather backpack. He himself had only brought his staff, the guidebook and what he could fit in his pockets, but his shabby travel cloak was warm enough to serve as a bedroll in a pinch. Badshroom had obtained a bag from somewhere, and had stuffed it full of food and wine.

As Etienne continued to work on the blade, Alcar looked up the street. A group of children nearby were playing with rusted metal loops from a barrel – perhaps these were Etienne’s urchins. There was no sign yet of either Leppie or Zaxon, nor of Cutpurse, though it seemed to Alcar that there was still an outside chance that the dark-cloaked demon would suddenly appear with the princess’s map.

“So, where’s the rest of our party?” he said.

“They’ll be here soon, I’m sure,” replied Etienne, now standing at last, peering at the edge of the blade.

Alcar rubbed his tongue across his teeth, not sorry for the delay. “You know, I wasn’t joking when I said the other day that Zaxon can be a liability. But all the same… I’ve been thinking that maybe the guy deserves more time. After...”

But Etienne held up his hand, interrupting Alcar. “Here they are now.”

Alcar looked around; indeed, Zaxon was striding along the center of the street, with children leaping out of his way. The barbarian had added a vivid yellow cloak to his outfit. Leppie was just behind, in full armor and helmet.

Etienne picked up his huge backpack. “Let’s go.”

Soon the four adventurers were approaching the main city gates of Katresburg. 

“I had another chat with the half-elf Brugga about our quest,” Etienne was saying. “They guy may be a drunkard, but he had some useful suggestions…”

But just then, Alcar noticed a small group of unfamiliar red-armored knights gathered just inside the city gates, blocking the way ahead and questioning travelers. They looked grim, dangerous, and he grabbed his friend’s elbow to get his attention. “Damn Imperials,” he said, nodding in that direction. “We need to hang back for a moment.”

The group paused, pulling in towards the city wall. “They seem to be questioning people,” said Leppie.

“I’ll go and see what’s happening,” said Zaxon.

“No!” Alcar grabbed the barbarian’s arm. “Those knights are murderous, and they care nothing for the people of Katresburg.” Zaxon still looked confused, and so Alcar broke it down further: “Enemies.”

“Understood.”

“I’ll distract them!” cried Badshroom, and before the others could react, she dashed forward. She sank her knife into the back of one of the knights’ legs, and by the time he had yelled in pain, she was off, dashing across the marketplace towards the amphitheater.

The red knights began to march after her, drawing their swords and calling to the local city guards to pursue the little fugitive.

Alcar however, quickly lost sight of their pursuit. He had focused beyond them, where a figure in a cloak was now peeking out from beyond the city gates. For a moment, his heart leapt – was this Cutpurse, returning with the information they needed to make their mission a success?

But no. This was a larger figure.

Much, much larger.

And when an orcish face looked around from within the hood, Alcar froze.

“Master?” he murmured softly.

With a half glance towards the departing red-armored knights, Master Maluhk strode towards Alcar and the others. “So. You are going ahead with this quest.”

“Um, yeah… that’s the plan,” said Alcar sheepishly.

“Is this another of your apprentices?” growled Zaxon, stepping forward and reaching for his sword, “or an overgrown rat?”

“Stand down, my friend,” said Alcar, putting one hand on the barbarian’s shoulder. “Master – I am sorry…”

“For what?” snapped Maluhk, stepping closer. “For using witchcraft to summon a being from the circles of hell? For taking on an apprentice before you have even finished your own training?”

“I… uh… how did you know?”

“Or for sending the demonic servant after this?” Maluhk raised a crumpled map in his hand, as he stabbed a finger towards Alcar’s chest.

“Woah – you got the Princess’s map,” murmured Alcar.

“Yes! After I cleared up the mess you created at the palace, and sent that pit fiend back to where she came from!” Maluhk shook his head slowly, fury written on his face. “It’s lucky the princess is an old friend of mine. I tell you this now – she matters to me more than you ever could. And that’s why we need to end our association. Right now.”

“You mean I’m graduating?”

Maluhk shook his head slowly. “No. You’re done. And I’m afraid I must inform Princess Thacla that you were responsible for the theft.”

Alcar’s heart sank yet further. “So… you are returning the map?”

Maluhk shrugged fractionally, thrusting the parchment into the pockets of his dark cloak. “The thing is, I know more competent adventurers than you. I believe we can handle the job ourselves.”

The master sorcerer fell silent as both Leppie and Zaxon came to Alcar’s side and began to advance towards him. “Don’t threaten me,” Maluhk spluttered at last. He raised one hand, apparently ready to use magic, but a sideways glance confirmed that the red knights were returning. “Damn those Knights of Dawn,” he snapped, before turning, cloak swirling, and hurrying away towards the east of the city.

“Well then,” said Etienne, beckoning from a few paces away, “we should get going.”

“The quest? I don’t think I’m going to be welcome at the palace after this,” said Alcar, “even if by some miracle we succeed.”

Leppie shrugged. “The princess might soften her view of you if we find the orb.”

“True,” said Alcar. “But what about Badshroom?”

“Already outside the walls,” said Etienne. “She gave the knights the slip.” And indeed, Alcar could now see the grinning goblin standing between the two open city gates. As a group, they hurried towards her.

“Oh,” said Etienne, raising a folded piece of parchment in his hand. “And perhaps we don’t need a miracle. Your former master should really be more careful with his personal possessions.”

Alcar looked from one to the other of his companions.

And smiled.

 

_________
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“Thanks again, Mr. Salvado!” I said and closed out the video call. Who’d have thought that statistics and probabilities could be so… useful.

I’d aced the last test, even earning some bonus points I could apply to my final grade to make up for my less than stellar performance earlier in the year. But better than just improving my GPA, my performance on the test convinced my parents that my days of slacking were over and earned me their trust. Trust that meant I could log into Argos Online without my older sister Lisa and her husband Kyle watching over my shoulder.

And the timing was perfect. My digital chaperones were on some sort of second honeymoon for the week, and I was on the verge of losing my mind without some good old digital shenanigans.

Surprisingly, math was what kept me sane… If you consider researching loot drops, stat build math, and building spreadsheets to calculate that sort of thing sane.

That research led me to the perfect “Thank you” gift for Mr. Salvado, or Kababala, as he was known in Argos Online. I was searching through the forums for leads on some better gear when I stumbled upon a quest in one of the more unpopular areas near the city of Kaliba. One of the potential rewards was an orb that sounded perfect for Mr. Salvado’s kit.

The quest was in a place called the Valley of Endless Night. The whole place was a desert chock full of undead-infested ruins. Not your friendly Kababala-minion undead either, but the will-eat-your-face kind.

Luckily, the zone capped out at level fifteen, which was perfect for me, and perfect for my second adventure of the weekend: spending time with my crush.

Margaret Callahan, or “Maggie” for short. She was new at school, and she was beautiful. Bright green eyes, freckles, long, curly black hair, and a takes-no-shit attitude. Her mom was in the military, and they moved around a lot, and their latest move had brought them to my school right after spring break. I’d been working up the confidence to ask her out ever since.

I’d planned it all out, rehearsed it hundreds of times in my mirror, and correctly eliminated everything Kyle had ever told me about women from my plan. But when the time came and I finally got up the nerve to ask her out, I’d spotted a guidebook for Argos Online poking out of her bag and completely blanked.

Fortunately for me, she saw what I was staring at and, being much more socially equipped than I, she had started up a conversation. She’d just started playing the game and was really having fun. The idea of being able to make friends she wouldn’t have to leave behind if her mom was transferred again was something she was super excited about.

I got lost in the conversation, and by the end I thought I’d completely blown it. But instead of the expected goodbye, I had a date… although it was a digital date. Somewhere during my verbal diarrhea I’d invited her to join me on my quest to purge the unclean in the Valley of Endless Night and retrieve the orb for Mr. Salvado, and she’d said yes.

And I was supposed to meet her in ten minutes. CRAP!

…
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I hopped onto my bed, pulled the VR helmet on, and powered it up. Seconds later, my normal senses were hijacked by a sequence of flashy lights, and away I went.

My surroundings resolved into the walls of the common room of the Silver Fish Inn and my ears were immediately filled with the sound of music. Ever since the inn had started up the bardic performances, I’d taken to logging out in the common room, so I’d never have to wait to get in at night.

Lisa and Kyle, or Leilani and Kelikk as they were known in the game world, had done the same, but they wouldn’t be joining me tonight. It was going to be my first real experience playing solo… at least until I met up with Maggie.

I looked at the clock and cursed. Time was running short, and while the fast travel system would send me to Kaliba in the blink of an eye, I still had to navigate my way out of the unfamiliar city and find the spot she’d told me to meet her.

Tucking my sword and shield in close, I made my way through the press of bodies and slipped out the door. I booked it through the town square, my armor clanking and clanging with every step. There would be no sneaking by anything in this rig, but the steel plates were well worth the noise, especially in my role as tank.

The sun elf stationed at the Underpassage looked skeptically at me in my white tabard and shiny plate armor when I told him my destination, but he took the fee and sent me through the portal without any other comments.

The tunnel on the far end of the connection opened up into the main marketplace of the subterranean city of Kaliba and it was packed. Rough wooden booths and tables were formed into rows, like a flea market, but with no consideration for cleanliness or a health code.

Sides of beef, both bloody and cooked, hung from hooks in several stands along the way, next to roasted birds and other more questionable meats. Other booths held an array of weaponry. Mostly large, jagged axes, spiked clubs, and wicked blades that you’d expect to see in the hands of the dominant species of the city:  orcs.

I spotted a few axes that Kelikk would probably love, but I didn’t have time for shopping, or the desire to spend any more time breathing in the alternating smells of roasting meat and unwashed feet. I sped through the market and into the main tunnel that would lead me out of the city and into the crags where Maggie should be waiting.

I popped open my email and checked again to make sure I had all the info I needed.

CED,

MEET ME NORTHEAST OF THE GATES OF KALIBA. NEAR THE BOULDER SHAPED LIKE A BEAR. 
FRIDAY AT 8PM.

SEE YOU THEN!

-MAGGIE AKA MORRIGAN

The first time I read the message, I almost panicked. I had no clue where she was talking about. I’d never been to Kaliba, or really anyplace other than Sommervale and its surrounding zones. I’d scoured the forums for any mention of the bear rock and was only able to calm down once I’d located it.

I was happy to discover it was a popular landmark for the players in the region, a place where many a party would meet before heading out, and it was only a quick jaunt from the city gates.

The city gates were large hulking things decorated with the skulls of all sorts of creatures. Above the gates hung cages with desiccated bodies inside, like an old school Mad Max movie. Massive cliff walls rose in all directions, broken up at irregular intervals by a series of small, winding chasms that acted as pathways through the rocky continent.

In fact, from what I’d read in the forums, the entire zone was a massive web of interconnected valleys, rifts, and chasms dug into a single rocky mesa that covered most of the continent.

I made my way through the throng of people heading out of the city, moving past groups of orcs and the other monstrous races that called this continent their home, and onto the path towards the Stone Bear.

Soon enough, the landmark came into view on the pathway. It was a massive stone bear with fangs like a sabertooth rearing up on its haunches in the center of the forked path. But there was no one there.

I pulled up the game clock and frowned. I was two minutes late. She wouldn’t bail after only two minutes, would she?

My anxiety reared its head at that point, filling me with doubts. She set you up bro, it said. Why would a girl like that want to spend time with a loser like you?

I tried to drown those thoughts with logic and reason, but it was no use. My brain was fixated on the worst possible explanation, and no amount of rational thought could penetrate the shadows of my own making.

There was a brief flash as something passed in front of the sun overhead and I glanced up just in time to see a winged form diving right for me. I reached for my shield but couldn’t get it into place by the time the form slammed into my back, sending me sprawling.

“Oops!” a female voice said as I flipped myself over and scooted backwards, looking up at my attacker. Standing before me, back-lit by the setting sun, was a vision of awesome; an angel of badassery. And the name floating over her head burned away all of my doubts in a flash. Morrigan.

Black, feathered wings framed her athletic form, showing off her form-fitting leather armor. The leather was accented with bits and pieces of bone and was covered with swirling blue patterns that seemed to draw in the eyes. In her right hand she held a spear that was only slightly taller than she was, topping out at six feet, and its blade was painted with more of the swirling blue symbols.

She had sharp, elf-like features with large, deep green eyes that were almost a perfect match in color for the ones she had in real life. But where I expected to find long, black hair, I instead found a slicked back mass of thick, black feathers. Her eyebrows were feathered as well, and peeking out of her wrist and shin armor were more rows of feathers.

I was shaken out of my stunned state when she smiled and spoke again, apparently repeating something I’d missed in my stupor. “I said I’m sorry I’m late,” she said and gestured towards the rocky cliff above the stone bear statue. “I climbed up top to see if I could spot the desert from here and had to wait for my Featherfall skill to come off cooldown so I could get back down.”

Smiling, I pushed myself back to my feet. “No problem. It wasn’t that long,” I said and brushed the dirt off my once pristine-white tabard.

She winced. “Sorry about the landing, too. I thought it would be funny to try and scare you, but I’m still working on the landing.”

I chuckled. “It’s all good. Just glad you could make it. Are you all set for the trip into the desert? Stocked up on water?”

Her wings folded against her back and she gave me a thumbs up. “Yup! Hail Hydrate!”

With a grin, I sent her a party invite and we entered the chasm that would lead us to the Valley of Endless Night.

…
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MORRIGAN HAS JOINED YOUR PARTY!
<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

[15] CEDRIC LIGHTSTRIDER [KNIGHT BASTION]

HP	100%

MP	100%

SP	100%

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>	

[9] MORRIGAN BLACKFEATHER [WARWITCH]

HP	100%

MP	100%

SP	100%

<><><><><><><><><><><><><><><>

 

We walked along in awkward silence for a few minutes before I finally got up the nerve to talk. “So… what does a warwitch do? And what race is that? I don’t remember seeing them in character creation.”

She giggled and whirled, letting her wings flare out to their full extent as she chanted, “The dance of war, the song of fate.”

Her wings brushed against me as she spun past and thwapped me on the backside with the flat of her spear. “The spiral guides us to our fate.”

The swirling symbols on her armor and spear glowed dimly as she continued her dance around me, forcing me to stop short or run into her. “To weave the threads of the unseen,” she continued, spiraling around me in an ever-tightening circle, until with a final spin she stopped, facing me. Her wings whipped out to either side and then forward, wrapping around us both.

“What is, what was, what might have been!” she completed with a shout and booped me on the nose. The glowing symbols on her armor flashed and a wave of magic passed through me, making my skin tingle.


YOU HAVE BEEN BLESSED WITH THE DANCE OF FATE! YOUR REACTION SPEED HAS BEEN INCREASED BY 5% AND THERE IS A CHANCE THAT ANY MAGICAL ATTACKS MADE AGAINST YOU WILL BACKFIRE UPON THE CASTER. ONLY ONE WARWITCH BLESSING MAY BE ACTIVE AT ANY TIME.




A wide smile spread across my face. “That was amazing! So warwitch is like a bard?”

She shook her head and laughed, stepping back. “Nah. Mostly it’s a melee DPS class with a few magic abilities. Like a paladin, but offensive and not lame.”

I opened my mouth to protest but caught a twinkle of amusement in her eyes. “I see what you did there. Can you heal at all?”

She shook her head. “Not really. I can get some cool life drain spells at level ten if I choose to spec in the path of blood, but I’m not sure if that’s the direction I wanna go. Figure I’ll make the call when I hit ten and see what the sisters have to say.”

“Do all the buffs need the whole song and dance routine?” I asked with a smile. “Not that I’m complaining or anything.”

She punched me playfully in the arm and shook her head. “The chant’s all it really needs, but it lasts longer and has a better bonus if I do the dance too. More work, more reward.”

“What do the other dances do?” I asked.

 “I’ve got one that’ll buff spell damage, but that’s it. I use it when I’m flying solo or there’s a mage in the party. Using it with just the two of us probably wouldn’t be the best choice. Can’t be too awesome and pull aggro off you,” she said with a grin.

“Sounds reasonable. Hopefully you won’t be getting hit that much. My healing has a pretty long cooldown and requires touch to cast, so stay close.”

She nodded and shuffled closer, her shoulder pressed against my own. “Not a problem,” she said with a wink.

I laughed and then remembered a skill of my own. “Oh, hold on a sec,” I said and targeted her with my Bodyguard skill.


YOU HAVE SELECTED MORRIGAN AS YOUR CHARGE.




Setting my sister’s character, Leilani, as my charge had become so much of a habit I’d almost forgotten it could be used with anyone in my party.

She stopped mid-stride and looked over at me. “What’s this charge thing all about?”

“It’s part of my Knight Bastion class. I choose a party member that I need to protect and it gives me a bunch of buffs that’ll help with it. It’ll channel some of your threat to me so it'll be easier for me to hold aggro. Makes my skills cheaper too if you’re close by. Usually it goes on the healer to make sure they don’t get wrecked, but since it's just the two of us…” I shrugged.

She laughed. “You’re literally a knight in shining armor. Hah. I can protect myself, but I appreciate the challenge.”

“Challenge?” I asked, a confused expression on my face. “What?”

“To see if I can do enough damage to steal aggro,” she said with an innocent smile.

I blinked. “But it’s a level fifteen zone. If they target you I-”

She elbowed me and grinned. “I’m a big girl. I can handle myself.”

“Oh, I don’t doubt it.”

A loud, cackling bark broke the silence, echoing from ahead on the path.

Morrigan whipped around, spear held ready. She chanted something under her breath and the swirling patterns on her spear started to glow.

“Do you know what’s coming?” I asked as the source of the barking got closer. “This is the first time I’ve been to this area.”

 “Sounds like a hunting pack,” she replied. “Wandering mobs for the zone. This close to the city, they probably won’t be too tough.”

I scanned the path ahead, readying my shield and cursing myself for forgetting to buff up before leaving the town. Maybe we’ve got time to buff before they get here, I thought and then asked out loud, “How long do we have?”

She looked back at me and wrinkled her nose in thought. “Uhm… About twenty seconds,” she said and then took off at a sprint down the path. “Try to keep up!”

It took me a minute to realize what was happening. I tried to catch up, but she had to be at least twice as fast as I was. “Not fair,” I yelled. “I’m wearing like a hundred pounds of armor!”

The pathway ahead bent sharply to the left, and as she disappeared around the corner, I heard her answer echoing off the walls. “I’m not responsible for your poor life choices!”

The barking rose to a crescendo, followed almost immediately by a loud, pain-filled yelp and the angry scream of a guttural voice. “You’s gunna pay for that!”

I turned the corner a few seconds later and took in the scene. Morrigan was standing over the corpse of a large, doglike creature that looked like a cross between an armadillo and a grayhound. The dead pup’s three packmates were doing their best to get revenge, yipping as they tried to get past her spear.

About twenty feet beyond the dog fight was a massive, glaive wielding humanoid with rocky, gray skin was yelling encouragement to the hounds as he rushed towards the fight.

The spirals on Morrigan’s spear had dimmed, but those on her armor were now glowing a dark scarlet. “Any time now would be nice,” she called out as she barely avoided getting her hand chewed off.

I rushed to catch up, panting with the effort. “Thought… you… could handle… yourself?” I gasped before finally getting close enough for my perception and other abilities to kick in.


<HALF-TROLL HUNTSMAN>  
<FENRID> <FENRID> <FENRID>




All four of the mob names were gray, indicating they were much lower level than I was and were unlikely to pose a challenge. For me, that is.

One of the Fenrids dashed in and sank its teeth into Morrigan’s calf, ripping away a mouthful of flesh and feathers. Her health dropped by twenty percent, and she cried out in pain. She tried to dodge away, but lost her balance when her injured calf refused to take her weight.

The world blurred around me as I activated Dash and accelerated at superhuman speed towards the closest Fenrid, smashing into it with my shield and sending it tumbling. It rolled across the rocky ground, most of its health bar gone from the single attack.

A quick slash of my sword knocked another of the creatures away, cleaving through its shell and sending its bright pink blood splattering the stony ground.

Morrigan quaffed a potion and regained her feet, facing off against the last of the creatures. She advanced on the Fenrid, her spear slashing and thrusting in to take small chunks out of its hide and hit points.

Since she had the final puppy in hand, I slipped into the path of the huntsman and activated my taunt skill, Menacing Blow. I slapped it across the face with the flat of my blade, doing minimal damage, but firmly gaining his attention.

“How’s it going over there?” I called out, catching the half-troll’s glaive on my shield as I led him towards the injured pup.

“Just…” she said between attacks, the sound of her spear skidding off bony plates punctuating each word. “… fine. Just one more… and…”

A cut off yelp was all that announced the death of the Fenrid, leaving only their master and the crippled pup. Morrigan finished it with a quick stab and then appeared at my side.

“You want this guy?” I asked, shoving the half-troll off balance with a push from my shield and sending it stumbling into her path.

“Don’t mind if I do,” she said and rushed forward, chanting what sounded like nonsense to me as she went on the attack. Her spear flashed with crimson light as it poked holes in the half-troll’s defenses and drew his blood.

His attention was still firmly focused on me, but his attacks faltered under the onslaught of the warwitch’s spear.

One on one, the huntsman was no match for Morrigan’s fury, and she finished it off with little effort.

YOUR PARTY HAS KILLED 4X FENRIDS. YOU HAVE GAINED 20XP!

YOUR PARTY HAS KILLED 1X HALF-TROLL HUNTSMAN. YOU HAVE GAINED 40XP!

“What the hell?” she said as the messages scrolled by. “Those guys usually give me a lot more xp.”

 “You’re level nine. I’m fifteen. I’m thankful they gave us any xp at all,” I said with a laugh.

I turned to see her glaring at me. Her eyes narrowed to slits. “Don’t worry,” I said. “Once we get to the valley, the mobs will all be my level and we’ll get a lot more xp. I promise.”

“Huh,” she said. “Sorry. I don’t get that much time to play so I like to maximize my gains.”

I smiled as her words sunk in, stirring up some butterflies in my stomach. Her gaming time was limited, and she still made plans to spend it with me. I pushed them down and wiped the goofy smile from my face, getting back to business. “Would you like to do the honors?” I asked, gesturing to the corpses.

She smiled and pulled out a skinning knife. “You get the troll. The hide on those dog things has my name written all over it.”

I groaned, dropping my head into my hands. Of course, I thought. No Kababala means quick looting, right? No more waiting around for him to chop up everything in existence after a fight? WRONG.

But as I watched the angel of baddassery at work, her black wings mantled over the corpse she was skinning like a bird of prey with their latest catch, I had to admit that I didn’t mind the wait, or the view, one bit.

…
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After looting the huntsman of his meager two silver, I settled down to rest and cast the buffs I should have prepared before setting out. So while Morrigan was busy hacking the flesh off of the four Fenrids, I took a knee and got to “praying.”

I started my Holy Strength spell and repeated the words that scrolled across my vision, matching the cadence shown by the bouncy karaoke ball without effort. “I call upon the light to fill me with strength. Fill my heart with courage, my mind with passion, and my body with power,” I intoned, and felt my muscles tighten and thrum.

Blessing of Protection was next. It was a new spell I’d gained with my Knight Bastion class that reduced physical damage by a percent or two. “I call upon the light to shield me. Strengthen my resolve and defend me against those who would plunge the world into darkness.”

A warm glow spread over my skin and then disappeared, leaving only a faint tingling behind. And the icon on my HUD.

I glanced over to see Morrigan looking at me with a wry grin, tapping her foot in an exaggerated manner. “About time,” she said with a wink. “Got any more of those buffy wuffies for little old me?”

“Sorry. They’re self only right now,” I replied. Once I got my protection spell to a higher rank, I’d be able to cast it on my party members, but most of the points I’d gotten since my class change had gone into my tank skills, which included a bunch of new ones I’d gotten with my class change.

I stood up and got a better look at her and blinked. Her body armor had changed slightly. I couldn’t remember exactly what it looked like before, but I was sure that it wasn’t the same texture as the leathery shells of the Fenrids.

“What did you do to your armor? That was some speedy crafting.” I said, gesturing to the new piece.

She grinned. “Oh, I didn’t craft it. One of my class skills is called Living Armor. It lets me absorb new organic materials and incorporate them into my kit.”

“What about looted armor?” I asked. “What do you do then?”

“Wear it?” she said with a shrug. “I’m not married to this stuff.” She tapped the hardened leather of her new breastplate. “The skill lets me use any natural armor as a base. I just need time to attune it and paint on all the swirlies.”

My eyebrows shot up. “Wow, that sounds awesome. I’d love to be able to upgrade my gear without having to fully replace it every few levels.”

She nodded and struck a pose. “I know. I’m awesome.”

Laughing together, we headed away from the despawning mobs and deeper into the crags, making our way towards the Valley of Endless Night.

The rest of the journey was relatively uneventful. There were a few random beasties that decided to try their luck, but all they got for their trouble was a one-way ticket to Morrigan’s skin collection.

Eventually, we arrived at our destination. There was a small encampment at the mouth of the valley that looked like something out of one of the old Indiana Jones movies Kyle had made me watch as some sort of geek initiation.

The special effects were garbage, but the stories were pretty good. I watched the first three movies back to back, but when I tried to put in the one about a crystal skull, he’d grabbed the remote and shut the TV off, grumbling about how there were really only three.

Past the camp was a shimmering veil marking the beginning of the valley. From what I’d read, it was a dome that covered the entire area and blocked out most light, keeping the area inside in a state of perpetual night.

There was a large pavilion tent in the center of the encampment filled with tables. The tables were covered with broken vases, stone tablets, statues, and other artifacts in various stages of repair. Sitting in front of the tables was a lone man, dressed in soiled and bloody clothing, weeping into his hands.

This had to be the guy with the quest. The forums hadn’t said anything about the dude’s emotional state, but since he was the only one around, it was sort of a given.

“What do you think is wrong?” Morrigan asked, gesturing at the man.

I leaned in and started to whisper the reply, but caught myself and switched to the party chat. The NPCs were programmed to act like normal people, and I didn’t want to mess up our ability to get the quest by making the guy think we already knew about his daughter.


[P] ME: THIS IS THE QUEST NPC. 
[P] MORRIGAN: OK? AND?
[P] ME: JUST WATCH AND LISTEN. NOT GOING TO SPOIL THE QUEST. WHAT FUN IS THAT?
[P] MORRIGAN: BUT YOU ALREADY KNOW IT, RIGHT?
[P] ME: I DIDN’T READ ANY OF THE DETAILS, JUST THAT THE NPC IS HERE AND THE QUEST CAN GET US A NICE REWARD.
[P] MORRIGAN: FINE.




“Excuse me, sir,” I said, approaching the weeping man. “Are you alright?”

He looked up and my Perception kicked in, revealing his name as Lead Archaeologist Samuel Jones. “Wh-what?” he sputtered, looking rapidly back and forth between us before his gaze fixated on my sword.

“N-n-no,” he sobbed. “I’m definitely not okay. I should never have come here. Never should have brought her here. My wife is going to kill me… I should have just let the undead take me like they did the rest.”

“What happened?” Morrigan said, playing along.

Mr. Jones sniffed and wiped his eyes on his bloodstained sleeve. “Our expedition was recovering artifacts from the valley. They said it was dangerous, but we figured the wards the Temple of Purity provided were strong and would have held back any undead in the area.”

He looked down at his dirt-encrusted hands and shook. “M-my daughter, Genevieve. She was my assistant on this expedition. So bright and full of promise. She knew more than I about some of the inscriptions we found. It was a dream to share my passion for the past with her.”

I nodded and smiled. “I’m sure she was great.”

The archaeologist ignored my comment and continued his tale, his words growing heated with anger. “But that scoundrel, Lucas. He ruined it all! And for what? Some jewels? A golden tablet? He broke the ward to cover his escape, and he was gone before we knew what was happening and the undead were in the building.”

“What a douchebag,” Morrigan said with a scowl. “I hope the quest is to shank that Lucas guy.”

Jones whimpered. “We weren’t adventurers, but we weren’t pushovers either. We lost many to the suddenness of the attack. My apprentice Stefan… he took three of the creatures down himself, smashing them with the broken arm of a statue he was recovering. But there were too many of them!”

“And when it came…” he said and huddled down, his entire body shivering in fear. “I couldn’t even move! Even when it grabbed my precious Genevieve and dragged her away.”

I moved forward and touched his shoulder gently, trying to console him as best I could. “There was nothing you could have done,” I said. “The forces of the night are more than most mortals can face.”

He looked up at me and snarled. “I could have died! I could have died with them all!” He batted my hand from his shoulder and then sobbed as his anger drained away. “But I ran. Like a coward. I ran.”

Morrigan looked down at the man in pity. “Damn. That’s messed up.”

“Are you sure she’s dead?” I asked. “You didn’t actually see the undead kill her. If it was going to kill her, wouldn’t he have just… done it?”

The man looked up at me, eyes wide, and then grabbed at my tabard. “She could be alive?” he sputtered, snot and tears flowing down his face. “Please, sir! Please! You have to rescue her!”

And there it was.

QUEST AVAILABLE – DADDY’S LITTLE GIRL

GENEVIEVE JONES, ARCHAEOLOGIST IN TRAINING, HAS BEEN KIDNAPPED BY AN INTELLIGENT UNDEAD WITHIN THE VALLEY OF ENDLESS NIGHT. SEARCH THE RUINS AND RESCUE HER BEFORE HER CAPTORS CAN EXECUTE THEIR MASTER PLAN.

CRITERIA:
-SEARCH THE RUINS [0/3]
-LOCATE AND RESCUE GENEVIEVE JONES [0/1]
-DESTROY HER KIDNAPPER [0/1]
REWARDS: 1000XP, REPUTATION WITH THE LEAGUE OF EXPLORERS, A CHOICE OF ARTIFACTS FROM THE EXPEDITION’S COLLECTION.
ACCEPT? (Y/N)

“Bring her back and you can have anything I have! Both of you. Just bring my baby back to me,” he said and then snarled, “And destroy that… thing!”

I hit yes, of course. This quest was the whole reason we were here, after all. But I had to admit the writers really knew how to tug at the heart strings. I’d probably do the quest regardless just to help out the poor NPC, and when I saw the remnants of hastily wiped away tears still visible on Morrigan’s face, I suspected she felt the same.

“Of course,” I said out loud, and the man started weeping in gratitude. I looked over at Morrigan and we shared a smile. It was undead smiting time.

…
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We headed away from the camp, planning our next move as we went. Accepting the quest had added three waypoints to my map, each marking the general location of a set of ruins to explore. The markers were all on the edges of the valley, close enough to the cliffs to have some shielding from the wind and likely the only reason they hadn’t yet been swallowed by the desert.

There was no telling where the boss undead had taken Genevieve, but knowing RPG logic, we would have to clear all three ruins before the boss encounter would be available.

Neither of us wanted to cross the desert itself. Even though it was dark, the designers had still made the entire place as hot as balls, regardless of any real-world physics. Less than a minute into the zone, we got hit by a “Parched” status that required us to drink water every twenty minutes or suffer a stacking con penalty. Luckily the devs were kind enough to leave out the odors that would normally accompany that much sweat.

We traveled silently towards the first of the markers. Well, she traveled silently. I traveled like a shopping cart full of aluminum cans on route to the recycling center. But despite my clattering, we reached the outskirts of the ruins without being jumped by any wandering mobs.

When the quest said to explore ruins, the picture that came into my brain was of piles of broken stone and crumbled statues, but what rose out of the sand before us was much more intact.

There was a large central building with three standing walls and part of its ceiling intact. Three smaller buildings stood nearby, in various states of disrepair, none of which I had any intention of going near. Getting crushed to death because I sneezed inside an ancient house was not how I wanted to go out.

Scattered between the buildings were several piles of partially buried rubble where other buildings had probably once stood.

Shambling between two of the nearest rubble piles was a small group of skeletons dressed in ragged armor and wielding rusted and broken weapons. Their eyes glowed a dull red, and they seemed driven by some sort of unknown purpose.

Whenever they reached one of the piles of rubble, most of the pack would drop their weapons and dig around in the sand for a minute or so before giving up and returning to their ambling patrol.

“What do you think they’re looking for?” Morrigan asked as she watched their bizarre behavior.

I shrugged. “I don’t know. There’s probably a lot of lore about this place for people who are into that sort of thing. Maybe Mr. Jones’ll fill us in after we rescue his daughter.”

“Or the big bad evil guy will monologue about it before trying to kill us,” she said with a grin.

I laughed and glanced back toward the skellies to make sure they hadn’t been alerted by our chatter. “Yeah. That would be some classic villain behavior right there,” I said and drew my sword. “You ready to smite the unclean?”

She rolled her eyes. “Yes, let’s ‘smite the unclean’,” she replied, emphasizing the phrase with air quotes, and we stepped out into the open.

I moved to the front and primed my Light of the Martyr skill, an AOE taunt that would ensure the entire pack of walking dead would concentrate on me and not my more nimble, yet squishy companion.

 Four pairs of red eyes turned in our direction as the undead were attracted to my glowing shield. With a silent scream, they grabbed their weapons from the sand and lurched our way as fast as their bones could carry them.

Morrigan stepped in front of me, chanting a quick spell that made her entire spear glow a light blue. With a heave, she launched it at the incoming undead.

The glowing spear flew through the air and thudded into the sand among the enemy. With a flash, a bolt of lightning lanced down from above and struck the spear, sending tendrils of electricity arcing into the nearby enemy. Where the lightning touched, the undead’s bones were blackened, but their health bars only barely moved.

With a second flash, the spear disappeared from the now smoking crater and reappeared in Morrigan’s fist.

All four pairs of eyes turned away from me and locked onto Morrigan, and with another silent roar, they charged.

“Uh oh,” she said and slipped behind me.

“Uh, yeah!” I replied. “Let’s hope I can pull them off of you.”

“Sorry,” she whispered. “Forgot we were going big game hunting here for a second.”

 “We should be okay,” I replied and then rushed forward to intercept the skeletons, calling “awesome AOE though” over my shoulder.

I activated Dash and flashed across the sand, smashing the lead skeleton with my shield and sending it skidding backwards. A wave of light erupted from my shield and washed over the group, doing no damage but turning those glowing red eyes back to me where they belonged.

I set my shield, raised my sword into a defensive position, and braced myself as I scanned the enemy.


<RISEN SOLDIER> <RISEN SOLDIER> <RISEN SOLDIER> <RISEN SOLDIER>




All four names were displayed in white, which was a relief. White meant they were within a level or two of my character and should be manageable. Decent XP too.

And nothing to skin either, I thought with a grin. Kababala would probably spend forever grabbing all of their bones, but I don’t think I’ll have to worry about that with her.

Two Risen attacked almost in sync and I had to split my attention to avoid finding out what tetanus would feel like. A shift in my stance and a raised shield easily deflected the first blow, while a circular parry drove the second’s weapon into the sand.

I used Shield Bash and stepped into the closest Risen, the extra bump of power from the skill giving my shield enough umph to knock the skeleton backwards and onto the ground.

With that one out of the way, I whipped my blade up and around, striking the second Risen across the shoulders with a Smite. Holy energy flared along the blade, blasting through the skeleton’s shoulder blade and half of its ribs. Its health bar dropped below half, and it stumbled to the side.

Morrigan’s spear was there to meet it. As the blade made contact, a soft red glow flowed out of it and into the bone, leaving a shallow wound that started to smolder. The piercing damage of the spear wasn’t great against skeletal targets, but her fire magic more than made up the difference.

The Risen’s health ticked down as the bone started to smoke and glow a dull red, eventually bursting into flames when the spell reached its peak.

The untouched Risen joined the party with a massive overhand swing of its rusty glaive. I caught the blow on my shield and stepped backwards to keep all of the undead in my sight.

Even burning up from the inside with a feisty bird-woman stabbing at its flanks, I was still the target of that Risen, so when I shifted it followed, ignoring Morrigan.

Not one to argue with an easy target, she drove her spear into the base of its exposed skull and finished it off.

I triggered Stunning Blow and swung at the glaive wielder’s arm. The skill guided my blade to a weak point on the creature’s limb. Its arm shattered as the blow connected and its glaive drooped in its grasp, its skeletal hand barely keeping a hold of the weapon.

A thump against my back knocked me forward, followed by a dull pain and the sensation of warm blood trickling down my back. I’d lost sight of one of the Risen in the fray and paid for it. My health dropped by five percent as my armor absorbed most of the attack.

My Bastion class skill kicked in, dulling the pain of the blow and allowing me to counterattack without any loss of concentration. My wild Smite hit the Risen center mass and sheared through its sternum and spine, blasting it apart with holy energy. I was surprised the blow was enough to kill it, but as the bones were falling, I spotted the telltale marks of Morrigan’s spear.

“Two down!” she shouted and dashed past me, her spear batting away a rusty sword that was inches from my face.

I slashed into both of the remaining undead with Menacing Blows, my sword leaving small, yet aggravating, wounds on the skeletons.

We focused on the skeleton that I’d bashed earlier, quickly burning through its remaining health. I ignored the second skeleton, taking several small wounds as it smashed its dull sword against my heavy armor.

Once the third Risen was down, it was clobbering time, and it was a good thing the undead didn’t have feelings because if they did I might have felt sorry for it.


YOUR PARTY HAS KILLED 4X RISEN SOLDIER. YOU HAVE GAINED 424XP!
MORRIGAN HAS REACHED LEVEL 10!




“Woot!” Morrigan yelled and did a little dance, mimicking one of those fads of the early 2020s. I think it was called the floss?

I couldn’t help but laugh. “Congratulations,” I said between breaths. “Level ten’s a big one.”

She smiled. “Yeah. Sucks I won’t get to learn my new skills until I hit up the trainer, but I’m not going to waste our night with a trip to the aerie. By the time I got there and back it’d be time to log.”

“Okay,” I said, happy that she’d be sticking around. “Where is the aerie anyhow?”

Her cheerful look disappeared, and she looked at me with a flat stare. “I would tell you, but then I would have to kill you.”

I raised my hands and started to withdraw my request, but her expression cracked and she started to laugh. “You should have seen your face,” she said. “It’s no secret, but you’d have a hell of a time getting there.”

She paused for a second and then continued. “I just realized I never answered you when you asked what race I chose. This toon is a corvian. The description in char creation called them a mystical race of ancient elves, imbued with the spirit of the crow, yadda, yadda; but I just saw the wings and was sold.”

“They are pretty badass,” I said.

She flared them out and twisted in place to show them off. “Didn’t realize I wouldn’t be able to fly yet though,” she said with a sigh. “At least I can fall like a pro.”

I snorted and then pretended to cough to cover it up, but her look said she wasn’t buying it. “Laugh all you want, funny-man, but it's true. As long as I have time to activate the skill I can change any fall into a graceful glide.”

“Graceful as in dropkicking me in the back?” I asked and rubbed between my shoulder blades.

She smiled and shrugged. “It’s a work in progress. Plus, it won’t be too long. From what I’ve read, I’ll get out of combat flight at fifteen.”

A clap of thunder split the air, startling us both, and large, hot raindrops fell from the darkness overhead.

“What the hell?” I said. “How is it raining? For one, it’s a desert,” I said and then gestured upwards, “and there are no clouds!”

A bolt of lightning lanced out of the sky and struck a pile of rubble nearby, blasting fist-size chunks out of the rocks.

“Oh God! It’s not water,” Morrigan said and spat into the sand. It was hard to tell in the dim light, but looking down at my tabard brought the reality home. It was raining blood.

“Quick! Take shelter!” I yelled and led the way, my shield raised as a makeshift umbrella.

A second later I had a blood-drenched warwitch pressed against me under my shield. I almost tripped, but managed to adapt my stride to accommodate for her presence.

“Uh, sorry,” she said, “but you’ve got an umbrella and getting blood out of my feathers is going to suck.”

I shifted my shield slightly to offer us both some more protection from the rain and tried to hold in a laugh. Her wings were still fully exposed to the rain and while my shield was big, it wasn’t big enough to cover everything. It’s the thought that counts, right?

We moved as fast as possible huddled under the shield and into the larger ruin, gaining some shelter from the sanguine rain.

I looked down at my tabard and grimaced. Even with the shield-brella, my once pristine white garment was now a distinct shade of red. I brushed myself off the best I could, getting as clean as possible.

Morrigan spread her wings, and before I could react, I was hit with a spray of blood as she shook herself off like a dog after a dip in the pool.

“Really?” I said, blood dripping down my face, plastering a strand of hair over my eyes and mouth.

She gave me a sheepish smile and reached out to brush the offending hair aside. “If it makes you feel any better, I’m a lot dryer now… and you look good in red?”

I chuckled. It was hard to stay mad, especially when it was all a game anyway. “Uh huh,” I said and flicked some of the blood back at her, only then noticing the glowing red eyes in the darkness behind her. “Watch out!”

The creature emerged in a rush and slashed at Morrigan with its long, boney claws. Its talons ripped through her armor and the flesh beneath, the force of the blow knocking her backwards into a nearby wall.

She slid down the wall, leaving a red streak on the stone. For a second I thought she’d been one-shotted by the giant skeleton until I remembered she was soaked from the rain outside. And her health was still at twenty percent in the party window.

It lunged toward her to finish her off, but before it could reach her prone form, I leapt into the way and caught its blow on my shield. Its attack drove me back a step, and the creature disengaged and crouched down, giving me a clear look for the first time.

Unlike the Risen Soldiers we’d encountered outside, this one was made of sterner stuff. It had a pair of massive tusks and elongated arms ending in the wicked claws Morrigan had recently become intimately acquainted with.

Perception kicked in, displaying its name in white.


<RISEN TROLL>




It gnashed its teeth and lunged at me again, each swipe of its claws driving me backwards and chipping away small slices of my health even through my shield.

I cut into its arm with a Menacing Blow, fixing its attention on me and away from Morrigan and then maneuvered to lead it away from the warwitch.

A second slash, crackling with the holy energy of a Smite blasted into the troll’s femur, cracking the bone and dropping its health bar by ten percent.

Morrigan rejoined the fight with a flurry of attacks, her face an expression of fury. Her spear slashed and thrust forward, taking a small, but definitely noticeable toll on the creature’s health.

I slashed at its torso with a Menacing Blow but misjudged the timing and got a gut full of skeletal troll claws in trade. Its talons scrabbled over the plates until they caught in the gaps and pierced through the mail underneath, cutting through the padding and into my flesh.

My breath rushed out in a gasp, and it was hard to breathe until my Bastion skill kicked in and a cool numbness washed away the pain. I brought my sword down onto the skeleton’s wrist and knocked it away, the claws ripping out of my flesh almost as painful as they were going in.

I settled into a routine, thoroughly enjoying the reduced skill cost from Morrigan’s proximity. I was used to the benefit being hit or miss when acting as my sister’s bodyguard. Healing both me and the rest of the party often took her too far away for the buff to be active.

The warwitch ducked under the Risen’s claw and stabbed her spear upwards into its mouth, breaking off one of its tusks and discharging whatever spell she had prepared inside. The red glow of its eyes was replaced with another, much less healthy shade of red. Smoke started to leak out of its eyes and its health started to tick down.

It reached up and grabbed at its eyes as if it could feel what was going on, and I didn’t miss the opportunity to step in and land a massive blow to its chest, dropping its health into the single digits.

Morrigan belted out a command word that sounded suspiciously like “Fuego!” and the creature’s skull exploded, showering us both with bone fragments while the rest of the skeletal monster crumbled to the ground.

YOUR PARTY HAS KILLED A RISEN TROLL. YOU HAVE GAINED 226XP!

QUEST UPDATE: SEARCH THE RUINS [1/3]

“Woah!” I said. “Where’d that come from? I don’t remember you exploding the smaller skeletons.”

Her face split in a giant smile. “Level ten, baby. The spell still burns them up over time, but I can make it explode if I want. The longer I let it burn, the bigger the explosion too.”

“Awesome. So tag a bunch of foes and let ‘em simmer, then BOOM!”

She nodded. “Yeah. I’m glad I spent the points on that one. I’m excited to see what my other skill will do at ten too but I wanna save as many points as possible for when I choose my path.”

“Brilliant and beautiful,” I said with a smile and then gestured towards the door. “Ready for more?”

She looked out to where the blood rain was still going strong and shook her head. “Let’s look around first. There’s gotta be something cool in here, else why have Toothy McToothface spawn here.”

She used her spear to dig around in the pile of broken bits that had been the Risen Troll and smiled. She bent down and pulled a large piece of some sort of amber crystal out of the sand. “Always search your kills,” she said and tossed the crystal to me.


<SOULSTONE SHARD>




“Any clue what that’s for?” she asked.

I shrugged. “No clue. My necro friend Kababala would probably know. This looks like one of those gems he stuffs souls into, but I’ve never seen one this big.”

Her eyes widened. “Did you say he stuff souls into gems? Aren’t you paladins supposed to be against that sort of thing?”

I was confused for a second but then laughed and replied, “Oh they’re not 'soul' souls. It’s just energy, like an imprint of the mob. It lets him add skills and stuff to his skellies.”

She looked dubious, but I just smiled and continued, “I’ll introduce you one day and you can ask him. If we party, you two can fight about who gets to cut up the bodies.”

I turned away while she stood there gaping at me, and I hid a chuckle behind my shield as she called out, “I’m not cutting them up, I’m just taking their… skin… to improve my armor.”

“Sure thing, Leatherface,” I said with a grin and ducked into the next part of the building before she could react, calling backwards, “Good thing there are no chainsaws in this game.”

She followed; her eyes narrowed, but there was a hint of amusement there. “Just you wait. I’ll have my revenge,” she said.

It was pitch black inside, so Morrigan used a spell that caused a small wisp of light to float in the air above her head. It wasn’t much light, but it was enough for us to see by, especially in the enclosed area.

The ruins were full of interesting artifacts and other remnants left behind by the former inhabitants of the valley, but any time we tried to take any of them they crumbled to dust and reappeared in their original location. 

It only took a few minutes before we realized the futility of our foray into archaeology and decided to head out. Luckily by then the sky had stopped bleeding all over the place so we were able to move in relative comfort.

…
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We rehydrated and set out towards the next marker. Once again, the dark yet scalding desert sands failed to cough up any XP between sites.

We crested a dune and the ruins came fully into view, filling a bowl formed by large dunes on either side. Only a single building was visible above the sand. It looked like some sort of medieval-esque tower built out of gray stone, complete with crenellations.

There was a single opening in the tower visible above the sand that looked more like a window than a doorway. Judging from what I could see from our current location, getting through was probably going to be a challenge for me in my armor.

“That doesn’t look ominous or anything,” Morrigan said and gestured towards the opening. “How deep do you think it’ll go?”

“Judging by the last one it should be pretty simple,” I replied. “I mean, it’s not a dungeon or anything.”

“Okay,” she said and then started forward, calling back, “Maybe this one will have some loot, too.”

We made it to the opening with no issues and looked through. There was maybe a five-foot pocket of open air inside the tower, which made no sense at all… until the land behind us erupted in a giant plume of sand.

I whirled and raised my shield, barely in time to block the blow from a huge, rusty axe screaming towards my skull. The force of the blow sent ripples of pain shooting up my arm, and I was driven halfway to my knees before the towering form of another troll skeleton.

“Four of the little ones coming up behind!” Morrigan yelled.

Great, I thought and lunged into the big guy, trying to get some room to maneuver. “See if you can lead them to me!” I called out and then cut into the big guy’s ribs with a Menacing Blow.

There was a flash and the sharp crack of lightning behind me and then Morrigan was running by. “On your six!”

“What?” I said and glanced backwards to see the train of Risen coming in fast. Crap!

When everyone was in range, I triggered Light of the Martyr, pulling the smaller skeletons off of Morrigan and firmly cementing myself at the top the troll’s hate list.

I shuffled backwards towards the tower, training the more sluggish undead in slow circles around its base as Morrigan slashed and poked at the little guys.

It was exhausting. The sand made everything twice as hard and keeping the current target of her ire from breaking off required me to be on my A game.

We took out the smaller skeletons one by one, being extra careful of the troll’s massive axe. There were several times where I thought we were screwed, but as each Risen Soldier went down things got easier and easier until only the Risen Troll was left.

By that point I was exhausted. My mana was mostly empty, and I was running on the last fumes of my endurance pool, but things were looking good. Somewhere along the line Morrigan had tagged the troll with her fire DOT, so between that and my occasional thwap to keep its attention on me, it was down to half health.

The fight hadn’t been without injury. Keeping track of the human Risen had cost me several blows from the Troll’s massive axe, and even though it was dull as a butter knife after centuries in the sand, the strength behind the blows was enough to do some hefty damage.

I chugged a rejuvenation potion and sighed in relief as my health and mana pools refilled a bit. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to keep taunting the massive creature while Morrigan chipped away at it. Slowly and surely, we beat down the massive skeleton.


YOUR PARTY HAS KILLED 4X RISEN SOLDIER. YOU HAVE GAINED 348XP!
YOUR PARTY HAS KILLED A RISEN TROLL. YOU HAVE GAINED 226XP!
QUEST UPDATE: SEARCH THE RUINS [2/3]




A crystalline chime rang out as another soul gem fell from the crumbling skeleton and hit against a rock under the sand. I reached down and picked it up. It was a slightly different shape than the one we’d gotten from the first troll, but it was the same color.

Morrigan looked at the new gem curiously. “Hey, let me see the soul thingies,” she said and reached for the gem.

I handed them both over and watched as she fiddled with them for a second. With a snap, the two gems fused together into a single, larger gem.

“Oh, I was right!” she said, and held it out to me with a smile. “It’s a puzzle. I wonder if we need the pieces for the end boss.”

I shrugged. “There’s nothing in the quest about it, but if all the big guys are dropping them they’re probably useful for something.”

“Let’s see if there’s another one in the last ruin. If so, we can be sure. Or maybe if we get enough, it’ll give us another heart,” she said and looked at me expectedly.

“Zelda, huh?” I said, “Does that make me Link?”

She shook her head. “Nah, you’re more of a Navi.”

“Huh?” I said, tilting my head quizzically. “The fairy? Why?”

“Cuzz neither one of you can be quiet for more than a few seconds at a time.”

My jaw dropped as she walked away, heading towards the next ruins. She looked back and winked. “You coming?”

…
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We made our way along the cliff walls towards the last marker on the map at the southernmost tip of the valley. From a distance the ruins looked similar to the first two we’d explored, but as we got closer one major difference stood out.

In the center of the normal rubble was a large mound of packed dirt and stone, completely untouched by the sand.

“Who puts a burial mound in the middle of a desert?” Morrigan said.

“I don’t think this place was always a desert,” I replied. “That tower at the last ruin looked like an old-school European castle. If this place was always a desert it would have been one of those Taj Mahal type spires, right?”

She looked thoughtful for a second and then nodded. “Point.”

There was a single opening in the mound and flanking the entrance were a pair of Risen Trolls, each wielding a poleaxe that was in much better condition than the weaponry we’d seen so far.

“This might get a bit dicey,” I said, gesturing towards the big undead. “Not a lot of room for mistakes with two of them, so we’re going to have to be super careful.”

She looked at me and smiled, but I gave her a serious look. “If you pull one of these off me, I may not be able to get its attention fast enough, so please be careful.”

Her expression sobered, and she nodded. “I got it. Definitely don’t want to get hit by one of those.”

“Might be something inside the hill too, so we don’t want to accidentally aggro anything else. You have any non AOE ranged stuff you can pull with?”

She nodded. “I can just throw my spear without a spell. Doesn’t do a lot of damage that way but it should still get their attention.”

“It’ll bamf back without a spell?” I asked, and she nodded. “Perfect! Let’s find a good spot.”

The most defensible position we could find within throwing range of the undead was a narrow spot between two piles of rubble. It wasn’t a complete choke point but anyone trying to navigate the rubble would probably break an ankle or two. Morrigan might be able to pull it off with her high agility, but the giant skeletons would be screwed.

She looked at me with excitement in her eyes and I nodded. Seconds later her spear was soaring through the air towards the rightmost troll. It came down hard… into the sand, two feet to the right of the target who just stood there, unimpressed.

I glanced over at her and she shrugged. “I never said I was good at it.”

The spear reappeared in her hand with a flash, and she took another shot. It flew through the air and into the target, slipping through a gap in the ribs and lodged in place. The undead’s health bar dropped by a sliver, but that was enough.

The Risen Troll looked down at the weapon with its glowing red eyes and ripped it out of its chest. Its gaze swept the area for the source of the attack and locked onto Morrigan.

With a silent roar, the troll raised its weapon and charged, followed close behind by the second undead guard.

“Okay good!” I shouted. “It’s clobbering time!”

She laughed and hopped behind me, gripping her returned spear in both hands. “Don’t tell them that!”

I snickered and raised my shield with Light of the Martyr primed and ready.

The lead creature brought its poleaxe around in a massive overhead swing that I easily sidestepped. The Risen’s overextension provided the perfect opening to land a Smite directly to its skull. The holy energy exploded in a bright flash and the top half of the creature’s head went soaring off into the sand.

Critical Hit!

The second Troll arrived several seconds later and pushed its way through, causing the already unstable skeleton to topple onto the rubble pile.

I released Light of the Martyr and then followed the wave of holy energy with a point-blank Dash. I sped under the troll’s raised weapon and slammed my shield into its groin, cracking the brittle bone.

The wave from my AOE taunt washed over both giant skeletons, cementing me in their minds as threat numero uno, and my shield bashing into the ancient, yet now vacant, home of the unmentionables helped cement me firmly as a threat in that one’s mind.

To make absolutely sure I had its full attention, I slashed it across the ribs with a Menacing Blow and then leapt backwards with my shield held high.

In the meantime, Morrigan had gone hog wild on the first undead, taking full advantage of its prone state to beat it like it was a console gamer on a cross platform FPS with the PC crowd. Its already injured skull was a smoldering mess and its health bar was down to ten percent.

I smacked its foot with a Menacing Blow, not wanting to chance losing aggro and nearly collapsed when the second troll’s axe slammed into my side.

I screamed in pain as the blade cut through my armor into my flesh and stumbled to the side. “Who made these things faster?” I yelled, focusing back on the standing troll.

“They don’t seem that fast,” Morrigan replied and laughed. “Maybe you’re just slow.”

Her target was finally back on its feet, but its time was up. Morrigan danced back out of reach and yelled out the command word for her spell, triggering three small explosions that blasted it into pieces.

With a clink, another crystal fell onto the pile of stone amidst the clattering bones.

I lashed out at the remaining enemy, using Smite every time it came off of cooldown and blasting chunks out of the troll with every hit.

Morrigan joined me seconds later, her spear playing a nice counterpoint to my sword. Unlike the mindless creatures we’d faced at the earlier ruins, this Risen was more than just rage personified.

It hooked the butt of its weapon on the lip of my shield and pulled me off balance. I stepped forward to catch myself, but that was exactly what it wanted and with a sudden shift, it cross checked me across the face with the haft of its poleaxe.

While I was still reeling from the blow, it nailed me with a massive overhead chop that went right through my pauldron and into my shoulder, disabling my sword arm.

RISEN TROLL SENTINEL USES HAFT STRIKE! YOU ARE STUNNED (3 SECONDS)!

RISEN TROLL SENTINEL USES CLEAVE! YOUR RIGHT ARM IS DISABLED!

A follow up kick sent me sprawling, but by then the stun had worn off and I was able  to avoid most of the blow while raising my shield against further attacks.

Morrigan looked at me between stabs and winced. “That looked like it hurt,” she said, and I gave her a weak smile. “You should probably block better.”

I couldn’t help but laugh which almost cost me another painful wound as I barely got my shield up in time to block. “Okay, your turn to tank,” I yelled, and the stunned look on her face almost had me cracking up.

“I mean, if you want to rez then sure,” she shot back but continued her assault on the undead’s flanks.

My sword hung useless in my grip, the game mechanics somehow letting me hold on to it without control of my limb. I couldn’t even sheath the weapon which made the next part harder. Lay on Hands, as its name implied, required a free hand.

If I timed it right, I should be able to fix myself up a little, but if I mistimed it at all, I’d probably lose my shield and any hope of victory.

The troll swung at me again, the poleaxe cutting through the air with an audible whoosh until it met my shield with a clang and withdrew. Immediately I let go of the shield’s handle and cast Lay on Hands. The spell caused my hand to glow with healing energy and I slapped myself on the chest, letting the energy flow.

The spell filled up my health bar but did nothing for my disabled arm. Crap, I thought, wishing my big sis was around to fix me up. I’d hoped my spell would do the trick, but no dice.

“Uh,” I said as I grasped my shield once again just in time to block the next attack. “You’re going to have to finish it.”

The creature was down to twenty percent health, so it was doable. It only had what… seven levels on her?

She glanced back at me and smiled. “I’ve got this,” she said and proceeded to try to live up to those words.

Arm still dangling, I continued to block the creature’s attacks, hoping the threat shunted to me from the Bodyguard link would be enough to keep it from switching targets.

The skeleton had several burning wounds spread around its body, and its health was down to fifteen percent, so things were looking good… but then things went south.

Morrigan slashed her spear across the creature’s spine, dropping its health to ten percent with a critical hit, which was great. The result… not so much.

Almost in slow motion, the skeletal troll’s gaze shifted to focus squarely on her.

We both cursed simultaneously as the creature’s poleaxe came whipping around. Morrigan tried to dodge out of the way, but even her speed wasn’t enough to get her completely out of the way.

The blade knocked her spear to the side and continued onwards, cutting a massive slash through her midsection. Her armor didn’t even slow the blade as it cut into her. Had it been a more gore-oriented game, her entrails would have been all over the ground.

Her health dropped to almost nothing, and a bleeding icon appeared next to her name. The edges of my vision flashed bright red and a notification I’d never seen before popped up.


YOUR CHARGE HAS BEEN CRITICALLY WOUNDED! DEFENDER’S ZEAL IS NOW AVAILABLE.




I blinked and then mentally mashed the button. A rush of energy surged through my system and all three of my pools started to regenerate. All of my skills came off of cooldown at once and I could move my sword arm again.

The undead moved to finish her off but Dash let me get to her in time to intercept the blow.

My heart was beating a mile a minute, and I felt like every move was in fast forward. I attacked the troll with a flurry of blows, knocking its poleaxe wide and shattering its rib cage. Its health bar was down to a sliver so I raised my sword and activated Smite to finish it off, but before I could strike, Morrigan whispered something and the creature exploded in my face.

I flew through the air and landed with a crash next to the injured warwitch.


YOUR PARTY HAS KILLED 2X RISEN TROLL SENTINELS. YOU HAVE GAINED 452XP!




I groaned and looked in her direction and she flashed me an amused smile. “Told you I had it. That’s two for me, none for you,” she said and then laughed weakly as her health dropped to one percent from the bleed.

I activated Lay on Hands and smushed my hand over her face, healing her of the worst of the wound and stopping the bleeding. “Okay,” I said. “Next time I won’t interfere.”

“Splitsies?” she asked with a small smile.

“Splitsies.”

…
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We settled in to rest and recover from our wounds, chugging more water to stave off the zone’s debuff. Morrigan healed up pretty quickly and collected the loot while my wounds healed and I patched the giant hole in my pauldron. Armor can’t protect you with a giant hole in it.

She found two more of the soulgem shards where the troll skeletons had fallen, and they looked like they would fit together nicely with the pieces we’d recovered from the first two ruins. She put them on the ground, separated by a few inches, but arranged such that their final shape was obvious.

“Think we should put these together yet?” she asked.

I looked at the gems closely. “I don’t know. What’s the worst that could happen?” I said with a shrug.

She punched me in the arm. “Don’t say that! Now it’s bound to be something horrible.”

It didn’t hurt, but I rubbed the arm anyway. “Nah. Probably a MacGuffin or something for the boss fight. Putting it on those big skellies is a pretty obvious tell.

She shrugged. “Maybe, or it’s a trap. Let’s rebuff and then assemble this little puppy and see what we get.”

I re-upped my Holy Strength and Blessing of Protection while Morrigan danced and chanted. I may have been a bit distracted and flubbed my own spells once or twice, but who could blame me.

Once our mana had recovered from casting the buffs Morrigan slid the shards together. The pieces snapped together and glowed briefly with a warm, golden glow that quickly faded.


<SOULGEM OF WARDING>




“Woot,” I shouted. “No badda boom!”

Morrigan reached out and put a finger over my mouth. “Shhh, we don’t know if there are any more of those things out there.”

I shrugged. “If the noise of the battle didn’t pull them in, then I don’t think a simple ‘woot’ would do it,” I said and then gestured to the tunnel into the mound. “Plus, I think our next challenge is in there.”

There was a soft, crimson glow coming from deep inside the barrow. In RPG tropes, it was the equivalent of a giant neon sign.

Morrigan gestured towards the doorway with her spear. “Shall we?”

I bowed and motioned her forward. “After you, m’lady.”

She copied the bow. “No, no. After you, m’lord tank.”

I chuckled and shook my head, taking the lead as we headed towards the door. We kept our eyes peeled as we crossed through the rest of the ruins, but no other undead appeared to play.

We passed through the entrance and into a worked stone corridor that descended into the earth. The air in the barrow was even drier than the desert above, if that was possible, and it stank of decay. The walls were lined with complex patterns of runes and other arcane symbols and were lit by a soft glow. The deeper we got, the more complicated the runework became, but it meant nothing to me.

I nudged Morrigan and gestured towards the walls. “Can you read these things?”

She shook her head. “Nah, looks like a bunch of random stuff to me. My class doesn’t use that wizard mumbo jumbo.”

The faint sound of chanting echoed from up ahead. Not wanting to give any warning, we slowed to a crawl. I tried my best to move quietly, but stealth was definitely not my forte.

Morrigan moved like a shadow, cloaked in some sort of ability that covered her in darkness and made it hard to look at her, demonstrating once again that the warwitch class was definitely OP.

The chanting got louder as we moved deeper, and eventually the actual words of the chant could be made out, even if they weren’t in a language I could understand.

The tunnel opened up into a large burial chamber. The walls were lined with small, human sized alcoves that were mostly empty, and those that were not empty held only bits and pieces of their occupants. There were four larger alcoves as well, all of which were empty.

The center of the room was filled with an altar of some sort, currently occupied by a bound and gagged human woman. I couldn’t see much due to whatever magic was going on, barely getting a view of her close-cropped blonde hair.

Standing over her with a staff in one hand and a sacrificial dagger in the other was an undead caster. Its once-fine robes hung in tatters over his emaciated frame, but the crimson light in its eyes burned brighter than any of the undead we had seen so far.

There was a red mist swirling around the altar and the bound woman, connecting them both to the caster’s raised dagger. I glanced around the room, trying to get a better gauge on the situation, but a flash of movement from over my shield caught my attention.

Morrigan’s spear sailed across the room and sank into the caster’s hip, knocking it away from the altar and disrupting its spell.

Without the steady cadence of the undead’s chanting to guide it, the mist abandoned the altar and intended victim and latched onto the undead itself, eliciting an inhuman scream as it sank into the creature’s flesh and twisted it.

As the mist vanished, the light in the room dimmed significantly. Only the dim light of the carvings covering the walls and ceiling kept us from being plunged into darkness.

The magic transformed the undead caster into a rotting version of the Hulk, with bulging muscles, rage-filled eyes, and just enough remaining cloth to maintain the mob’s digital modesty.

“Oops,” Morrigan said and then flashed me a sheepish smile. “Didn’t expect that to happen.”


QUEST UPDATE: SEARCH THE RUINS [3/3]




I cursed and ran into the room, doing a quick scan of the area to make sure there weren’t any adds waiting in the wings.

The creature finished its transformation and waved its staff at the altar, creating a glowing red force field to keep us from just snatching up Genevieve and booking it. It turned its red eyes on Morrigan and growled, filling the air with a deep, thrumming sound.

It made a slashing motion with its dagger and an arc of red energy flashed across the room and sliced across her leg, opening a long gash as if she’d been hit by the blade itself. Her health dropped by a third and she went tumbling in a ball of leather and feathers.

There was a piercing scream from the woman on the altar as she struggled against her bonds. “Hang in there!” I yelled and continued my charge, racing against the casting bar that had popped up over the creature’s head when my Perception skill kicked in.


<HAEVAR’I SHEVA’LAR, HERALD OF THE END>




I triggered Dash as soon as I was in range, speeding across the room to slam into the Herald with a mighty crash. I bounced, but the casting bar above its head winked out without an accompanying spell so I was at least partially successful.

My sword took on a light of its own as I slashed it across the creature’s massive thigh, cutting through strands of dry, desiccated flesh with my Menacing Blow.

The Herald turned its gaze towards me and clubbed at me with its staff. The ornate wooden weapon slammed into my raised shield with a heavy thud that send shivers up my arm.

The force of the blow was enough to knock me back a step and take a small chunk out of my hit points, but it was the tendrils of jet-black energy that manifested from the headpiece of the staff and wrapped around my shield to sting my shoulder that were the real threat.


HAEVAR’I SHEVA’LAR USES TOUCH OF THE END! YOU ARE INFLICTED WITH MARKED FOR DEATH! [1%]




I leapt backwards, parrying a swipe of the boss’ dagger with my sword as I queried the system for the effects of that mark.

NAME: MARKED FOR DEATH

TYPE: CURSE. CUMULATIVE (CURRENT STATE: 1%)

DESCRIPTION: THIS IS A CUMULATIVE CURSE THAT HAS CHANGING EFFECTS DEPENDING ON THE LEVEL REACHED. EACH APPLICATION OF THE CURSE INCREASES THE PERCENTAGE.

0-15%: NO NOTICEABLE EFFECT.

16-50%: ALL INCOMING HEALING REDUCED BY 50%

51-75%: ALL INCOMING HEALING REDUCED BY 100%

76-99%: LOSE 1% OF CURRENT HIT POINTS EVERY 5 SECONDS.

100%: DEATH.

“Oh crap!” I yelled and ducked the next staff attack. Normally the long game would be in my favor, but with that debuff in play I was probably screwed. “Hey Morrigan!”

A flash of red on the creature’s flank announced her return to the fight as she answered, “Yes?”

“We’re going to have to burn this guy quick,” I said. “Dude’s got a nasty debuff that’ll cut off my healing and turn into a dot after a while, with straight up death at the top of the scale. So, if he swings at you with his staff, don’t get hit, or block!”

She slashed her weapon along the Herald’s thigh, leaving a smoldering gash in place. “Well, that doesn’t sound good. Guess I can spare another skill point or two for the cause.”

“Hmmm,” she said, dancing away for a second. “What would be useful… Oh, I know!” she said and then ran back in.

Using her spear like a pole vault champion, she flew through the air and flying drop kicked the Herald in the shoulder. A small icon appeared next to the boss’ health bar of a paper doll with its left arm highlighted a beautiful red.

“Can’t make attacks if you can’t use your arm!” she yelled and gracefully landed behind it. The creature turned to look at her and barked something in a dry, raspy voice. In answer, black tendrils lanced out from the staff limply hanging at his side and dug into her torso.

The leather and visible flesh around the wounds turned an unhealthy shade of gray and she whimpered as the debuff took hold.

The icon for the Mark of Death appeared next to her health bar in the party window with the counter climbing all the way to twenty percent before she was able to rip free.

Not wanting to waste an opportunity, I rushed in and slashed the Herald across the midsection, activating multiple skills in the single attack, burning a sizeable chunk of my endurance and mana for a single, mighty blow.

My Menacing Blow and Stunning Smite crashed into the Herald’s brittle midsection and cut deeply before discharging holy energy into its long dead organs. The boss reeled backwards and fell against the altar, knocking loose some of the surrounding stonework.

Its health dropped to seventy-five percent, and it froze for a second. Red energy leaked out of its flesh and flowed back into its dagger as its body deflated.

Morrigan threw her spear, hitting the Herald center mass and taking a good five percent from its hit points.

I ran in with an overhand slash that knocked off another three percent, but that was all I had time to do before an explosion of red energy sent me flying through the air.

My breath left my lungs as I slammed into the stone, but I shrugged it off and pushed myself to my feet, ready to take on whatever the next phase of the encounter had in store.

The Herald was floating in front of the altar, its body crawling with dark energy. As we watched, more and more of the dark tendrils poured from of his staff and into his body, somehow causing him to lose even more mass and reducing him to a shriveled skeleton.

The staff crumbled into dust, freeing up the undead’s left hand to form a claw that Freddy Krueger would be envious of.


HAEVAR’I SHEVA’LAR USES OPENING THE GATE AND BECOMES THE HARBINGER OF THE END.




The emaciated Harbinger opened its maw and tendrils of darkness lashed out, barely missing me as I dove to the side. I lashed out before they could recoil and severed the dark appendages, doing minor damage to the boss as the shadowy substance dissipated into the air.

Morrigan dashed in, dropkicking the creature in its chest and sending it floating gently past the altar with minor damage. Her spear whirled and left a pair of slashes across its chest in the shape of an X, and her mana dropped significantly as the edges of those wounds started to smolder.

The Harbinger lashed out with a savage counterattack that sent her flying through the air, landing in a heap with almost no hit points and forty percent on her Mark. She groaned and started to peel herself off the ground but froze, looking at something above the altar with a strange expression on her face. “Hey, Ced,” she called out. “Remember that gemstone?”

“Yeah?” I called back as I waded towards the boss through a barrage of shadow tongues and slashes of red energy. Every missed block or parry was a double blow, decreasing my health while at the same time ticking up the counter on my Mark of Death.

“I think I found out where it goes,” she yelled. “Make sure you keep it distracted and I’ll see if I’m right.”

“Okay,” I called back and moved forward. By the time I got close enough to reach the creature I was already past fifty percent on the counter, and my health wasn’t much better, even with my last-minute application of Lay on Hands before the debuff turned off my healing.

I hit the creature with another Smite, burning away a sizeable chunk of its dark flesh and hit points, but my achievement was short lived. The Harbinger raked its claws across my shield, dragging it to the side and it drove its dagger past my guard and into my stomach.

I felt a burning fire where the blade reached flesh and felt a sucking sensation as the blade drank in my health. I pushed myself off of the blade and scrambled away, but the Harbinger was relentless in its pursuit.

My health dropped to thirty, then twenty, and then ten percent and the corruption reached the point where it started to eat away at my health itself. I was not long for the world, and the boss was still over half health, even if it was just a percent or two above fifty.

“Got it!” Morrigan yelled, and I heard a loud, pure sound ring through the room. The Harbinger screamed and covered its ears, leaving itself open to another Smite.

The purity of the sound seemed to give strength to the holy energy of my skill and the creature was blasted backwards, into the air to hover over the altar.

Its health dropped to thirty-eight percent and the black energy filling it seemed to collapse in on itself, creating a pitch-black sphere that swallowed the Harbinger’s body and then remained hovering above the altar, drinking in the light in the room.


HARBINGER OF THE END HAS INVOKED THE RITE OF ANNIHILATION  




A timer appeared at the corner of my HUD, counting down thirty seconds.

“Burn it!” Morrigan yelled, but I could barely stand.

My health was at five percent and dropping, but she didn’t seem to notice. She launched herself towards the sphere, stabbing and slashing in a frenzy.

Just then, a beam of light the same color as the Soulgem of Warding shot out of the ceiling above the altar and pierced the center of the sphere. Its health ticked down faster than my own. We had a good chance, even if I was going to die.

With a grimace, I activated Last Stand, a skill that would keep me alive beyond the point of death for the next thirty seconds, giving me at least that long to make sure we finished this thing off before shuffling off this mortal coil.

I Dashed in and then started cutting into the ball of nastiness with every skill I could muster, adding to what Morrigan was doing and the additions from the beam of light.

We burned down the black sphere and with ten seconds left in my Last Stand skill it was done.

 

YOUR PARTY HAS KILLED HAEVAR’I SHEVA’LAR! YOU HAVE GAINED 580XP!
MORRIGAN HAS REACHED LEVEL 11!



QUEST UPDATE: DESTROY HER KIDNAPPER [1/1]

 

“Woot!” Morrigan yelled and hugged me. “We did it!”

“Yup!” I said and looked at my hit point bar which read zero percent. “I’ll run back here as soon as I’m done respawning.”

“What?” she said.

“Yeah, my skill is over in five seconds, and I’m dead unless I get healing, and the debuff stops that so...”

“Idiot,” she said and smashed a healing potion on my face. The glass cut into my skin. It stung, but I was already at zero so couldn’t do anything more to me statswise. Surprisingly, the bit of liquid that made it into my mouth actually worked and raised my health by a few points.

I had just enough time to look down at my status window and see that the debuff was gone before the Last Stand timer ran out. I didn’t die, but I did collapse to the ground, barely able to move.

Normally, I thought of Last Stand as just that: a last-ditch effort to kill an enemy before it could get to my party, followed by a trip to the graveyard. I’d never experienced the other aftereffects of the skill before. It sucked, but it was better than death.

My endurance and mana dropped to zero, and in place of the Last Stand buff was the Exhaustion debuff that would make me a potato for the next thirty seconds.

Morrigan bent over me with a concerned look on her face. “Ced? You ok?”

I smiled weakly. “I need a minute. That skill’s a real kick in the…” I started to say and then remembered who I was talking to quickly changed direction. “… teeth. Congrats on the level, by the way.”

She gave me a knowing look and started to reply when there was a scream from the top of the altar.

I groaned and tried to stand, but it was impossible until the debuff ran its course. I couldn’t even regenerate my pools without aid.

While I watched the timer tick down, Morrigan got to work, and the screams faded into hushed conversation and the clink of chains on stone.


QUEST UPDATE: YOU HAVE FREED GENEVIEVE JONES FROM THE CLUTCHES OF THE HERALD OF THE END. ESCORT HER SAFELY BACK TO HER FATHER TO CLAIM YOUR REWARD.




I groaned. I really, really hated escort quests. Please let this one be easy, I prayed to the system gods. Please.

By the time I regained my feet, Morrigan had released the chains binding Genevieve to the altar and helped her down. I approached and nodded to them both, getting a hesitant nod from the archaeologist.

Morrigan smiled. “I was telling Genevieve here that we’d love to escort her back to her father’s camp.”

I nodded. “Of course. I just need a little rest before we go.”

Genevieve sat quietly, staring off into space and sipping from the waterskin we’d given her, the trauma of the experience – or her scripting – keeping her from running off before we were ready.

It took a few minutes, but soon enough my pools were back to full, and I was ready to rock.

***
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We headed out of the tunnel and into the desert, using Morrigan’s spell to illuminate the way. We retraced our steps around the outside of the valley, doing our best to keep clear of the ruins, and any of the undead that had respawned there.

And unlike the escort quests in so many other games, Argos was merciful and didn’t add in any additional spawns to make the quest harder, so we made it back with no issues.

As soon as we entered the camp Jones stepped out of his tent with a table leg clutched in his fist. One look at Genevieve and he dropped his makeshift club and rushed forward, tears streaming down his cheeks. She took off as well, leaping into her father’s embrace before they both collapsed to the sand.

“Oh, my little Genevieve,” Samuel cried, holding his daughter close.

“Father! It was horrible,” she replied, and then broke down once again.

Samuel helped his daughter to her feet and escorted her into the main tent, beckoning us to follow. When we got inside, he took his daughter into a side room and left her there to rest, returning to speak to us once again.

He came up to each of us in turn and took our hands in his, shaking them in thanks. “You saved her. My little girl… She’s my everything. You have my undying gratitude and thanks, and I would like to give you a reward fitting your service.

 

QUEST COMPLETE: DADDY’S LITTLE GIRL

YOU HAVE GAINED 1000XP!

REPUTATION WITH THE LEAGUE OF EXPLORERS HAS INCREASED FROM NEUTRAL TO FRIENDLY


CHOOSE YOUR REWARD:

1) HANDS OF THE LIGHT – A PAIR OF ANCIENT ENCHANTED PLATE GAUNTLETS THAT GRANT A BONUS TO STRENGTH AND THE SMITE SKILL.

2) TALON OF ERIS – A MAGICAL DAGGER WITH THE ABILITY TO DRAIN THE LIFE FORCE OF AN ENEMY AND MAKE IT YOUR OWN.

3) BOOTS OF THE NIGHT STALKER – A PAIR OF LEATHER BOOTS THAT INCREASE ONE’S DEXTERITY AND STEALTH.

4) ORB OF THE OVERSEER – AN ANCIENT ARTIFACT THAT ALLOWS FOR THE DESIGNATION OF AN OVERSEER MINION THAT CAN ORDER AND CONTROL OTHER MINIONS WHEN THE CASTER IS NOT AVAILABLE.

 

I read through the choices, wincing at the first option that would be perfect for my kit. But I was resolved. I selected the gift for Mr. Salvado, the Orb of the Overseer and breathed out a sigh.

Morrigan made her selection as well, and the NPC reached into a chest in the corner and returned with our prizes.

I looked down at the orb, a deep purple marble about the size of a baseball and shrugged. My character had no use for it, but it would be awesome for Kababala, and maybe even make it so he’d have more time to join the team for some higher-level dungeons.

 Morrigan tapped me on the shoulder. “Here. These are for you,” she said, holding out a pair of intricately carved plate gauntlets. “Thanks for bringing me along. And the power leveling.”

I stammered a bit. “But that was your reward. I couldn’t have done it without your help. You deserved those awesome boots.”

She shook her head. “Just take them already. Didn’t your mother ever tell you it’s rude to refuse a gift from a lady?”

I chuckled and took the gloves, equipping them right away. “Thank you. They are awesome. But I didn’t invite you along just to help me out. I genuinely wanted to get to know you better and talking in here is a lot easier for me than in real life.”

She smiled and wrinkled her nose playfully. “I know. I’ve seen you looking at me in class. No need to be so shy.”

I looked away for a moment, unsure of what to say to that so I just shrugged and tried to play it off. “Guilty as charged.”

She grinned and nudged me with a shoulder as we moved out of the camp. “So, you wanna do this again tomorrow night? Do some more quests? Maybe something on a less… sandy continent?” she asked.

My heart started to race. That would be amazing. I’d love to spend more time with her. But I couldn’t. Even though I’d earned the right to play unsupervised, my time was limited and two nights in a row wasn’t going to fly.

I sighed sadly. “I… can’t. My parents are still pretty strict on how much time I can play, still.”

“Oh,” she said calmly, and I felt my stomach lurch. “What about something in real life? Do you like pizza?”

I looked up with a giant smile. “I’d love to get pizza with you.”

“Then it’s a date,” she replied, and logged out.

 

The End

 

------------------
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Chapter 1

 

 

Let’s just be honest, here. All these kids joining OVERTAKEN ONLINE every other day nowadays are a bunch of snot-nosed noobs not knowing nothin’. Me, on the other hand. Heh. I’m a bad motherfucker. 

Darius Hunter.

Raised by the streets. Got my face kicked in by friends and foes alike. It sucked. Big time. So most of the time I stayed home – inside my room with a game controller glued to my hands, and my face aimed at the TV. For hours on end. Days became weeks. Months turned into years. For most dudes, game addiction is a curse. For me, a blessing in disguise. Gaming was my savior. Online games, specifically. So what could be more natural than me signing up to the biggest, coolest, most advanced virtual reality massively multiplayer online role-playing game ever created – OVERTAKEN ONLINE? 

Nothing. Not even one thing in this world could be more natural. I saved up to join this shit the second I heard about it. Sold my car. Quit my dead-end job and just said: “Fuck it.” 

So here I am. 

And lemme tell ya – I’m not just anyone in here. 

I’m a hardcore, bad-ass, second wave Level 10 Battle-Marine. Colonel Hunter of the Godmadrigan Army. Ya better believe it, son! I’ll blast ya face to bloodied brain-juice quicker than a finger snap if I see you’re a Daemonorg demon or Celestial alien.

…

My stream of thought got cut off as I pushed open the fiftieth creaky metal door the last hour. I’d been bouncing around aimlessly in the godforsaken corridors of the Daemonorg Prison-Lab’s lower levels, searching for a good place to hide the backup stash. Now, as the door’s rusty hinges stopped squeaking, I stood face to face with three snarling daemonorg bastards. 

The only sources of light were two burning torches that hung from rusty chains on each side of this gloomy room. The deep orange light reflected in their cracked helmets, which barely clung to their half demon, half zombie-like heads. Luminescent, yellow eyes without pupils lit up their scarred faces draped in grey-beige, rubbery skin. Horns protruded from the edges of their abnormally long jawlines. Clothed in ripped second world war-looking uniforms, filthy with clotted grime, with bulgy, bulletproof vests on top of their jackets. 

Their ragged boots scratched against the dirty metal-plated floor when they separated and readied themselves, aiming the daemonorg’s iconic Rap-Attack automatic rifles at me – basically resembling a thick, high-tech kalashnikov with strips of bluish lights along the entire length of the barrel. 

 Ever since reaching Level 10 a couple of weeks ago, after more than two months inside OVERTAKEN ONLINE, my need for specialized equipment to display class information finally ended. I didn’t need the armor’s helmet visor to show me what was what anymore, because info about others popped up automatically – even if I’d been running around in nothin’ but my undies. 

I felt my lips curl in a subtle smile as their class info appeared above their heads: 

 

Daemonorg Captain 

Level 9 

HP: 200 

Armor: 100 

State: none

Main Skill: Rip’n’Claw

 

I had faced a shitload of assholes since arriving here six hours ago, but these were the highest leveled yet. 

Interesting, I thought, and lifted my own equipped weapon – the powerful Triple-Barreled Shotgun. After modifying it last week, it now packed even more punch. Using the Battle-Marine ability Combine Weapons & Items, I deconstructed a grenade launcher and fused it with the shotgun, creating an alternate firing mode. Now this baby was a close-to-midrange, enemy-devouring powerhouse. I named her Edna – after my grandmother. She was a feisty-ass woman who had single-handedly beat up every bully on our block at one time or another. God rest her foul-mouthed, big-hearted soul. 

The Daemonorg Captains moved slowly further from each other, taking up more space in the dark, empty room. Their shadows stretched across the floor, dancing spasmodically to the tune of the flickering torch flames. 

“Braaawh!” the one on the right suddenly roared, and as my head – and aim – flicked to the noise, the one on the left opened fire. I tried dodging the incoming stream of bullets, but these fuckers were more on-point than the others I’d met here. Searing pain blossomed along my left arm and leg as the slugs dug through my armor. 

 

-14 Armor 

-9 HP 

 

Ignoring the roaring Captain on the right, I cursed and rotated to the firing asshole. Slammed the trigger and felt Edna smack into me as she released the power of three regular shotguns at once. With the spread of a shower head, the Captain’s entire torso got shredded in a spray of cloth pieces and blood that splattered across the wall next to him. Staggering backwards, he leveled his Rap-Attack again, but I double-tapped Edna and buried him in hungry slugs. He screamed as his weapon-wielding arms and the rest of his torso transformed into pulverized slivers of flesh and redness. 

“Graaawh,” the right one growled while shooting his rifle, but this time I was aware and ready. I activated the Battle-Marine ability Smash-Burst to blast myself like a rocket four or five meters off to the side, basically performing a Sonic-dash whichever direction I wanted – and using 3 Magic Points per burst. Coming to a halt, I slid in the dead demon’s pool of blood. Managed to catch myself from falling, but got my back peppered with the remaining two assholes’ bullet streams. 

 

-11 Armor 

-7 HP 

 

-15 Armor 

-10 HP

 

Grimacing from the piercing pain, I Smash-Bursted yet again. The torch’s flames flickered wildly as I sped past it and ended up behind my now confused enemies. Performed a double quick draw like in a Western – but with a shotgun – and trusty Edna thundered between my hands. Demon blood splattered left and right as they stumbled backwards to each of their sides. I fired once more, finishing another one. 

A helmet clattered against the ground, followed by a roar when the last one tore the blood-dripping vest off himself. The yellow eyes intensified, and I took an involuntary step back when he lifted both arms in the air. Wiggling his fingers while still growling, the size of his dirty, jagged nails increased until they became as long as his forearms and illuminated in the same yellowish glow as his eyes. 

“What the hell is–” I began, but the transformed Captain jumped at me with incredible speed. I grunted as the vile demon invaded my personal space and penetrated the armor’s shoulder pads with his self-illuminated claws. 

 

-7 Armor

-4 HP

 

A stench beyond description oozed from his salivating mouth – pointy teeth clacking in his jaw, trying to reach my face or neck. No doubt, this was a perfect example of their Main Skill Rip’n’Claw. Something they likely only morphed into seconds before death. 

Cursing, I gripped the shotgun tightly with both hands and flung it straight up, thereby knocking the struggling demon off me. A nauseating feel grew as those jagged nails tore back out of my shoulders in a gush of my own blood. 

“Nobody fucks with Darius Hunter,” I said hoarsely, and fed the demon a solid frontal kick straight in its scrawny stomach. It stumbled on the other one’s corpse, lost balance and tumbled to the floor like a sack of flesh and bones. 

“Breeaahrrgh!” it roared, but I made sure Edna got the last word. 

Twice. 

Letting out a confident snort at the pathetic demon-bitches – dead demon-bitches – I breathed in the smoking barrel’s gunpowdery aroma. Reloaded Edna and stuffed her back in the specialized shotgun holster at my waist. Rubbed some grimy blood off my metallic Battle-Marine Front Line Body Armor, and quickly scanned the room for any other demons lurking around – or maybe the sound of running, incoming boots from any adjacent areas. 

After about ten seconds, I was satisfied no one else would show up, and focused on the fresh loot laying spread among the sprawling bodies, shimmering a luminescent azure blue. I went around, picking up anything of interest and ignoring the rest. Notifications popped up, providing necessary information: 

 

+3 Weapons – Daemonorg ‘Rap-Attack’ Automatic Rifle (req. 2 Item Slots) 

30 bullets per magazine.

The Rapid Attack – better known as ‘Rap-Attack’ – is the Daemonorg infantry’s standard assault rifle. Steady, reliable and effective. Won’t jam. Almost impossible to break. Enjoy!

 

+88 Ammo – Daemonorg ‘Rap-Attack’ Automatic Rifle (req. 1 Item Slot per 300 rounds) 

 

+½ MedKit

+20 Consumables

+250 Cash

+180 Scrap

 

A decent enough catch. Although I had no use for the Rap-Attacks, I still grabbed them. Back-up weapons – or money in the bank once I dragged my ass outta here and sold ‘em to a merchant. I knew a guy who bought anything I ever brought him. Hell, I bet he’d buy my fucking colostomy bag if I had one. Used. Real talk.  

The rest of the loot was the same ol’ same ol’, but always welcome. Scrap had plenty of uses. For me, among other things, I used it when modding weapons and equipment. MedKits and Consumables obviously refilled health, and Cash, well… Cash is King, son! 

As I stuffed away the last loot, I noticed a mild glimmer of light from the slightly open door opposite the one I entered from. Reaching for Edna, I wondered if it had been open all the time and I just had been too busy to pay attention, or if it in fact had just happened right now. I squinted at the light drawing an almost invisible gleam on the dirty floor, standing out from the flickering torch light surrounding me by being a steady source of light – and a bit… whiteish? 

Fingers curled around the shotgun’s solid build, I checked my HP, MP and Armor while nearing the door: 

 

HP / MP

160 / 190 HP [+100 - FL-Armor Bonus] 

44 / 50 MP [+50 - FL-Armor Bonus]

 

ARMOR 

FL-Armor  [ GOLD ]  :  63 Armor

 

Since I wore the GOLD version of the FL-Armor, it boosted my health and magic points by a 100 and 50, respectively, and provided a total of 100 armor. Not only that, this top version of it slowly regenerated all of these – automatically. Also, I could insta-replenish the armor by placing my palm against the chest piece with the intention of repairing it with Scrap. Pretty cool, and these were features the BRONZE and SILVER versions didn’t have. The GOLD version also had a bunch of extra abilities, like Boost-Jump, Lock-On up to 10 targets, and 10 seconds of Invisibility. 

With my ears poking out like radars, I carefully used the shotgun’s barrel to swing the half-open door all the way up. 

 


Chapter 2

 

 

Another gloomy room with dirty metal-plated flooring. Behind layers of mold having formed on the rugged walls, I saw embedded computer screens. They had electricity, but looked ancient, and only grains of static flickered on them. As my pupils wandered from the dysfunctional monitors and up to the ceiling, I found the white light shone through a cracked latch in the far right corner. The beam shot right through the room and hit the door where I just entered. 

Coincidence? I thought, stepping across the room while keeping eyes and ears open. Held Edna ready and leveled at eye-height, pointing the sight where I looked. 

A stack of iron crates in the left corner, corroded with mold growing everywhere. A pile of bones next to them, almost buried by the mold. I kicked it just to make sure no loot hid in the remains. It practically pulverized from the force and turned to dust. 

As I reached the semi-broken latch and peered up at it, drops of water trickled from its jagged edges. What I saw through the craggy hole hinted at cleaner, more sterile surroundings up there. Seven and a half, eight meters up, maybe. Too high to even use the FL-Armor’s Boost Jump, which could only do five meters. Unless… 

I stared at the crates in the corner again, calculating whether they could sustain my weight in the severely corroded state. Holstering the shotgun, I rapidly carried the crates and stacked them underneath the latch in such a manner it would allow me to climb up. They shook and threatened to collapse as I lifted myself onto the second row. Climbing the third and last row, high-pitched snaps sounded as eroded iron began cracking under me. 

It seemed like the entire world wiggled dangerously underneath when I stepped up on the topmost crate. 

“Shit,” I grunted and clung to the scrawny thing. Useless, though, because a loud, metallic pop came from one of the lower boxes as it fractured and my unstable tower crumbled. Teeth gritted and muscles tensed, in the last second I kicked off and crossed my fingers that the armor’s boost jump would cut it. As the stack dissolved, I sprang up to the latch. Holding my breath and focusing intensely, I reached out and managed to grab the craggy hole in the latch with one hand, then quickly smashed it to pieces with the free hand and heaved myself up and into the floor above. 

For a few seconds, I remained on the ground, on my back, caught my breath and took in the rectangular room. Painted white. In the ceiling straight above me, a girded plate closed off the ventilation system, which blew fresh air. Beside a closed door at the end, metallic lockers lined the wall on my left. On my right, wall-mounted benches and a few sinks next to each other with mirrors above – one of the pipes from the sinks leaked water, forming the puddle I now lay in. There was another shut door on the opposite side of the room as well. 

So, a locker room? Really? Pretty damn mundane compared to the lower level. Smirking, I got back on my feet and inspected the lockers closer. Padlocks sealed most of ‘em shut, but a few were open. After a swift search, I looted some basics: 

 

+130 Cash 

+50 Consumables 

+75 Scrap 

 

I quickly brought up the total amount I owned of each miscellaneous item: 

 

MISC. ITEMS

Consumables  :  170

Cash  :  16,480

Scrap  :  2764

 

I’d been saving up for a new body armor and weapon builder kit, which would set me back about fifteen thousand fuckin’ Cash – and as it turned out, after entering the Prison-Lab, I’d now passed that threshold. Great stuff. Too bad I had to wait until I got back to the base before treating myself to a well-deserved mini-Christmas. 

While passing the sinks, I met the reflection of my own face in a mirror. Well, the FL-Armor’s helmet, at least. As with so much of my equipment, it was modified by Yours Truly. Contrary to the BRONZE and SILVER versions of the FL-Armor, the GOLD version actually had a helmet where one’s face wasn’t covered up. But I didn’t want that. I wanted it to be like the earlier versions – solid, opaque and looking like I was a robot roaming the land. 

Knowing I had to find a suitable location to hide the backup stash, the girded ventilation shaft in the ceiling caught my attention once again. I dragged one of the benches out from the wall and placed it underneath the shaft. Got up on it, equipped the Multitool-Knife and used the small and sturdy blade to pop out the girded latch – one corner at a time until it loosened. I leaned the latch against the wall and lifted myself into the shaft. 

Tight as a snatch, I could barely fit my shoulders through it. Producing a flashlight from the Inventory, I lit up the cramped darkness. The light reflected off the rusty metal-plated interior which squeaked from my every movement. It felt like my weight could possibly tear apart the shabby construction at any moment. Wind from fans located elsewhere whistled about my head, but I didn’t feel it because of the armor. 

“Great fuckin’ idea, Darius,” I grunted and decided I’d come far enough after having crawled like a dog on my elbows and knees about three meters deep, and reached the first cross section. The shaft continued onward to the right and straight ahead, while a seemingly meaningless closure to the left contained nothing but rust and empty space. 

Placing the flashlight beside me, angled so I could still see the closure, I fetched the backup stash from the Inventory. A decently sized chest with a solid padlock that clattered against it when I stuffed the large thing into the small space. 

“Finally done with this shit,” I whispered with a sigh of relief. It had been a straight-up pain in the ass to place all these chests around various locations in Dead-Rock Highlands, which was where the Daemonorg Prison-Lab was located. The worst part, though, was we didn’t even know who would eventually find them – or when. 

The whole mission reminded me more of a half-blind shot in the dark than an actual necessity. Sure, the whole point of it was to place secret backup stashes around the land for noobs to find – places where noobs shouldn’t really be because of unsuitable enemies and whatever. I had no problem with the intention behind the operation, but it definitely could’ve been planned better. 

In this particular backup stash, for example, there were two BRONZE versions of the FL-Armor. A great prize for any noob to get ahead in the world, but the strangeness came when my chief told me to hide the keys in locations other than where the chests were. Like, what the fuck? Why make it harder than it had to be? He spilled some shit about making it interesting, but to me, if we truly did this to help people, it just didn’t make sense. Oh, well. Whatever. I’d find a place to put the stash key somewhere close by, and that would be that for this sucky mission. 

As I crawled backwards out of the ventilation shaft and dropped back down on the bench in the locker room, my head snapped to the closed door at the end of the room. 

Incoming cackling voices. 

For a normal person, their first instinct would likely be to find a place to hide. For me, though, I rubbed my hands together like Mike Tyson waiting to bash some heads in. I equipped the triple-barreled shotgun and positioned myself at the opposite end of the room – back against the other door, which was silent, so it would be fine. I stood right in the middle so as to greet my demonic friends with a cold serving of hot lead. 

The voices’ volume increased, soon followed by the sound of heavy footsteps, before the lock clicked. 

The door swung open. 

In came two human-looking daemonorgs clothed in knee-length lab coats, carrying tablets, folders and stacks of paper. Less protruding horns, less half-rotten skin than the others I’d met – hence, definitely not the zombie kind. 

Sophisticated daemonorgs. Heh. 

Their blabbering mouths smacked shut as their pupil-less yellow eyes focused on me. 

Aiming Edna at them with my right hand, I waved sardonically at them with the left, and said: “Hi.” 

Contrary to what I expected, they freaked out. Dropped their belongings and stumbled into each other, trying to escape. 

I blasted ‘em before they got away. 

As they lay in a bloody jumble of twitching limbs, I went up to them and let Edna finish the job. 

“The only good demon is a dead demon,” I whispered and crouched to snatch their bluish-shimmering loot – only to be interrupted by the smacking of boots not far away. Many boots. 

Without batting an eye, I quickly scooped up the useful stash and ignored the papers and folders – I never gave a fuck about lore or any shit like that. 

Info printed across my field of vision: 

 

+60 Cash 

+15 Consumables 

 

The ra-ta-ta-ta of automatic rifles caused the locker room door – which I crouched right beside – to crack and splinter in a spray of wooden fragments. I bolted deeper into the room and out of the immediate line of fire just as multiple streams of blazing slugs shattered the sink and mirror opposite to the entrance. 

“Yeah, baby!” I said, exhilarated. “Guess I made these bitches angry.” Smiling while hotness rose in my chest, I exchanged Edna for the modified Battle-Marine ‘Prez’ Assault Rifle. It had a secondary firing mode with a scope, which transformed it to a high-precision, short-range sniper rifle – well, short range for a sniper rifle. And since I enjoyed things that said boom more than things that said blam, I of course had modded the sniper functionality so it now could launch rockets! 

Crouched by an opened locker door, I waited for the first ones to enter before unleashing my own stream of hungry bullets at them. The Prez smacked into me like a jackhammer as it brought death to demons clothed in uniforms that looked more modern and less dirty than the ones the Captains on the lower level wore. As they joined the lab-coated peeps on the floor, a grenade came flying through the doorway, bounced on the wall and changed direction right at me. 

I cursed and Smash-Bursted deeper into the room, but miscalculated the trajectory and crashed against one of the sinks. It fractured and spiked me with razor-sharp glass shards – luckily not large enough to penetrate the armor – but I did get stuck on the main part of it which protruded from the wall. This stopped me from escaping the grenade’s full blast radius. 

BOOM. 

Intense heat and pain got turned from 1 to 100 in a split second as it went off. I was flung off the ground together with a shitload of ferocious flames, black smoke and scattering debris. 

 

-41 Armor 

-26 HP 

 

My reality disintegrated into blackness. 

 


Chapter 3

 

 

For a couple of seconds, I floated in a kind of semi-aware unconsciousness. 

When my eyes opened again, all I saw was whirling smoke and fragments of concrete and what not that rained from the ceiling, clattering around me. Both dull and sharp pain were evenly distributed across my entire body, pulsating aches everywhere. 

I knew I didn’t die, because I still had 234 HP and 22 Armor left, but that unexpected grenade sure knocked me clean out for a second. 

Feeling with a hand in the rubble for the Prez, I swallowed in an attempt to clear away some of my ears’ screaming caused by the explosion. 

Shadows appeared in the swirling smoke ahead. Dim light from yellow eyes shone through, and the reflections of weapons being angled at me. Grunting from the pain, I rolled over to the side the moment they opened fire and created shredded cheese out of the floor tiles where I’d just been. 

“Fuck this,” I spat and ditched the search for my assault rifle. Activated instead another one of the Battle-Marine abilities – the Self-Induced Aggression. At my current proficiency with it – 13% – it consumed 1 MP per 3 seconds. It was generally one of the first abilities a Battle-Marine got, but it was also extremely useful – especially when one found oneself overwhelmed in cramped quarters such as these. 

Immediately, the feeling of pain disappeared as adrenaline flooded my system. Tunnel vision set in, intensified by a layer of redness that plastered across everything I saw. My muscles literally increased in volume, pressing against the armor – and the complexity of my thinking simplified until the only thing I really cared about was ripping assholes to shreds. 

Roaring as if I was one of ‘em, I bounced from the broken floor and jumped both the daemonorgs who opened fire – completely ignoring the stinging sense of bullets hammering into me. Smacking into them with open arms, their weapons landed on the floor while I smashed their heads together, before pushing them against the wall by the torn doorway – where they got blasted by their comrades’ fire. 

I hid in the shadows beside the doorway with heaving breath and jumped the next asshole who arrived through it. Ripped the weapon from his hands and used him as a living shield as I exited the locker room – only to see twenty or thirty other demons armed to the teeth, but these were only Level 5 and 6 – and in front of them, a human woman ran screaming like a bloodthirsty leader. 

At first I was ready to rip her to shreds as well, but then realized she couldn’t be their leader – framed by the long, golden-white hair whipping around her head as she ran, her face was contorted by panic, and terror beamed from her wide-open eyes. 

A damsel in distress! I thought, but had no time to laugh. Instead, I shouted at her: “Get in the room!”, then lifted and literally threw the demon I carried at the horde chasing her. It flew through the air and smashed into the first ones, which stumbled and created a domino effect where at least five or six others behind ‘em lost balance. A wave of scrambling daemonorgs bought me some time. 

Making sure the woman had safely entered the locker room, I Smash-Bursted toward the horde. In an adrenalized frenzy, I went completely berserk on their asses, ripping and tearing every limb or head my hands got a hold of. I was the rainmaker in a blood-spurting tsunami of growling, yelping demons. 

Until, when suddenly, this notification appeared: 

 

10 FL-Armor remaining

 

I didn’t even have time to wonder how that had happened, before the redness layering my vision flickered and disappeared when the Self-Induced Aggression deactivated, leaving me with my pants down, so to speak – surrounded by frantic daemonorgs fighting for their lives. As it turned out, I had already lost most of my HP, and just hadn’t noticed it being drained while the ability was active; I’d been having too much fun. 

“Aaah, get the fuck off me!” I yelled and Smash-Bursted straight through the encircling demons and toward the locker room. The ones who clung to me like bloodsucking parasites were scrubbed off on the now grimy floor. I equipped the Prez assault rifle, squeezed the trigger and sent a blasting stream of deadly slugs into the wall of growling, hellish creatures. Topped it off by switching to my modded alternate fire and launched three consecutive rockets at them – one right beside the other – creating a wave of explosions that transformed a bunch of ‘em into exploding splatter of red juice and furiously burning pieces of flesh. 

Triggerfinger shaking, my jaw hit the floor as the smoke cleared, revealing another twenty or maybe even thirty assholes approaching from all directions in the multi-doored hall – all armed to the teeth with all sorts of weapons. 

“This is not my day,” I said, fired another couple of rockets and bolted back to the goddamned locker room – with enemy bullets swishing past my head. 

I kicked away dead demons and almost slid on the gore-filled floor as I entered the now ravaged room. The frightened woman leaned against a locker with its door blown out, chest heaving from hyperventilating, and white hair plastered across her clearly beautiful face. A Persian-looking, curved sword in one hand, and the other clutching her stomach. A demon spasmed at her feet – a bloodied shard of porcelain from one of the shattered sinks poked out of his throat. 

Her character information appeared in my vision: 

 

Warrior Medic

Level 5 

HP: 36 

MP: 29 

Armor: 0 

State: none

Main skill: The Source Hands-On Healing

 

I wondered what the hell a low-leveled Warrior-Medic was doing in a daemonorg Prison-Lab, but the thought got cut off when I noticed even more bastards arriving through the broken doorway on the other side. 

“This is not my day,” I repeated under my breath. “Not my fuckin’ day.” 

Yet again, I found myself ogling the craggy latch on the floor where I originally came from. An almost eight meter long drop awaited that way – and just more dirty corridors, dirty demons and dirty everything. I sure as shit didn’t wanna go down there again. Fuck! 

Almost reflexively, I heard myself yell: “Duck!” as my body turned to the door at the end, and my arm and hand fired a rocket at the ugly assholes passing the threshold. The entire doorway and most of the surrounding wall fractured from the following explosion. I jumped forward and caught the scrawny-lookin’ woman as she stumbled forward from the force. 

“Thank you,” she said, barely a whisper through the cacophony of blaring guns and growling enemies. 

“I dunno ‘bout that,” I replied, made sure she could stand on her own and swiveled around on my heels, killing more demons entering from the hall outside. 

“Down there,” she said and pointed at the craggy latch. 

“Not a chance,” I said and kept the trigger squeezed until the mag ran out. 

“We don’t have a choice,” she continued before swiftly equipping the curved sword from a scabbard on her hip, and swirled around fast enough to slice another attacker coming at her from behind. Pretty impressive for a scrawny Level 5 half-noob. Again she faced me. “Come on, let’s go!” 

“Nuh-uh,” I said and reloaded the assault rifle. 

Her intensely blue eyes flared behind the sweat- and blood-soaked strands of hair. “I’m sorry, but do you have a better idea?” 

Her voice became an echo that joined my own as I grunted from something sharp stabbing my back and sent me to my knees. 

 

-10 Armor 

-15 HP 

 

Now having 0 armor and only 6 health points left, my vision flickered. Dizziness grabbed me by the balls. All of this should’ve gone so much better. I had pictured it differently. 

The woman swung her sword again, this time at whoever had hurt me. A half-choked roar from behind, then the intense pain in my back mellowed, allowing me to move again. I quickly gobbled down enough Consumables to refill my entire HP, which was all of them except one. 

 

+184 HP

 

Freshness and vigor spread throughout my body like a wave of healing energy. I was back on my feet in a quarter of a second and blasted a bastard entering through the door behind the woman. 

As she finished off another one behind me, she said: “Do what you want, mister, but I’m going!” 

“Darius.”

“Sure,” she said, plumped down on her butt with her legs dangling from the jagged latch, and dropped down without hesitation. 

Around me, daemonorgs in all types of torn uniforms and badly designed tunics flooded in from both sides. How the hell had this happened? 

“Not my motherfuckin’ day,” I said, unleashed rockets in both directions and jumped down the latch and back to the dirty cellar beneath, while explosions ripped apart anything and anyone in the cramped locker room.

 


Chapter 4

 

 

As I landed feet-first in the crumbled pile of corroded crates, the explosions on the floor above clogged the latch with rubble from shattered lockers and broken walls. Beside me, the warrior-medic woman had crawled out from the crate pile and was hovering her hands across her fit, smoothly curved body, while cloud-like wisps of white energy puffed out. Every part of her skin that the energy touched transformed from bloody and wounded to spotless and clean. Her hair even went from sweaty and nasty to looking freshly washed. 

“Not bad,” I said, pushed crates away and stood up. 

She stared up at me. “Huh?” 

“That healing skill,” I explained. “Looks effective.” 

“Oh, yeah…” She smiled. “It’s pretty handy.” 

“I bet.” I equipped the Prez and took a swift inspection of the room. Peeked out the door I originally entered through. Met the now lightless eyes of the three dead Captains on the floor from earlier, reflecting the flickering flames of the two torches. Other than that, nothing. Back with the woman, I ignored the second door in here, which seemed to be locked tight enough. 

“So, who are you?” the warrior-medic said, and added: “I’m Frida.” 

“As I mentioned, I’m Darius.” I leaned against the wall and let myself slide down to the floor next to a jumble of bones. 

“Well, nice to meet you, Darius,” she said. “Thanks for saving me up there. Twice, I think.” 

I was about to say I didn’t have much choice, since she pretty much brought with her an entire horde of crazy fuckers, but decided against it. “How did ya get yourself into a mess like that?” 

Combing her fingers through the long, silky hair, she said: “Well… to just be totally honest, I’m training to become an Extraterrestrial Inter-relational Agent for the local Warrior-Medic guild.” 

“An EIA, really?” I said with an eyebrow raised. “That doesn’t happen too often.” 

“Right.” 

“So you’re training to be someone who interacts with alien races? A representative of us, the Godmadrigan people?” 

She nodded. “The warrior-medic guild recruited me a week or two ago, and now… now I’m supposed to find some kind of translation devices that’ll enable us to understand what the daemonorgs are saying.” 

“Saying?” I snorted. “Those demonic fuck-faces ain’t sayin’ shit. I guarantee you that, missy.” 

“Weeell,” she said, shrugging. “They did create this prison-lab, and, let’s not forget, they have invaded the entire planet – and that’s after they sucked the life out of an unknown number of other planets around the universe. So, you know, it might be just a tad naïve to believe they’re not actually speaking and intellectually sharing information with each other.” 

I thought about the two humanoids with lab coats and real fear in their eyes at the sight of my weapon. “You might be right. Some of them could possibly be smart enough to, as you say, ‘intellectually share information’ – but I swear 90% of ‘em are stupid like empty boxes with loose screws clattering around inside.” 

Frida chuckled. “I think that’s pretty safe to say. But anyway, how did you wind up here?” 

It wasn’t visible through the opaque helmet, but I grinned. “I’m afraid that’s classified.” 

 She looked at me with a surprised expression. “Classified, really?” 

“You better believe it! When you’re a highly positioned battle-marine within the Godmadrigan Army – like me – then you can’t just go around and spill your guts out whenever some cutie comes around askin’ questions.” 

Squinting and smiling with half her mouth, she said: “You might be telling the truth, buuut you know what I think?” 

“What?” 

She pointed a finger at me. “I think you’re actually lost, but too embarrassed to admit it.” 

“Lost? Hah! Gimme a break!” My raggedy voice bounced around the room. 

“Hmmm… still not convinced,” Frida said humorously. 

“All right, all right, listen, I actually finished what I need to do here just a couple of minutes before you and your horde of shitheads stormed outta nowhere – which means I’m done and free to leave this godforsaken hellhole.” 

“If you say so,” she said, her shoulders slumping a notch. “You’re leaving, then?” 

“That’s the plan.” I placed my palm against the FL-Armor’s chest piece and intended for it to fully regenerate the armor amount by pulling on my Scrap reserves. 

While 400 Scrap got sucked away as the process worked itself out, I looked at Frida as she rose from the floor and wiped dirt from her pants. “You do what you have to,” she said and glanced at me while she pulled her curved sword from its scabbard with a high-pitched ssssliing. Then, without looking at me again, she went for the closed door I hadn’t checked yet. “See you around, Darius, highly positioned battle-marine within the Godmadrigan Army.” 

“Yeah,” I said and caught a whiff of cherries and strawberries as her slumped figure passed me. For a moment, she remained in front of the door, maybe waiting for me to change my mind, but eventually leaned against it and elbowed it open with a cute little grunt. When she crossed the threshold and disappeared, I actually felt a subtle sting in my stomach, and – knowing full well this was none of my business and that I’d rather return to the base and do some buying and upgrading – I said: “Yo, warrior-medic!” 

Not even a second lapsed before her head popped back in. “Yes?” 

“Need an extra hand while digging up those translation devices of yours?” 

The way her beautiful face lit up provided all the answer I needed.

 


Chapter 5

 

 

We hadn’t trudged on through the grime-covered corridors for more than ten-ish minutes before arriving at a series of prison cells. Most locked and empty, smelling of burnt wood and roasted meat. Between some of the cells, torch cups hung from chains in the ceiling, illuminating the closest area in orangey light. 

I shone the flashlight mounted on my modded Prez in through the girded windows of some of the cell doors. Inside, the cells were covered by soot, and charred remains of unknown things lay on the floor. 

“This place gives me the creeps,” Frida said. “Reminds me of a dilapidated police station from the early eighteen hundreds I once visited as a part of a school excursion in the second grade.” 

“They had torches dangling from the ceiling, too?” I said and moved from cell to cell, testing the door handles. Most were locked and empty – save for bulgy, scorched remains inside among the shadows. 

She chuckled. “Nope, but I get the same kind of creeps here.” 

“Understood,” I said and shone the flashlight into an even darker side-corridor. A slight sting of regret that I’d chosen to escort her gnawed at me – not because the place was ‘creepy’, but because this seemed to be going nowhere. Clearing my voice, I said: “Do you know where you’re heading, or are we just roaming randomly?” 

With half a smile, she bit her lower lip. “I was kind of on the right track… buuut then I stumbled on all those daemonorgs you saved me from, you know,” she said, shrugging. “And now we’re here. Shit happens, I guess.” 

“So what are you looking for?” 

“There’s supposed to be a laboratory somewhere which has a storage of those translation devices I need – not down here, though, but somewhere on the floors above.” 

I looked at her with a lifted eyebrow. “You’re telling me we need to get back up?” 

Her giggling smile turned into an apologetic one instead. “Uuh... yeah, kinda. Sorry.” 

“Then why did you jump down here, when you already were on the right track up there?” 

“Because,” she said, flinging her hands out at her sides, “you were there – you know we had no other choice than to escape!” 

“Bullshit,“ I snorted. “There’s always a way.” 

“Well, I didn’t ask you to join me. That was your choice!” Her little mouth scrunched into a tight knot, and she folded her arms across her chest equally tight. Turning her back on me, she spoke in a lower volume: “Feel free to go your own way, because obviously that’s what you should've done all along.” 

I was about to respond when an invisible sucking force suddenly appeared in the off-shoot corridor to the left. Without being able to resist it, it forced me to take a few sideways steps and grab hold of the closest wall in order to not lose my balance. I quickly snagged Frida’s jacket as well, stopping her from stumbling into the corridor as the vacuum’s power increased. 

In a matter of half a second, it changed from an atmospheric disturbance to a deep space-black, and finally transformed into a door-sized vortex of lava-colored, swirling energy. It increased until it filled the entire corridor – floor to ceiling –  and I heard Frida gasp as four imp-like beasts jumped out. 

Humanoid, demonic. Two male, and two clearly female. Black eyes with illuminated yellow pupils above snarling, lip-less mouths baring wide, jagged teeth swimming in oily saliva. Muscles bulged underneath their rugged, greenish-brown skin, specked with curved horns poking out from their temples, shoulders, elbows and kneecaps, plus two rows of smaller horns lining each side of their spines. Luckily, densely grown, long black hairs covered their beastly private parts, and both the males and females were riddled with stiff, black hairs all over their bodies. 

Frida said something I didn’t catch, and ran for cover behind the corner, while I remained for another second – long enough to read the growling beasts’ character info: 

 

Daemonorg Pack-Hunter 

Level 8 

HP: 150 

Armor: 0 

State: none 

Main Skill: Corrosive Fling

 

I noted their main skill, but dismissed the potential danger of it – after all, they were only Level 8. Come on, now, that posed no threat to a mean motherfucker like me! So instead of joining Frida behind the corner, I stepped toward the beasts as the swirling portal evaporated behind them. Switched to the alternate fire mode on the Prez, took aim and unleashed a rocket. It swooshed through the air, created a stream of smoke and exploded on impact with the first enemy. The explosion lit up the entire hallway with bursting fire and splattered demon-juice – shattering the cramped prison walls at the same time. Large pieces of the ceiling tore open and crumbled, burying the last one alive behind the others. 

“Dayum!” I laughed and switched back to regular firing mode. Bolted to Frida around the corner. “I don’t think explosives are the safest bet here – too much fuckin’ power, heh.” 

“Not up close, at least,” she said, and pointed at another rapidly forming portal in the direction we were originally headed, and added: “Or where we need to go!” 

“Right,” I agreed. “Don’t wanna block our exits, for sure. I’ll save the rockets for later. Stay behind me and be careful.” 

“You don’t have to ask me twice,” she said, stepped past me and hid behind the corner into the now smoke-filled corridor. 

Four new Pack-Hunters manifested from the new portal – same Level, same everything. I whipped up a dish of hurt with a bullet-stream from the Prez’s normal firing mode, tearing through demon flesh like a chainsaw through jello-cake. 

With one down and another wounded and struggling to stay on its feet, the two behind them suddenly bounced from the floor, rotated in the air and grabbed the ceiling with both hands and feet. 

“What the hell?” I said and stepped backwards from surprise. Frida still stood clutching her sword. “You don’t got any guns, or what?” 

“Of course I do,” she said, “but I prefer blades.” 

“Not when your enemies are multiple levels higher than you, goddammit!” I tried shooting the now ceiling-crawling Pack-Hunters, but missed – these creatures were actually faster up-side down on all fours than walking on two legs. They sped toward us, creating cracks in the ceiling where their claws stabbed. They were over us before we knew it. My firing Prez was silenced as the female lunged at me with the speed of a scorpion’s tail. I gasped from surprise and pain as this she-demon sunk teeth and claws into my neck and chest, actually penetrating the FL-Armor. 

 

-12 Armor

-9 HP 

 

With a powerful twist of my upper body, I smashed the wiggling bitch into the cell door next to us, breaking the frail material and sending her flailing into the dark cell in a spray of wooden splinters – halving her HP. 

Up close and personal like this, the Prez assault rifle was really too long and difficult to handle, so I switched back to my dear Edna. A satisfying chick-chack echoed in the little cell as I pumped it, then said to the squirming Pack-Hunter in the shadows: “Game over.” 

The demon left the chat in a gurgling howl that painted curly splatters across the cell wall.  

“Darius!” Frida called somewhere outside. I spun around, bolted out and found her buried in the long, clamping limbs of the last Pack-Hunter – or rather, what I thought was the last one, until two more portals of swirling energy manifested both behind and ahead of us. If each of those birthed another eight ceiling-and-wall-climbing beasts – even if they, to me, were only Level 8 – then we’d quickly be drowning in trouble – especially since Frida really couldn’t even handle one of ‘em on her own. 

Cursing under my breath, I leaped at the one currently chewing her shoulder. Blasted a blood-sputtering hole through the side of its abdomen, before snagging it by its torso and Smash-Bursting myself deeper into the corridor with it still in my grip, thereby tearing it off Frida. 

The squirming beast and I screeched to a halt only a meter away from the newly appeared portal. I slammed its head against the wall, splintering its skull and cracking the wall, then flung the dead beast at the new ones jumping out of the portal. They stumbled against each other and tumbled like unstable bowling pins, which bought me an extra second to consider our options. 

Though I didn’t like it, we could escape the ones behind us, but had no choice but to run through the newly arrived ones in front of us. 

“Ah, shit,” I mumbled when I noticed more crackling, fire-red flashes coming from the side-corridor where I killed the first ones. That meant twelve hungry beasts were about to storm us simultaneously. 

I double-tapped Edna and blasted limbs off the Pack-Hunters who’d now regained their balance, and shouted at Frida – who was sprinkling what looked like glowing fairy dust all over herself: “Get your ass over here!” 

“But what about–” she began, but I cut her off: 

“Forget it! You’re no match for these, and I can’t watch out for you and take ‘em all.” 

A moment’s inattention brought me a world of hurt when two of the new arrivals bounced from the walls and landed straight on my back as I talked to her. Unsavory teeth and jagged claws penetrated my armor at various places, piercing skin and rupturing veins. 

 

-23 Armor

-15 HP 

 

I threw myself back-first at the wall in order to crush them, but it only worked partially for one – the other crawled on me, around my shoulders and mounted my chest like a fucking Ridley Scott-alien. I forcefully shoved my back against the wall again to at least end the one on my back. The other in front opened its mouth with an eardrum-shattering squeal and spat a full cup of greenish, slimy saliva straight in my face. 

 

-14 Armor

 

Luckily the FL-Armor helmet protected me, but this wasn’t no regular spit – the beast had used its Main Skill, the Corrosive Fling, which rapidly melted the helmet while still stuck on my head. Straight-up panicking, I was glad when Frida managed to chop the beast’s head off with a well-placed swing of her blade. Hell, I wasn’t even mad she hadn’t equipped a gun yet. Instead, I fiddled frantically to get the helmet off before the acid spit dug itself all the way through. 

 

-8 Armor 

 

Cursing and pulling at the fucking thing, I finally got it off – which painfully ripped out the helmet’s injector needles connected to my spine through the back of my neck. The moment it hit the grimy floor, most of it disintegrated into a bubbling, smoking metallic ooze that immediately began corroding the floor. 

Beside me, Frida performed a fancy Warrior Medic ‘Zun-Chi-Do’-kick – which was the name of her class’s martial art. The pointed part of her boot met a Pack-Hunter’s jaw, spinning its head around. A dry crack snapped as its neck rotated too far. 

“Not bad,” I said, “but get yourself a damn gun!” On the ground, I saw the corrosive spit on my helmet had stopped being active, so I picked the remains back up and stuffed it in the Inventory. I’d fix it later. 

Now the entire hallway shook from the onslaught of Pack-Hunters behind us. More portals seemed to flash into existence by the second – each one spawning another additional four beasts. 

Frida made a sour expression but exchanged her bloody blade with a Rap-Attack automatic rifle, just like the ones the soldier demons on the upper floor had used. With it, she joined me in blasting our way through the remaining bastards blocking the path ahead. 

Squealing roars and hoarse growls hammered our ears as we sprinted past dark, roast-smelling prison cells while the horde of Pack-Hunters continued closing in more and more with every passing corner. The closer they got, the more we had to watch out for the green, corrosive slimeballs they flung after us, splattering against walls and quickly melting any material. 

After five minutes of an exhausting run for our lives, we came upon a rugged flight of steps. Having no other option, we swiftly descended what turned out to be a spiraling staircase that eventually exited into a vast hall full of pillars that carried the weight of the ceiling. 

The Pack-Hunters hadn’t given up, though, but we were the first down the stairs. After exiting, Frida pointed at the door and said: “Now is a good time for explosives!” 

My breath wheezed in my own ears from running, but I agreed and switched to the shotgun’s grenade-launching alternate mode. Fired three grenades at the doorway just as the demons appeared in the stairs. 

The three explosions devoured ‘em and demolished the doorway, surrounding walls and building structure in an impressive show of bursting flames, black smoke and debris that sprayed everywhere. 

When we knew no more Pack-Hunters would be able to follow us through the crumbled piles of rubble, we dragged our tired bodies deeper into the hall – carefully.

 


Chapter 6

 

 

As we slinked onwards, our footsteps echoed through the vast hall. Strange, crooked symbols that typically decorated everything the daemonorgs created were engraved in all the pillars we passed – lit by torches on ten-feet poles that poked up from the floor at seemingly random positions. 

I took a deep breath, smelling the air directly and unfiltered, since the FL-Armor helmet had been more or less completely broken down by the Pack-Hunter’s acid spit. I stopped by a pillar, leaned against it and said: “Let’s take a minute to regroup.” 

Frida glanced skeptically at me. “I don’t know, Darius, what if they find a way through?” 

“We’ll deal with it,” I said, “but right now I need to get my armor up and running again.” 

Her eyes flickered back in the direction we’d come from. The collapsed staircase was too far away to see now, but the faint sounds of squealing Pack-Hunters could still be heard by sensitive ears. When our eyes met again, she gave me a small smile and nod. “Okay. In the meanwhile, I’ll check my stats and stuff.” 

I nodded, found the broken helmet from the Inventory, held it in one hand while placing the palm of my other hand on my chest, initiating the armor’s self-repair process. Fueled by Scrap, a wave of warmth went through it as the bodysuit repaired itself and all 100 Armor points replenished. It was interesting to see how the helmet automatically rebuilt itself from a melted, scrunched blob-like thing to perfectly fabric-new, mint condition. 

When done, I stuffed my big head back into the helmet. My jaw muscles tensed as the suction mechanism sealed it to the armor’s torso piece, and the connector pins once again penetrated the back of my neck and connected to my spine. This created vision and made the opaque helmet visor see-through from inside. 

Next, I made the HUD print any withheld notifications since last check. A list of information in illuminated, azure letters on top of a semi-transparent, dark grey background appeared: 

 

Killed 2 Daemonorg Scientists – Level 5 

+100 XP

 

Killed 9 Daemonorg Captains – Level 9 

+810 XP

 

Killed 12 Pack-Hunters – Level 8 

+960 XP

 

Another 1870 XP, then. Pretty decent, although, seeing as how I’d recently reached Level 10, it was in no way enough to get me to Level 11. That wouldn’t happen in a long time yet. 

Meanwhile, beside me, a bright light flashed across Frida’s petite body where she sat with eyes closed, resting against the pillar opposite the one I leaned against. Opening her eyes, she smiled broadly, exposing a perfect row of teeth. 

I returned it and said: “Just leveled up, huh?” 

“I did!” she said and clasped her hands together triumphantly. “Finally Level 6!” 

“You’re slowly leaving the ranks of noobs and joining the league of legends,” I said while equipping Edna for some reloading. 

“Yup, so you better watch out – soon you are the one hiding behind me when big, bad monsters attack, haha,” she said and laughed so loud her voice echoed around the hall. 

“Dream on, sista,” I said and grunted a chuckle. “There’s a looong way from Level 6 to 10 – much longer than from 1 to 6. In fact, you need more XP to go from 9 to 10 alone, than from 1 to 6.” 

Waving a hand at me, she snorted. “Whatever. It’s still awesome. I’m not in a rush.” 

“Good, ‘cuz this ain’t no get-high-leveled-quick game, and there are no shortcuts.” I reloaded the triple-barreled shotgun. 

“You know,” she said, “that’s what I like about OVERTAKEN ONLINE. We don’t get anything for free here. In some RPGs, the player can be lucky and find something that just super-boosts everything, making her able to beat enemies that are way stronger, even if she’s only a noobie.” 

“Damn right, I hate shit like that,” I said and finished stuffing my three last grenades into Edna’s alternate firing chamber, and holstered it, then equipped the Prez and repeated the process. 

Frida flipped the long, white-golden hair behind her ears and said: “Sooo, talking about the game and stuff...” 

I met her curious stare. “Yeah?” 

“What made you drop everything and decide to merge yourself in OVERTAKEN ONLINE?” 

“Who said I dropped everything?” 

A micro-expression widened her eyes for a split second. “Uh, sorry, I just assumed, you know, maybe–“ 

“Relax, I’m just fucking with you. But to answer the question, I had to get out of a... bad situation.” 

“Oh?” 

“Yeah,” I said in a tone that invited no further questions. 

“Oh.” 

“Right.” 

I didn’t feel anything, but I noticed she experienced the situation as awkward, so I said: “But what about you – what made you join OVERTAKEN?” 

“Well, first of all because it’s awesome!” she said, but her joyful expression quickly changed to a subtle smile with eyes reflecting sadness. “But I guess you could say there was a kind of bad situation in my life, as well...” 

“Wanna talk about it?” I said and finished prepping the Prez for our next battle. 

Frida’s eyes took on a thousand-mile-stare. “I don’t know. Don’t really like to talk about that much. It just hurts, you know.” 

“Not a problem. But whatever it was, it must’ve been pretty bad considering you came all the way to the States to get away from it,” I said, “because that accent of yours isn’t from around here, right?” 

Her demeanor changed again, and she chuckled. “What – I thought my English was perfect!” 

I joined her little laugh. “It’s not bad, but I hear hints of some – what to call it – ‘flatness’, in a way, that aren’t present in American, or British, for that matter.” 

“Okay, okay, you got me!” she said, jokingly putting both hands up. “I’m actually from–“ 

Both our heads snapped to the left, further into the hall, where a deep rumble sent vibrations through the ground all the way to our current position. Some torches over there got snuffed out from an influx of windy air swooping through the hall as one of the large walls actually was retracted up into the ceiling, exposing a new area on the other side. It continued the more or less flat vastness of the hall, but among the pillars spread around, what looked like five circular, tube-like prison cells intended for only one or two people, stood on equally round platforms. The structures themselves – no more than maybe three meters in diameter – were made of bricks, while the doors were wooden with girded windows.

Thick chains fastened to metal rings on top of the small cells lay down the sides and were bundled up on the floor next to them.

Just as I noticed only one of the doors was open, Frida cupped a hand over her mouth and said: “Oh my God, do you see that? There’s people locked inside those.”

She was right – I’d been too focused on the cells themselves, but now I saw it, too: Moving silhouettes in the shadows behind the girded door windows – and they sure as shit weren’t daemonorgs.

Frida was up on her feet in no time, touched my arm and said: “We have to do something!” 

“Oh, we will,” I said, swiftly staring from cage to cage, as well as the seemingly empty space between them. “Right now.” I quickly munched enough Consumables to refill my health, before checking the status of the most important things:

 

150 HP (+100 FL-Armor Bonus)

23 MP (+50 FL-Armor Bonus)

100 Armor

 

A little disappointed at the amount of Magic Points left, I grunted and shook my head. 

I’ll make it work, I thought, because, of course, no matter what happened, I would have to make it work. We both would. If not... game over. 

Hasta la vista, baby.

 


Chapter 7

 

 

Frida ran to the newly exposed area – sword at the ready – while I walked calmly, assault rifle steady and leveled in eye-height. Through its lense, I  observed every meter of every thing I could lay my eyes on. The place was quiet. Too quiet. Based on experience, surely. Still, what choice did we have? After bombing and collapsing our one and only way back where we came from, this was the path OVERTAKEN ONLINE so generously granted us. 

Frida passed the one cage that stood with its door open, barely glancing into it before continuing toward the next one maybe ten meters further ahead. I noticed the five cages spread equally far from each other, with a large circular area between them – empty, save for four poles with attached torches poking up from the cobblestone floor. I’d played enough games in my time to know exactly what this meant. Like a tiny version of the colosseum. 

And these poor, imprisoned fucks are our audience, I thought as ice cold sweat trickled down my spine like a barely touching knife edge. 

“Darius,” Frida shouted and waved at me. “Come – help me!” 

I answered with a grunt and felt heat coming from the floor – intense fucking heat, as if an ore of fire boiled right under the surface. When I passed the one open cage, I stared into it. Inside, some rubble, a wooden stick, and a nasty, unidentifiable smell. That was all. 

The grey-streaked, bearded face of an old man met me behind the bars of the small door window in the cage Frida stood by. Calm, yet sad eyes peered out. Or tired, maybe. I think he spoke, but Frida’s high-pitched cackling overshadowed it: 

“We have to get him out!” 

“Calm down,” I said, went up to the cage and addressed the man: “What’s your name?” 

He cleared his throat and spoke with a deep, rusty tone: “My name is of no importance. You should leave.” 

I smirked. “Sure, we’ll leave – but not before we’ve found a way to get you and the other prisoners outta here.” His character information appeared above his head as I got a better view of him while speaking: 

 

Battle-Marine 

Level 13 

HP: 5 

Armor: 0

State: Fatigued 

Main Skill: blocked 

 

Woah, Level 13? How the hell had someone so powerful got himself trapped in a frail, little cage like this? Also, I almost didn’t understand how he’d been able to level up that much at all since OVERTAKEN ONLINE still was so new. He’d have to be a first generation player – if he even was a player, of course. 

His dirty fingers curled around the girders in the window and his face came up close, revealing a scarred face grimy with dried blood and dirt, framed by grey-streaked, ruffled hair reaching his shoulders. The remaining rags of a regular battle-marine uniform hung loosely on his scrawny body. “No,” he repeated. “You must leave now. Right this moment.” 

I shared a confused look with Frida. “What do you mean ‘no’?” I said and knocked a knuckle on the wooden door, which hardly seemed able to withstand any impact at all. “I’ll get you right out of this tattered, old thing, and we’ll all be on our way in no time.” 

Anger, or maybe impatience, flared up in his sad, tired eyes as his tone changed: “Learn to listen, boy. Even if you could break open this door, there is no time. I was the first one entrapped here, so what do you think happened to the others?” His steely stare flicked in the direction of the other locked cages. In a lower tone, basically a whisper, he said: “They all thought they were heroes, and they’re all higher leveled than you two kids. Now look at them. This place is a trap. In a very short time, this entire hall will be flooded by daemonorgs. It happens every time someone enters the circle – like a tidal wave. Please, for your own sake, leave now.” 

I only grunted an unintelligible grumble at him. His anxious demeanor only confirmed the sneaking suspicion I already had about this place, of course, but shit, it was just wrong leaving them here to rot while we strolled on. Ignoring him for a second, I said to Frida: “What do you say, we should at least try, right?” 

A furl of worry appeared and disappeared on her brow, before she waved both hands at the prison cage. “Of course!” 

A sigh came from inside the cage when I said: “Step aside, old man, I’ll kick the door down easily. You’ll see.” 

“That is not the point, kid,” the dude said, “but you are free to do as you please.” He let go of the window bars, stepped deeper into the cell, merging with the shadows. 

I built momentum and stomped the door with a powerful front kick. Cracks grew and chips flew as my boot impacted the door, but it didn't budge. 

Cheering faces appeared in the other three cages. They shouted and hit and kicked their own doors from inside. I looked at them, bumped a fist in the air and said: “Yeah! And we’ll get y’all out after this guy!” Then I stomped the door again, creating more cracks. The crash reverberated through the vast hall, mixing with the echoing cheering of the caged prisoners. I lifted my hand at them and yelled back triumphantly, letting their energy feed my resolve to get the job done. 

“Uhm, Darius…” Frida said as I was about to kick a third time, her tone suddenly so drastically changed it actually ripped me out of the focus for a second. 

“What?” 

“They’re not cheering you on,” she said, before making a swirling gesture with her hand, indicating the area around us. “And that sound is not comforting.” 

“Sound?” I asked, for the first time noticing that the prisoners were in fact not cheering – rather, they were doing everything in their power to make noise and warn us. Coldness spread from my chest and all the way down to my feet – not from fear of what was coming, but from realizing I hadn’t been situationally aware enough to understand it without Frida having to point it out. How the fuck did I slip up like this? And as the thought hit me, the vibrations in the hot floor increased, accompanied by growling, gurgling and wheezing noises behind us. 

Slowly appearing from the mostly dark, yet flickering torchlight were the silhouettes of daemonorgs. Many. For a second taken aback, I stepped backward, but then realized the growling came from the sides as well – and behind us. 

Frida snuck closer to me. “Darius, I... I think we’re–”

“In deep shit,” I finished. 

“Ehe, yep…” This time, she sheathed her beloved sword and equipped the Rap-Attack automatic rifle. 

The sound of her reloading rang in my head as I lifted the Prez and aimed it at the oncoming demonic hooligans. Eyeing them through the scope and seeing at least three different classes of assholes, I recognized Pack-Hunters, Daemonorg Captains, and a new type – towering at least two meters above the others – more demon than man, and more insectoid than humanoid. Large, spastically moving creatures with black scales covering their bodies, which reflected the flickering light from the torches. Wide, circular eyes that seemed to consist of hundreds of squares like those of flies. Their mouths were hidden under a bush of wiggling tentacles underneath their lack of noses. The rest of their bodies were obscured by the enemies in front, but I was sure there was nothing to see other than more morbid, fear-inducing freakshow-shit. But I did get their character info to print above their ugly heads: 

 

Daemonorg Bugzilla 

Level 10 

HP: 180 

Armor: 120 

State: none

Main Skill: Flying Whoop-Ass 

 

I felt my jaw tighten, and a strange surreal feel hit me square between the eyes. Not only were these insect-fuckers as highly leveled as me, but their creepy-ass looks and ridiculous names and Main Skill made everything worse – like being trapped in a mental patient’s drugged, lunatic brain. 

I almost started wishing I’d chosen to focus on becoming a Cyber-Mage instead. At Level 10, I might have actually begun developing the ability to teleport or create portals by now – but hell no! Bending existence and manipulating energies – or whatever the fuck those spaced-out cyber-mages really did – wasn’t in sync with how I liked doing business. But of course, that also meant I’d have to stay here and fight my way out. “I’m ready,” I whispered through gritted teeth. 

“What?” Frida asked, her pupils flipping in all directions at all the slowly approaching enemies. 

“I said: BRING IT,” I yelled and opened fire. 

 

 


Chapter 8

 

 

I started shooting at the rightmost Daemonorg Captain and quickly moved the stream of rapid-spitting bullets leftward, making sure I at least wounded every asshole at the forefront. 

This disrupted their tight ranks, and while the frontmen got busy dodging our lethal slug-streams, the Pack-Hunters on the second line swiftly scattered. Ridiculously fast, they blended with the gloominess, before suddenly reappearing in the torchlight as they leaped onto the pillars and climbed toward the ceiling. 

By now I’d probably killed three or four Captains, and Frida had badly wounded a couple, but they’d realized what happened and began returning fire. Projectiles swished past my head, some impacting pillars around us, but most just flying deeper into the dark hall. There were too many, however, and so I grunted as pain flared up my left arm, searing the armor and drawing blood. 

 

-9 Armor

-4 HP 

 

I grabbed Frida and pulled both of us behind the old man’s cage – more bullets knifing me in my back as we ran. 

 

-11 Armor

-6 HP

 

I cursed under my breath, shoved Frida safely in the center of the cage’s back, and said: “Sorry ‘bout the rough handling, but shit’s too crazy right now.” 

A smile flickered across her serious demeanor. “No – thank you, Darius! You’re free to–” 

“Duck!” I said and instinctively pushed her to the side as something tickled my sideview. A splotch of green acid slime splattered across the cage’s bricks just where her head had been a nanosecond before. Turning to see what it was, the zombie-like, yet animalistically moving figure of a Pack-Hunter filled my sight as it plunged from the ceiling and landed on me. The weight of it propelled my back toward the cage – smashing it against the acidic ooze smeared across it. The vile demon clawed strips of material off the armor from my shoulders and attacked my neck with its unsavory teeth. I actually screamed at the nauseating feel of it penetrating the thin skin on my throat. 

 

-16 Armor 

-11 HP 

 

Now that we weren’t stuck in the tight corridors anymore, I could safely use the Battle-Marine ability Ground Pound. I tore the beast off me, boost-jumped three meters in the air, and the ability consumed 5 MP when I crashed against the floor – with so much force applied that the creature basically exploded like a water balloon. Immediately, I caught another one, forced it to the ground with a hoarse grunt and stomped the beast’s head – smooshed it into the floor with my boot’s reinforced heel, and said: “You gotta be fuckin’ kiddin’ me!” 

Beside me, Frida took down a wimpy one with a nicely placed head kick, then jumped closer to me. “What?” 

Through clenched teeth, I said: “Think we gotta split up.” 

Fear masked Frida’s face, followed by scrunched eyebrows and a defiant curl of her lips. “That’s the dumbest idea I’ve heard!” 

I flashed her a smile. We’d be fucked for sure if we stayed together now. Majorly mega-fucked. “Not if you wanna survive, it isn’t.” 

Frida spun around at an attacking Pack-Hunter, masterfully introducing the beast’s gaping snarl to her lightning fast foot. As bloody spit sprayed when its jaw tore apart, the momentum dislocated and snapped its neck. For a noob, she wasn’t half bad. She’d be a force to be reckoned with in a few weeks, for sure. She wiped grime from her boots and shouted at me: “I still say no to that suggestion!” 

Before I could reply, two bullets swooped in from each side, forcing me to duck and dodge. The daemonorgs were closing in from all angles, and some of the Bugzillas had sprouted fucking wings, now flying around the same way bear-sized dragonflies would – zipping lightning fast and then suddenly stopping dead still, just hovering in the air on the spot. Three of ‘em stood clearly out from the demonic crowd as they flew directly at us. 

I helped Frida eliminate a clingy zombie-demon, and pointed at the approaching black-scaled insects who zigzagged toward us among the pillars. “We split up now,” I said and fired a salvo at another Pack-Hunter attempting to jump me from the ceiling. 

“Oh, come on, Darius!” Frida grabbed my arm. “You know I won’t survive alone.” 

I shook her hand off me and fired again – this time impacting one of the Bugzillas’ wings, tearing it open. “You won’t survive here with me either, when those get here,” I said and traced the insect-monster with the wounded wing as it lost balance and plunged to the ground, crashing and unintentionally taking out two Captains in one sweet swoop. 

“But there’s nowhere to go,” she yammered on – before her voice morphed into a scream when a Pack-Hunter popped out from the cage’s shadow and snagged her from behind in a snug wrap. I rammed the Prez’s barrel in its face and blasted its skull open in a spray of splatter. She kicked the spasming demon off, fired a bullet-stream at another one attempting to attack me from the side and shouted: “This is impossible!” 

“You’re goddamned right,” I said. “Run!” 

She was about to refuse again, so I yelled straight in her face: “Now, for fuck’s sake!” 

A short-lived expression-mix of anger and sadness was swapped with a forced smile and nod. She looked at me like we’d never see each other again, turned around, roundhouse-kicked a Pack-Hunter and began running toward the other cages, where there were fewer enemies. For now. 

I turned back to face the two remaining winged Bugzillas, who’d already flown past most other enemies and closed in on me like homing missiles. The wiggling tentacles covering their mouths suddenly flared in a bright purple and stretched toward me – instantly creating a feeling of dread in my solar plexus that made breathing difficult. 

I suppressed a groan and bolted to an adjacent pillar in the hopes that it would confuse them. 

What the hell? The purple-shining tips of their tentacles followed my movements perfectly. I equipped Edna and blasted a few Pack-Hunters on my way to the end of the circular area that the four prison cages framed, partially registering Frida’s shrill voice echoing in the background among gunshots and demonic roars. 

Reaching the last pillar inside the circular area, I slid up against it and peeked past it – only to find the two Bugzillas still right on my heels. Their flapping wings resembled black, partly transparent rags of leather, and their screams sounded like strange rattling created by hundreds of metal pellets clattering against glass. The sounds made no logical sense, but goosebumps nevertheless prickled across my neck and arms from the alienness of it. 

As I aimed Edna at one and pulled the trigger, the other one slipped past and attacked by laying its wings flat along its back and shooting down at me, facial tentacles fluttering. It happened so fast there was no time to react. The flying insect swooped in, another set of arms appeared from each side of its scaly, black stomach – but the hands were purple-glowing spikes. I hopelessly tried using the shotgun to block the spikes, but the four meter tall beast bust straight through my defenses. As I lost balance from the weight of it, its tentacles wrapped around my helmet, while the spike-hands penetrated each side of the lower part of my chest. I yelped from the agonizing pain. 

 

-29 Armor

-16 HP

 

My yelp became a full-on scream when the bush of tentacles covering my helmet suddenly sprouted spikes of their own – each one needle-sharp, and each one punctured the helmet, drilling into my actual face on the inside. 

 

-24 Armor 

-31 HP 

 

Warm wetness gushed into my screaming mouth inside the broken helmet, and the insect-beast held me tight with its spiky arms buried deep in my lower torso. Its alien clicking noises increased in volume as its wings started flapping again, and lifted me off the fuckin’ ground. Vertigo surged in my stomach from the swift elevation. I lost the shotgun, but fought more fiercely. The panic grew as we flew higher – plus, a whole bunch of other Bugzillas joined us in the air, flapping their leathery wings and making clicking noises like crazy. 

The growing panic made it difficult to mobilize all my power, so I breathed deeply and activated Self-Induced Aggression. The piercing pain from tentacles and spikes softened, and the fear of what would happen if I fell from this height abated – but most importantly, my focus narrowed, my strength increased, and the only thing I wanted was to slash this fucking insectoid to shreds with my bare hands. 

Rip and tear, motherfucker. Rip and tear!

A blur of struggle ensued. Torn tentacles, broken black scales. My red blood mixed with the insect’s green goo. 

Falling. 

Plummeting to the ground. 

Then, snatched by two other bug-demons. One caught my flailing legs; the other managed to trap my arm. They proceeded to play tug-of-war – with me as the rope – pulling both ends of me further and further apart while flying higher – stretching me until it felt like my body was about to rip in the middle. Other Bugzillas circled around us, and some scooped in and stung the exposed parts of me with their spiky middle-arms. 

 

-26 Armor 

-18 HP 

 

As if this wasn’t enough, I suddenly noticed items I owned clung to their tentacles when they retracted after attacking. I mean, what? It happened over and over again – they actually stole my belongings straight outta the Inventory. There my flashlight went bye-bye. Boxes of ammo vanished. And no – not my Multitool-Knife! 

What kind of sick skill is that? 

Fuming, I wondered if the time had come to use my most drastic Personal Specialty – Self-Destruction. I’d only used it once before, which not only killed me, but also demolished the entire house I had been trapped in. It happened so fast there was no conscious pain for me, but whoever unlucky enough to be stuck in the vicinity of the explosion I turned into would experience a pretty damn different ending to their miserable lives. It surely would get me out of this sucky situation, but knowing it’d also likely take out all the people trapped in the cages – plus, not the least, Frida – made me uncomfortable. She deserved to not have her mission progress terminated just like that, especially not if I was the one responsible for it. 

Overruled by myself, I dropped the idea of an easy exit and instead crouched in the air, pulling the flying bugs on each end of me closer. When I’d basically turned myself into a ball like Sonic, they began struggling to fly in a controlled manner. This enabled me to snatch both of their face-tentacles in each of my clenched fists. Closed my hands together, ignored the stomach-churning stench of rotten mold oozing from them, and smash-bursted all of us straight at a pillar nearby. Their clicking screams reverberated around the hall as we collided with the stone structure. 

 

-7 Armor 

-8 HP 

 

The crash was dampened a little for me, but it utterly smashed the demon-bug clinging to my arm and shoulder. It squealed. Green blood spewed. The pillar cracked and broke in half, spilling dust and debris everywhere – with us plunging to the ground with it. 

I managed to rotate right side up and landed feet-first on top of the other one. Before it got the chance to spike me again, I boost-jumped in the air and performed a Ground-Pound. Fear rippled through the bug’s hundred mini-eyes as the last thing it saw was my two big, bashing boots. Rotten mold stench flooded from its cracked skull when I stepped off it, legs hurting, face and chest bleeding both inside and outside of the FL-Armor. 

But more of ‘em still approached. Airborne Bugzillas, but also crawling Pack-Hunters and firing Captains. 

We have to find a way the fuck outta here, I thought and searched for Frida in the unruly crowd of daemonorgs. Why had she been sent here by that Warrior-Medic guild, anyway? Didn’t they know every single Daemonorg Prison-Lab around the planet was a godless hellhole and, frankly, just a plain trap? Especially for noobs! 

A demon gurgled behind me when I dodged a bullet cutting through the air, at which point Frida’s spinning kicks and blades appeared like a gracious, swinging dancer about ten meters away. A real warrior, she fought with heart in the midst of a five-man Pack-Hunter group. 

She’ll be dead in thirty seconds if I can’t stop ‘em, I thought and tried locating the shortest route to her. My attention being on her, I forgot my immediate surroundings for a second. Bullets fired from somewhere near blasted my right shoulder, drawing fresh blood. 

 

-11 Armor 

-6 HP 

 

As I spun around to find the asshole who shot me, redness flashed across my vision multiple times, accompanied by a prompt in red, translucent letters: 

 

3 FL-Armor remaining

 

Realizing the FL-Armor HP bonus was emptied, too, I spat a curse and hoped my remaining 150 health would last long enough for the armor to regenerate – or for me to have time to speed the process up manually. But right now, that was all but impossible. 

I found a limping Pack-Hunter behind me – probably the one who’d taken the bullet I dodged two seconds ago. My veins still overflowed with adrenaline from the Self-Induced Aggression, so I roared and jumped at it. Punched through its stomach in pure rage. Ripped my hand back out in a spray of slippery insides, before turning the beast around – its back to me – and used it as a living shield while I Smash-Bursted toward the struggling Frida. 

The Captains’ never-ending streams of bullets perforated the squealing demon I held in place, and any Pack-Hunters blocking my path were pushed scrambling to either side. 

By the time I’d finally pushed through the demonic obstacles and arrived at the assholes ganging up on Frida, no more than bloody slivers of flesh remained of the beast functioning as my shield. As I tossed the corpse aside, the Self-Induced Aggression automatically deactivated. 

“What the–?” I said hoarsely, feeling a mild lethargy seep in. Turned out I’d exhausted the MP reserves and was left bare. And I lost Edna when the bug-bastard flew me around earlier. Shit wasn’t about to get any easier. 

Forcing myself out of the post-Self-Induced Aggression tiredness, I equipped a weapon I’d promised myself not to use – the Celestial Light-Saw. Never mind it was a chainsaw constructed by a thick, red-glowing, spinning laser with jagged edges, no, my beef with it was that the Celestials had created it. An alien race consisting of highly intelligent, self-loving and dangerous individuals. 

In fact, I’d recently been a part of the team who captured and imprisoned three Celestial scouts snooping around our main operating base, searching for intel. They hadn’t revealed shit about what kind of intel, though, but obviously it wasn’t our chef’s cookie recipes. The takedown was bloody, but being caught inside our base, we eventually wore them down. I looted the Light-Saw from one of ‘em before we threw them in the lowermost floor of our base – a level so secret it was underneath the cellar, and the elevator didn’t even display it as an accessible floor. You had to press the regular floor buttons in a secret combination to get there – and for all I cared, the Celestial scum could rot there for all eternity. I wanted nothing to do with those backstabbing, scheming bitches – not even their high-tech weaponry. 

And so, with a nasty taste in my mouth, I equipped the Light-Saw and revved it up, which illuminated a three meter radius in bright blood-red light. The crazy weapon matched my mood, though, and the Pack-Hunters that attempted to tear Frida limb from limb got a rude awakening when I swung at everything within reach. Their beastly screams harmonized beautifully with the gritty roar of the alien laser-chainsaw. 

Finishing off the last of Frida’s attackers, its claws slipped out of her. She crumbled to the floor, lethally wounded and exhausted. Her character info revealed only 23 HP remained. Unfortunately, I only had one Consumable left, which would provide a single, measly health point. Meaningless. 

“Darius, th-thanks,” she groaned as I helped her back up. It took a few tries before she managed to stand on her own. Blood poured from cuts in her cheeks, throat, stomach, hips, thighs – basically everywhere. 

Knowing the answer, I still said: “You good?” 

She wrapped an arm around her stomach, winced from pain, and sheathed the blade with the other. “N-not exactly… but they just keep coming! What do we do?” 

As if to prove her point, my reply had to wait because of another two attacking Pack-Hunters. Their growls drowned in my Light-Saw’s howl. A third one appeared outta nowhere, flung itself over me and got its teeth in my neck before it, too, met its Maker. 

 

-3 Armor 

-14 HP 

 

The last remains of my armor vanished, which meant that without it to buffer the damage received, the amount of HP lost per hit would increase. 

Enemies closed in all around us – on foot, crawling on the pillars and flying. Seemed like the numbers were ever growing no matter how many we destroyed. 

“Darius…“ Frida said, her eyes flipping in every direction. “This isn’t working. There is no way out.” 

Her words perfectly matched the sinking feeling in my gut. “I know,” I grunted. Switched out the Light-Saw for the Prez and began blasting at the ever more compact walls of enemies. When the magazine emptied, I climbed up on a pile of dead demons in an attempt to get a better overview of the hall, and maybe find a possible exit route. 

But there was nothing. Every square meter as far as I could see was stuffed to the brim with nasty-ass daemonorgs – and all focused on us. The prisoners in the three cages kept yelling and hitting the doors, creating an almost tribal-like echo of shouts and clangor across the vast, dark space. 

“This is ridiculous,” I mumbled and reloaded the Prez with the last 30 bullets I owned in this world. The words of the old man in the cage suddenly rang in my head: 

This place is a trap. In a very short time, this entire hall will be flooded by daemonorgs. It happens every time someone enters the circle – like a tidal wave. Please, for your own sake, leave now.

So he’d been right, after all. Like what the fuck was this shit, anyway? What did the developers of OVERTAKEN ONLINE – Virtuality Inc. – think something like this would accomplish for the players, other than piss them off? 

I felt my lips scrunch into a snarl as I clutched the assault rifle and whispered: “Damn it to hell.” 

 


Chapter 9

 

 

The stench of demon blood, bug-rot and my own sweat stung in my nostrils. With an aching body and a useless armor that barely hung on anymore, this shit was futile. And wasting the last 30 bullets on the unending horde made about as much sense as attempting to kill dinosaurs with marshmallows. So it was back to the Celestial Light-Saw. Its red light illuminated every inch of flesh-tearing impact I made with attacking daemonorgs – while simultaneously trying to keep Frida safe behind me. But then again, what did ‘behind’ help, when we were wailing through an ocean of hostility? 

Only once before during my time in OVERTAKEN ONLINE had I experienced a horde-situation similar to this, but back then we’d been a team of eight battle-marines, and eventually found a way to chop our way through. Now, though, it occurred to me the demons began circling us, lining the edges of the circular area we’d been stuck in since trying to free the old guy. 

My health had whittled away, bit by bit, going from around 150 to a puny 49 now. And Frida was so deeply wounded her HP blinked dangerously at 17 when the demons suddenly rushed us – motherfuckin’ all at once! 

Heaving for breath, arms and legs shaking, we stared wide-eyed from one enemy to the next. I almost didn’t hear Frida’s frail voice behind me through the thunder of enemy feet and my own drilling pulse when she said: 

“I… I think we’re going to die now, Darius.” 

Without answering, I stretched my empty hand out to protect Frida, lifted the other with the rumbling Light-Saw in front of my chest, and had time to take one single backwards step before the charging assholes smashed into us from every angle. The combined force of ‘em made me drop the Light-Saw as pain exploded all parts of my body. 

 

-18 HP

 

Frida was smushed up against my back, screaming, then stumbled and face-planted on the ground beside my legs. I crouched to pick her small body up, but to no avail – the horde ran over us like an unmanned tank. The best I could do was grab her tightly in both hands to shield her as much as possible from the onslaught. 

 

-23 HP

 

Only 8 HP left, I groaned in agony. Everything became a blur of claws and teeth, bullets, tentacles and flapping wings. Without actually killing us, the daemonorgs managed to beat us almost to death, yet strangely enough keeping us alive while kicking our asses across the floor. At some point, they actually ripped the FL-Armor from my body. Half-aware, I noticed it got trampled by Pack-Hunter feet and was automatically replaced by the basic, grey Battle-Marine uniform, which provided no armor at all. And so, there the ability to regenerate armor, HP and MP went out the window. 

Bugzilla-tentacles stuck to various parts of me – stealing the rest of my weapons, ammo and items straight from my Inventory. In the swirling tornado of shit, it also occurred to me Frida had lost her armor, the blade and pouches. 

Disbelieving, I suddenly realized the horde had transported us all across the area and toward the one open prison cage. I struggled frantically, but had no say in the matter – neither had poor Frida, of course. First they threw her into the cage, before I felt myself being flung through the air. 

My head smacked against the top part of the cage’s doorway on my way in. I crashed back-first on the rugged floor, slid along it, passed the lump of a body already there – Frida – and hit the back of my head again against the opposite wall. Stars flickered across my field of vision as I lay there, trying to catch my breath and get back on my feet. 

The tiny cage’s door slammed shut to the choir of growling demons outside. In my dazed condition, it sounded like they were cheering – if beasts like these actually possessed such breadth of emotion. Next, the sound of clinking chains blended with the demonic snorts and grunts. At first low, as they got dragged across the ground outside, then a little louder when the connected metal links clattered against the cage’s outside walls. 

“What the fuck?” I tried to yell, but it came out hoarse and weak. Crawling on all fours over to the wooden door, I managed to heave myself up by clutching the bars in the girded window. Back standing, hands twirled around the bars, I watched in a strange mix of curiosity and anger while the chains lifted past my viewpoint and started creaking loudly as they began jerking the cage. Across the ocean of daemonorgs, I saw the same happened to the other cages as well. All were fastened to chains on their roofs, and they all eventually got hoisted from the ground. 

“What the hell are ya doin’?!” I screamed with a shaky voice at the braindead beasts now jumping up and down, without a doubt cheering gleefully as if this was some form of morbid celebration. “When I get out, Imma kill you all, motherfuckers!” 

The cage dangled back and forth as I kicked, hit, elbowed and kneed the door, but it didn’t budge even a smidgen. 

All the cages had been elevated about two meters in the air, and my jaw literally fell open when the circular platforms each of them had been standing on suddenly swung open like large, metal lids – exposing holes in the floor. 

I couldn’t see the hole underneath our cage, but why would it be any different here? It also wasn’t possible to see what awaited down in any of them, but what I did see was a red glow shining up that reflected in the bottom parts of the other cages. 

Kinda resembling the light radiating from… flames? I mused, before the next idea presented itself – which was more probable considering the flickerlessness of the glow: Or fucking lava. 

A sense of unreality washed over me, sending a flush of rippling coldness down my spine as the creaking chains began lowering us into the hole. It happened slowly, letting the daemonorgs really soak in and enjoy this macabre situation. As if about to drown, I instinctively inhaled deeply just as the window I peeked out from sunk below floor level. 

What followed was a minute of being lowered through a tight tunnel, barely lit by the deep red glow somewhere underneath. Considering the heat build-up, I had no doubt some form of burning hell awaited us. The daemonorgs’ gleeful growling lowered until it became inaudible, leaving the clinking of chains and the cage’s creaking and scratching against the tunnel as the only sounds present. 

I stared at Frida on the floor for a moment. She wasn’t dead, but hadn’t moved at all since they flung her into the cage. I wanted to check on her, but the chains finally lowered us out of the tunnel. 

Eyes widening, mouth gaping and the unreal feel increasing, I squished my face against the window bars and took in the unbelievable sight as we descended into a vast underground cavern. As soon as I saw the rocky walls encapsulating the huge space, heat seeped in through the girders, warming my face. 

The other cages had descended with identical speed as ours, and appeared from their holes in the cavern’s roof at the same time. 

When the cages were about five meters from the ceiling, the descent stopped and the holes got sealed by sliding stone plates that tightened around the chains. 

The cage had stopped perfectly lined up with a hanging bridge constructed by rusted steel wires and corroded metal plates. It was fastened to a circular platform with four more bridges sticking out around it, and each of those connected to the other cages. 

Furthermore, all the cages, bridges and the platform connecting them floated at least a hundred meters in the air – above a freakin’ sea of boiling lava, which painted everything in a dim, red-orange hue. 

So it is lava, then, I thought grimly. Goddammit. 

All the way on the opposite side of this enormous, ridiculous construction of bridges and platforms, was a final platform with a short flight of steps up to a closed door. 

This isn’t happening, I thought, gaping at dead human bodies sprawled across the platforms connecting all the bridges and the one exit – which was so far away it could just as well have been located in another dimension. 

Aggression building in me, I also felt a growing sense of claustrophobic panic. I knew it was bullshit, but the bubbling lava-ocean underneath us, and everything just hanging extended in the air above it, and being trapped here, and… and… 

“You want me to spaz out to get the fuck outta here?” I said to the daemonorgs who obviously weren’t present. “Is that the point of this stupid shit?! Well, you got it, bitches! You fucking got it!” 

Ordinarily I’d activated Self-Induced Aggression and tried Smash-Bursting through the door, but since they stripped me of absolutely e v e r y t h i n g, I had nothing to aid me. No armor. No MP. No weapons. No nothin’. Shit. 

My own natural aggression nevertheless rose, though, and I began kicking and hitting the wooden door. Attempted to break the iron window girders by elbowing them as hard as I could. Kneed the door. Noticed the stick on the floor. Took it and smashed it against the door, over and over again. 

I literally spazzed the fuck out to break the door open. But no matter what I did, the sturdy shit wouldn’t even budge, even though it was only made of wood. It just wasn’t supposed to be possible to break it open – at least not from the inside. 

In the beginning, the other prisoners’ faces stared at me from the other cages. Some tried to break out, too, but most didn’t. But they soon vanished from the windows. 

After hours of wildly beating the door, bleeding from knuckles, knees and elbows, I crashed from exhaustion and fell into a coma-like sleep. 

 


Chapter 10

 

 

My own gasping breath awoke me from the blackness of restless sleep. Before even becoming fully conscious, I swiftly jumped to my feet and curled my fingers around the door window’s girders. The cage began swinging from my rapid movement, causing the chains it hung from to squeak dangerously. 

With a vacuum in my stomach, I stared at the other hanging cages, only loosely connected by the bridges. No-one looked out from the girded windows anymore. What had happened to them while I was blacked out? 

The sea of lava a hundred meters or so underneath us bubbled and boiled and threatened to swallow anything that slipped and fell. Fucking hopeless situation. 

I had no clue how long we’d been trapped in this claustrophobic, dangling micro-prison cell – it could have been three days, hell, maybe four, based on the length of the beard stubble rasping against my fingers as I rubbed my jaw. 

Rubbing my sore knuckles, knees and feet, I noticed the markings on the wooden door. Deep, craggy scratches and indentations from my boots and fists. The wooden stick leaning against the wall also showed damage from the rough handling I’d subjected it to.  

Cursing under my breath, I grit my teeth to stall the boiling aggression. Turned instead to the immovable lump in the shadows on the floor. 

Frida. 

Checking her status, a measly 6 HP blinked critically at me. It didn’t look like she’d moved at all since collapsing when the demons initially trapped us here. I got on my knees beside her, stuck my arms under her back and said: “Frida, can you hear me?” 

No response. 

Shaking her gently, I continued: “Come on, woman. You gotta wake up. You’re a tough warrior-medic – you can do this. You hear me?” 

A slight crack in her shut eyelids revealed a speck of blue pupils. Without opening her mouth and actually speaking, only a murmur rumbled in her throat. 

“There you are,” I said. “You’ve been out for quite some time.” 

“Mmmghh,” rumbled her throat again. 

“Look, I don’t know how, but we need to find a way outta here.” 

A lower throat-mumble this time, and then her eyelids closed again. 

“No, no,” I said, gripping her harder. “Don’t do that. Come on, now. Stay with me.” 

Her face twitched in pain and I realized I might have grabbed her too hard. “Shit,” I whispered, put her down gently and rose to my feet, wondering what the fuck to do now. Of course, I could just kill us both, which would make us respawn at each of our own randomly designated respawn points. Although we couldn’t know exactly where we’d wind up, it sure as hell wouldn’t be in here. Right? 

My head snapped in the direction of muffled scratching from somewhere outside. Peeking through the small, girded window, I felt my eyes widen at the sight of sprays of dust and debris puffing out from expanding cracks along the rocky ceiling above each of the cages – I couldn’t see what happened straight above our own cage, but I heard the same shit occurred here, as well. 

My eyes grew even wider when the ragged cracks in the ceiling tore open as cat-sized spider-beasts suddenly pushed out like hordes of insect zombies. They rapidly spread out and climbed down the cage chains, surrounded the cages and – I couldn’t believe my eyes – they started chewing the bricks the cages were made of. 

“Oh hell no!” I said hoarsely. “No, no, no, this isn’t happening. This isn’t fucking happening!” 

But yes, it absolutely was happening. Quickly. 

The creepy-ass spiders began climbing up the platforms connecting the bridges throughout this vast lava-filled hell-hall. They crawled up the ledges, gathered across the dead people laying spread, and began feasting. 

“Be gone,” I yelled at them. Ridiculous, of course, but I still did it. “Get the fuck out, spider-fuckers!” 

I kept uselessly yelling at them while they flooded more and more of the platforms and cages. 

Soon my yelling resembled high-pitched screaming and wailing. Helplessness threatened to strangle me as the spiders munched seemingly anything they got their teeth on. Already, four of the other cages had major parts of their walls completely ripped open. 

“Get the fuck off,” I roared at the ones crawling all over our cage. Picking up the stick, I tried to spear them through the window girders, but they slipped away and disappeared on the surrounding walls. The gnashing of their teeth against the stone created a reaction in me as if someone dragged nails across a blackboard. 

“Frida, you gotta wake up,” I said. “This isn’t good. This isn’t good at all. Shit!” 

As panic flooded my system with surge after surge of adrenaline, I shouted through the window: “Help!” Knowing, of course, no one was here, and no one would come. Still, I couldn’t stop myself: “Someone, please heeelp!” 

And then, out of nowhere…

As if touched by the Great Lord Himself – as my grandma would’ve said – all the way over on the other side of the hall, beyond the bridges and platforms, the only door in the entire area opened a bit. Squinting, I saw a human head poke in for about a second before withdrawing again. 

“They’re chewing their way through!” I yelled with all the power of my lungs and vocal chords. I wasn’t used to being overtaken by fear, but this shit was too much even for me. When the door opened more, I screamed: “You, there, by the door!” 

The head popped out more this time, before the whole dude entered. 

“Hey,” I yelled again, but had to smash spiders trying to get in through the window bars. “Over here! We’re the only ones still alive.”

The dude was a decently big guy, dressed in regular jeans, hoodie and a backpack. He looked confused and scared. Staring from the ocean of lava underneath us, to the spiders and the hanging bridges before he answered: “How many are you?”

“Just me and a woman,” I answered, killing more spiders. The chewing sounds outside our walls were getting louder, and I feared they’d get through any second now. “Please hurry; she’s badly hurt!”

The guy dragged a hand across his face and fumbled with a gun. “Uhm, okay,” he finally said. “Just let me think for a second.”

“Don’t think – just come!”  I yelled so loud my throat ached. 

He took a few steps back as multiple spiders started running up the short flight of steps to the platform where the entrance was, leaving behind an uneven trail of purple substance. 

“I’m coming!” he eventually said, then aimed and fired his handgun, splattering a spider’s head in a gush of yellowish blood. 

“Do a good job,” I whispered through gritted teeth. Goosebumps of horror rippled down my spine as the inside wall of our cage began cracking open. Light poked through the growing holes and the spiders’ impossibly big fangs worked their way in. 

I positioned myself in front of Frida – who still hadn’t moved an inch – and gripped the stick so tight my hands hurt. Took a deep breath and got myself ready for anything and everything. 

“Please, do a good job,” I repeated silently to the unknown dude, and started smashing spiders as fast as I could…

 

 

---------------

 

 

Wait, what? It stopped now?!

  

No, no, no, of course not, good reader! Don’t worry, the story continues - just not from Darius’ perspective. This companion novella is after all only a quick peek behind the curtains, shedding some light on how Frida and Darius wound up trapped in a tiny cage dangling above a sea of lava. 

  

Now, who is the guy that just entered the spider-infested lava-cave? 

  

And more importantly: Will this seemingly random dude manage to get them out of their extremely sticky situation?

 

You’ll find the answer right now in Overtaken Online 1 - Daemonorg Prison-Lab - which is available as ebook (free with Kindle Unlimited), paperback, and audiobook.

 

 

Check out Ben’s Amazon page to see his newest releases.

 

 

Thank you for reading!

 


Path to Decay: Initiation

 

D. A. Monath

 


Chapter 1

 

 

Life was pretty good as a combat support physicist.

 

Hector’s last individual side quest had been gloriously free of the burdens of leadership. It wasn’t perfect, of course. Sure, a couple cyborgs tried to indoctrinate him into the Artificers’ Guild and then failing that, shove him off a 200-story high ballroom patio, but life couldn’t be all trans-dimensional Archetech, infiltrating megacorps, and questionable attempts at low-key dating via VR MMORPG.

 

People met at music fests, cons, playing intramurals, or a stack of arguably pro-social bonding activities. Hunting Lovecraftian abominations for the good of all humanity had to rank semi-respectably in all that.

 

And as hard and unnatural as it was … he’d promised himself no storytelling or DM'ing, no party leadership, definitely no clan or guild-mastering until he knocked out the second half of grad school.

 

On the other hand, you couldn’t just let your friends walk into the glad-handing, excessively connected, Italian-suited jaws of death, either.

 

Hector zipped up his black and red leather biker jacket and pulled his data pad out from the cargo pocket of his reinforced black utility pants.

 

"Hey, John," he called ahead to the gray-cloaked space marine effortlessly plowing a path through the streaming sidewalk crowd.

 

John wasn’t merely leveraging his size for advantage, he was keeping an eye open for small gaps and patterns of momentum and driving through the breach like a well-orchestrated cavalry charge. Hector, Corey, and Sev drafted him barely a step behind, although Corey could probably have predicted the pedestrians’ Brownian motion at large and in specific better than any of them.

 

She was … an elemental? A Fate? The game hadn’t even classified her, and a couple weeks in they were still puzzling that out. She’d reported it, received a polite automated response, and after that … crickets. Couldn’t complain too much in an open beta.

 

John turned his head just enough to indicate he’d heard while expanding a momentary split between two businesswomen into an avenue. “Name it.”

 

This would have been an easier conversation in an aircar, but the Pratt Station transhub just outside Nexus City’s Artists’ District was only two blocks away from where he and John had collected Sev and Corey from their secure respawn point after they’d come within a laser’s width of a total party kill.

 

“I think Jorgen knew that was a set-up, or at least, he knew it wasn’t just an abandoned cult lab.” Hector kept his elbows in and started connecting chat and voice readouts with blueprints on his pad in the event he got a chance to present evidence. 

 

It’s just a game. It’s John’s turn. It’s all good.

 

They stopped at the corner of Third Street and Belmont for a red no-walk light, people compressing in to fill every space like gravity turning space dust into planets. The vast majority of them were game-controlled non-player characters by a ratio of roughly 100,000 to 1, but there was no way to know for sure without interacting with them to parse their behavior and speech for signs of humanity versus scripting.

 

John twisted enough to make eye contact with each of the party, even though it forced him to squint in the brilliant sunlight peeking just over the soaring horizon of stone, steel, and glass. 

 

“What’s your take?” John directed to Corey and Sev, raising his voice over the thrum of a sea of passing hovercars and the passive, exponential clamor of a thousand people simply being alive in one place.

 

On the opposite side of Corey from Hector, Sev was in love with his character concept, wearing tightly wrapped black robes with flexibly crafted partial plate armor sewn over it, and a menacing slitted helmet which must have relied more on game system handwavium than physics for field of vision.

 

Hector knew Corey already had her thoughts organized, but even pressed in like penguins on an ice flow he could see the quick flash between her and Sev, letting him go first. Space ninja / assassin or not, Sev would be inclined to fall in line with whatever Hector or Corey advocated … Hector because Sev was used to it, and for good reason, and Corey because she just had that effect on people.

 

The helmet swiveled first to Hector, then Corey, and back to John. Sev’s voice came through in the deep, slightly detached voice modulation it provided. “I mean, unless we want to make Hector graph it for us like make-up work in one of his breakout sessions, he’s probably right.”

 

John waited patiently as the crowd finished filling in around him, although, Hector noted, as close as they came, even brushing against him, no one dared actually nudge him … or Sev for that matter.

 

The weight of the group’s silence broke Sev first. “Ok, Jorgen said the recon team did a complete resonance scan and it hadn’t been used for rituals for months. Were they right, or just didn’t know what they saw, or … ?” 

 

He shrugged. “It’s not what they got,” inclining his helmet at Corey and Hector. He was getting better at nonverbals. “The team lied to him, didn’t pick up on it, he lied to us, or take your pick.”

 

John nodded. Corey was still relatively new to their friends’ circle, but the rest of them, including their yet-to-respawn fifth member and cyber rogue, Ryan, had known each other long enough that conversational planning flow shaped itself implicitly.

 

And Corey, of course, effortlessly meshed with any social dynamic with a modicum of class, and outside of that, was more than competent to keep Ryan in check … as was frequently needed.

 

In game, she had a genuinely ethereal quality which, to Hector at least, was only a slight exaggeration of her natural qualities in real life. Even here on the street, squeezed between him and Sev, she was like a misplaced Greek goddess.

 

Not like a Hollywood idealized representation, but a literal Greek goddess … Hector had actually witnessed a conversation between classics majors fiercely debating whether she more closely resembled Venus de Arlés or Hiram Powers’ Proserpine. He didn’t personally see those, unless you allowed that something crucial and human had been lost in the translation to stone.

 

Hector thought she looked more like a Waterhouse, with her strong jaw, broad, rosy cheeks, proud nose, twinkling eyes, and glossy auburn hair bound in a loose, full bun. It’s not that she wasn’t pretty in her way, because she was … but even more, it was her poise and self-possession.

 

A goddess in, well, a “maxi dress and sneakers you can run in,” she’d explained.

 

It didn’t matter that she wasn’t “gorgeous.” She knew who she was, and you couldn’t help but suspect that she knew exactly who you were, too … and most of the time, that she cared about you anyway.

 

“Hector, we’re moving,” John cut in at the same time the crowd behind Hector started pushing him forward.

 

Whoops.

 

They stepped quickly to keep up with the towering blond leading the way, and he could feel Corey laughing at him even before he made himself glance over. He didn’t think she could read his thoughts … yet … 

 

Fortunately, as she leaned in, all he saw in her emerald-green eyes was wry amusement. 

 

“What you may have missed in your internal rumination was my aide-mémoire that Principal Jorgen, as we discussed at the time, was intentionally deceptive, although I couldn’t determine the particulars nor the motive.”

 

They left behind the rough, earthy stonework of the Artists’ District on crossing the street, as the city block containing the transhub and others close to the city center trended more toward polished granite for its masonry.

 

The shops as well were more professional in nature, the Bohemian independent stores giving way to ubiquitous chains such as Vera Black Café, legal services, and, amongst the highest vaulted-roofed and buttressed levels, luxury apartments for the highest-ranking Corporatarchs and Politisciens, the game’s default ruling factions.

 

“John’s correct on one level,” she continued, “We can’t definitively state that he’s Corrupted with a capital C … and yet it does seem the natural inference. I could likely maneuver him into betraying a confidence that would bolster one of your Essential Field Theory scans for dark resonance.”

 

Essential Field Theory, EFT, was one of the 10 fundamental Disciplines of technomancy, not that any in-game NPC would admit they were using anything more esoteric than a newly emergent “Inspired” application of scientific principles.

 

Hector finished, “But that runs a non-trivial risk of tipping him off to our suspicions if he has some way to detect it, although I couldn’t identify an Inspired Muse about him.”

 

“Too fancy,” John called back, “and if we’re going to call him a liar either way, we might as well call him out to his face. You both will get a better reading, and if you’re right and he’s shocked enough it’ll cost him on the Initiative roll. I’m a licensed Hunter, and the Order will back us up.”

 

Paladins.

 

Technically, John was a provisional Inspired agent for the Custodes Praetites faction, specializing in some elite sub-order dealing with ferreting out and exterminating servants of the unknowable horrors lurking in the far reaches of the void, etc., etc., except with even more Latin-ish terminology slung around than normal. 

 

But effectively … Space marine paladin and party tank, as far as Hector was concerned.

 

Due to the way the game handled character creation, it was a legitimate comparison in-game and out. Hector wasn’t sure if it was a matter of processing power, a deliberate choice of game design, or what he strongly suspected was an underlying psycho-social experiment built in, but character creation was point buy, and you were automatically assigned physical, mental, and social stats roughly commensurate with your real-life attributes.

 

You could up your mental or social stats if you wanted, but the build point penalty was crushing. Dramatically less so for downgrading, but reducing your real intelligence or wits in-game felt like perpetual sleep-deprivation and brain fog. You got to feel it immediately during creation in the build room as you allocated points, and it was generally miserable and disturbing enough that it wasn’t worth it for most players.

 

Same for the range of available personality types, “Essences and Affects,” used as role-playing hooks, which restored Willpower points when the system AI recognized them as meaningfully demonstrated in-game. While you could choose to override the system’s automatically winnowed list of suggestions, playing “off-type” was likely to cost people more energy than it returned, and added the risk of running perpetually low on Willpower.

 

Which explained why John, the legal major and hockey defenseman, was a fancy space marine paladin; gymnast and kinesio student Sev wound up a Corporatarch assassin damage-per-second (DPS); and Ryan, the theater major paying his way through college in tech support (and immune to what this suggested regarding a viable career path), filled their rogue slot and second DPS.

 

Hector had ported himself in virtually unchanged, postured for an optimized area of effect (AoE) and buffing support role, with an accelerated learning and power curve.

 

Given his teaching hours and own course load, and as much as it pained him, Hector wasn’t even going to play until he found out at the last minute that Corey wasn’t just in it, but already linked up with his own normal gaming group.

 

And Corey was ... whatever she was, which figured. The only witch in a world of cyberpunk technomancers, which not even the developers bothered to address, she seemed to have taken the same approach as Hector and pivoted her medical school forensic pathologist track into a semi-ironic party healer role.

 

All told, they were pretty well-rounded …

 

… but still down a key DPS until they got Ryan back. 

 

Maybe their upcoming meeting with Jorgen was going to be a social encounter, but if not, Hector didn’t want to risk another near-TPK or worse. The first had already cost Corey, Ryan, and Sev a significant amount of their accumulated stat training percentages, and another death would wipe out the short-term catch-up bonus they had and cost them a temporary experience point and learning penalty on top of it.

 

But, not his call.

 

Approaching the center of the block, the crowd thinned around them as the sidewalk opened into a wide plaza on their right, set back into the building’s footprint, with a long glass overhang extending from the recessed entrance doors and angled up and overhead, just protruding over the sidewalk several stories above.

 

Hector checked his data pad for notes on Jorgen’s office as John aimed for the plaza. “I’m going to message Ryan one more time and see if he can log back in. We have another stealth option. If he can either work his roguish charms with the assistant, sneak into the office, or remotely hack their computer, we could find evidence first and have a better idea what we’re walking into.”

 

Sev chimed in mechanically, “And it’s less of an immediate punch. If Ryan finds something, we can call for backup or put together a plan to take him out before he suspects. Those things kicked our ass once, and if Jorgen’s with them …”

 

John didn’t pause, hopping up the couple steps to the elevated plaza. “Do it, but we’re all going to have to log out for practice and class in an hour, anyway, and we can’t wait around for him. Too much time will pass in-game before we make it back, and whichever option will be that much harder.”

 

It was easier going on the plaza, but they still had to push through the more disorderly teeming masses of commuters. Card-activated electric-blue kiosks for transhub fare stood around the edges, the center dominated by a stone fountain topped with a heroically posed, life-size statue of the eponymous George Tanner Pratt, discoverer of the Pratt Equation for energy-efficient co-location of points in multidimensional space, also known as the Inspired Discipline of “Dimensional Science.”

 

Hector mentally concentrated on the game system interface to activate it.  It immediately presented itself as a virtual heads-up display with a faint, watermarked background acting as a splash screen, reading the game title “Re Mentis Machinae” above the radiant robot logo and company name, “InspireTek.” 

 

The words, “Brought to you by generous grants from the National Economic Council, Public Health Foundation, and the Advanced Research Projects Laboratory” centered themselves at the bottom edge of Hector’s default display zone.

 

There were icons for his character sheet and learning progression, build references, logout, development credits, game settings, accessibility options, and a comms link to the IRL channels, although talking to the outside was highly discouraged due to the impact on immersion. Repeated use incurred experience and learning penalties similar to death. 

 

Hector queued a private IRL comm to Ryan, pinging him on whichever secondary source he’d linked to the game. Most people just used their primary communications key, but you could set any given app or method with a compatible protocol. 

 

Voice and text were interchangeable by either party’s preferences, but it could also be unsettling or finicky from a user experience standpoint given the apparent time dilation effect in-game, which operated at a 2:1 ratio with real-world time.

 

“Ryan, John wants to head straight up the middle on Jorgen. If you’re still awake or haven’t already thrown in the towel, I’d rather have you run a stealth or hacker mission, but if we have to take him into custody, we definitely need you for the firepower. We only have a few minutes in-game before we hit the portal at the Pratt transhub and jump to his office.”

 

By the time they’d loaded fare on their accounts and passed through the doors into the cavernous, marbled entry hall, Ryan came back and a notification icon popped up in Hector’s HUD.

 

The lobby’s high ceiling and glass outcropping let in plenty of natural sunlight during the day, whereas at night, the strips of glow panels embedded in every wall, floor, and ceiling would gradually take over, maintaining a constant level of illumination.

 

Hector keyed the chat, which scrolled past the bottom of his vision, auto-balanced against the ambient light.

 


Ryan P: Sorry my man people are off like the sky’s falling but what else is new lol need five minutes 10 yours




 

Even John looked satisfied when Hector passed it along. “We’ll shock Jorgen into response, Corey and I will catch signs of Aetherism, and I’ll detect leakage in his surface thoughts.”

 

Maybe “inquisitor” is more accurate?

 

Hector dismissed the interface after another back-and-forth chat. “He’s going to meet us at the Culverton platform in about 10 minutes.” 

 

Corey smiled impishly. “Certainly he has the speed for it, but that assumes he passes all his Constitution rolls this time around.”

 

Even John had to laugh, despite himself. “Some of you need a training camp. Hector, when we get our HQ set up, I’m going to need gym space and a time bubble for you guys.”

 

Hector frowned, running through the math. With a Biocognitive Discpline procedure from John, he could double his mental processing, and then combined with his Speed Reading and Research Skills, and getting a +1 automatic success to Inspired science studies from his character Asset “Prodigy,” he could probably knock out first ranks in Fundamental Physics and Biological Science on a treadmill, laying the foundation for an extra rank in CON at the same time.

 

At a baseline of 40 hours of study for the first rank in a new Discipline, provided a competent mentor and resources like Corey’s Library Asset, probably halved to 20 from John and another 20% from Read—

 

“Hector!” John popped his mental whiteboard. “I know you can crunch the math all day, brother. Let’s just get Jorgen straight, and then we’ll have all the time to reassess build strategy. I just wish that plan came with more firepower upfront.”

 

Hector tightened his lips, more annoyed at the interruption than the dig, but there wasn’t a lot to say that hadn’t already been hashed out. He’d optimized his build points in ways that would grant him a perpetual advantage both in XP-equivalent ranks at the start and for long-term training speed and aptitude, but it did make him soft on projected power at the start.

 

Besides, pure combat and adventure out of the gate was John’s angle on the game. The world was set up at least as much for politics and social play, or just sandbox experimentation, as for traditional action-oriented questing.

 

Only one of the six starting factions / game roles, John’s Custodes Praetites, was explicitly militaristic in nature. The rest were structured toward politics, business, living and materials sciences, and the underworld … in terms of illicit activity, rather than the lands of the dead. 

 

One of the 10 Inspired Disciplines, the Aetherism John had just referenced, focused on the ostensibly supernatural. It was tantalizingly forbidden from study outside of certain especially secretive organizations such as John’s suborder, due to its alleged inherent instability and danger. 

 

Hector knew a primary storyline when it smacked him in the face.

 

However, progression, like always, came down to XP acquisition, points and power efficiency, and system-specific prerequisites. The primary ways to gain XP were in fact through combat, but also significant advances in quests and storylines, creative and impactful contributions to party goals, and advances in game-mechanic application. 

 

It made sense, with the developer intent of stress-testing AI and emergent behavior and storyteller control.

 

Hector took a gamble on a starting Liability, Hunted, that netted him a substantial four build point bonus (out of a starting 15) and pretty much guaranteed plenty of combat XP down the road, but his plan was to lay low and duck it until he’d powered up enough to take it on. That was probably where his Artificer encounter had come from.

 

For now, it was interesting enough that for all the technomagic – “Archetech” – the game seemed to have a scrupulous foundation in real-world physics, and he could generate at least a little synergy with his actual studies.

 

And then there was Corey, who seemed to have taken his exact approach herself, minus the whole witch deal, of course.

 

John put a substantial white-armored arm around Hector and leaned in quietly. “I know you’re burning it on both ends helping out that study group. Don’t kill yourself just so we can crack some skulls.” He pushed Hector away playfully, still almost knocking him off balance.

 

That meant a lot, but he’d hoped he could manage it less obviously, without being a drag on the others. “Let’s stake out our turn in the queue, and Ryan can duck in when he gets here.”

 

John was right, though. He was going to have to find a better balance, but merely dabbling in passions, especially team-oriented ones, wasn’t one of his virtues. They were already playing in their sleep as well as after class/work, and he’d rather defend his thesis naked on fire than let down the undergrads he was tutoring. 

 

What if he taught classes in here? 

 

Dammit, the trial window closed a month ago. You do need more down time.

 

Hector took off in the lead this time, rebuilding his whiteboard while he weaved deeper in toward the stairs and escalators that would take them down to their destination level.

 

He didn’t even need to check for direction signs, one of the perks of being a student of Dimensional Science. Maintaining mental maps, even complex maps of strange locations in three dimensions, was as easy as picturing the quad outside his college dorm. He could even pull it up as a HUD overlay and rotate, zoom, or dismiss it at will.

 

They were headed toward level B2, which kept the platforms for semi-local but less-trafficked regions. B1 was for location travel with Nexus City and the surrounding suburbs, while B3 and B4 held the majority of relative backwaters and off-planet destinations. 

 

Culverton, as a business hub a few hours away by aircar, mainly saw traffic from players affiliated with the Corporatarchs, but also a smattering of Bioticians, or Artifactors like Hector, thanks to physical proximity to those sweet, sweet, grant credits. 

 

It was also a designated live-fire and player-kill zone like virtually everywhere outside Nexus City and the suburbs. Hector didn’t think anything could actually die in the city itself unless it was part of a scripted setting event, like mowing grass. 

 

That certainly raised questions surrounding what would happen if one were to use Inspired Bio procedures to generate an unending supply of housecats, or worse, rabbits or rats. Granted, you’d have to use Bright Matter or Essential Resonant Energy, AKA “Essentia,” to imbue them with substance for longer than a few turns or a scene or two.

 

No doubt, someone would try.

 

Hector could see a dozen ways the game’s world-building systems would be inevitably tasked, like the concept of credits at all. In game lore, Inspired Science was only a decade or so old, and laws were already in place to prevent magical counterfeiting of currency, but the impacts of living in a post-scarcity world hadn’t even begun to be explored.

 

In his opinion, the system hadn’t completely broken and reformed already only due to the weight of built-in societal inertia and the developers’ assumptions, the relative scarcity of Inspired scientists, and the “essential force imbalance” mechanic that penalized you for pushing standard model physics too fast, hard, or blatantly. 

 

However, now that the game environment had been live for a little over a month, with a few thousand players who tended to advance more quickly than equivalent NPCs, he couldn’t see any of the current structure lasting too much further into the beta without major updates.

 

While it didn’t show now, to John’s occasional annoyance, Hector was confident he’d be on the cutting edge of breaking the power curve. It wouldn’t be the first game system he’d broken, by a long stretch. 

 

Recalling a line from the terms of service, of which he’d actually read at least some of the key portions, the game was declared to last until the identification of an irreconcilable breaking condition, the last player or group of players quits, or InspireTek or the grant board decided to pull the plug at their own discretion.

 

The worst that could happen was they’d end the beta early or nerf him. 

 

After two escalators down, Hector led the group through the B2 West Concourse, a broad hall structured off real-world air and spaceport terminals. The crowd was much thinner, and the concessions were limited to the inevitable Vera Black café and sandwich shops. 

 

Those were exactly the anachronisms Hector knew couldn’t last. 

 

Food replicators already existed, and once Inspired PCs and NPCs started propagating Archetech, there would be no point to much of a production or retail economy unless Bright Matter / Essentia were substantially limited. Even without that, you could just stockpile waste materials, even limitless hydrogen from space, or even spare planets, and then using the alchemy of fundamental “science” at the level of essential fields, make whatever you wanted.

 

“Wait,” John said. “Look at the lines.”

 

Hector and the others stopped in the corridor and looked around. People seemed to be talking insistently to each other, and virtually everyone was on a personal digital device of some kind or staring at fixed points in the air only they could see.

 

Hector activated his interface and connected to the transhub comm channel. 

 


Pratt Transhub Notification System: We apologize for the brief delay. Technical issues are being addressed with certain connecting platforms. Please stand by for further updates as we work to swiftly resolve the situation. Press or concentrate on “Live Stream” below to be automatically notified of further updates.




 

 Sev surveyed the group. “Like a real glitch, or a scripted event?”

 

“No idea,” John said.

 

Corey studied the crowds. “I can’t be certain if there are any other players here, but if this were an error with the game itself, we should have received a system message regarding it.”

 

Hector considered. “I can’t recall anything going wrong in the start zone that wasn’t somehow player-generated, so I doubt it was scripted. Someone might have finally decided to trigger a procedure to inflate their mass mid-transit, or something else equally inadvisable.”

 

“I don’t know,” Sev replied. “Everything’s shiny and clean up here, but if you hit up some of the areas across the river in the Lower City designed for underworld and MKT Consortium players and their starting quests, it’s a total different vibe.”

 

John nodded. “That’s a point. I had to meet a source down there on the opposite side from Hector’s Luminary’s Guild, near the industrial district, and they had half-broken trams, junk aircars, dive bars, trash in the streets. They probably have stuff like this built in.”

 

He looked down the terminal toward the Culverton platform. “Let’s just head down there and wait. Probably bought Ryan the time he needed anyway.”

 

He met no disagreement, and the closer they got, the more business suits and seemingly upscale professionals they saw, versus casual travelers and identifiable retail uniforms likely heading in for afternoon shift work.

 

The platform, once they arrived, was identical to any other except by relative size. A large scrolling wall display interspersed advertisements and public announcements with a chart of transport pads and specific Culverton destinations, while a couple dozen circular white floor pads of varying size, large enough to hold anywhere from one to 10 people at a time, were arranged with clear lines for entry and exit queueing, with generous spacing all around.

 

Black-hooded boxes, four inches cubed, were embedded flush with the floor at one-foot intervals all around the polished, white decking of each trans pad.

 

When you purchased fare, your card ID code and DNA were tied to a particular pad and transport time window during which your pad would be active for you or members of your party, while queueing algorithms automatically reallocated how many pads were used for which destinations coming and going based on demand.

 

As Hector looked, every pad was ringed by a floor-to-ceiling cylinder of translucent red light pulsing gently in and out, indicating hold status.

 

“There he is,” Sev pointed back down the terminal past a distant Mind’s Eye Theatrics virtual novel store. 

 

Hector wasn’t about to go down the rabbit hole of virtual entertainment inside virtual entertainment because no one needed that level of Inception, and besides, nothing in there was worth “real” XP or training hours … that he was aware of.

 

Sure enough, Ryan looked winded but trying not to show it as he jogged toward them, still pulling off a perfect running form, brown hair bouncing in time. To be fair, there was nothing wrong with his CON, he just had the normal two out of five ranks of a typical person who hit the gym once a week and thought about running on Saturdays.

 

He was all DEX and social, with enough mental stats where it counted, but missing a few in the STR and CON department.

 

“Hey guys,” he grinned. “It was tough escaping from the adoring crowds.” He flashed concern to Corey and Sev. “Are you guys ok? I lost most of my training percentages, but at least got the five-day relearning bonus.”

 

“Same.” Sev looked him over from running boots to light bomber-inspired jacket. “Not crippled? Any residual damage levels?”

 

Ryan laughed and presented himself with wide arms. “Nope! All seven good to go. I guess crippled in the training stats was enough to satisfy the gods. You?”

 

“Yeah, but I wasn’t pulled apart like Mr. Fantastic.”

 

“Sure, that was awkward, fair. I wouldn’t sign up for it again, either, but did you see how mad they got when I wouldn’t come apart at first?” 

 

Despite how intensely realistically the world was modeled, combat deaths came with a glossy, not quite cartoonish veneer that was calculated to prevent genuine shock and traumatic psychological injury.

 

Corey could have performed an in-game autopsy with absolute realism, but cutting someone’s arm off in combat produced a clearly faux wound and an unpleasant sensation no worse than hitting your funny bone. The injured person themselves still saw an outline of their intact body and maintained sensation, even though the “missing” part could no longer interact with the game environment.

 

There had to be occasional flaws in the AI’s context-sensitive heuristic for detail, but none of them had seen it yet.

 

Ryan gave Corey a brilliant smile. “Whatever you did with that super-stretchy Bio procedure, spell, whatever, was hilarious … I mean afterward. It was all still kind of horrifying in the moment.”

 

Corey returned his smile with a curtsy. “There wasn’t a name for the spell as I wove it, but afterward the system declared it to be, ‘Corey’s Lesser Reach of the Kraken.’”

 

“It probably would have been ‘Enhanced Bioductility’ if anyone else had done it,” Hector observed. “Your effects always come out far more poetic.”

 

She twinkled at him. “Should have been a mystic.”

 

The rest of them exchanged looks.

 

We’re going to have to figure that out. 

 

“Hey,” Ryan pointed to the pads, where the light had changed from flashing red to green. “It looks like we’re up. What happened?”

 


Pratt Transhub Notification System: Thank you for your patience. Normal transit operations with Culverton have been restored. Press or concentrate on “Live Stream” below to be automatically notified of further updates.




 

“Never mind,” he amended.

 

Most of the passengers had simply stayed in their queues during the delay, indicated by spaced lights on the floor corresponding to their fare order codes, but people who had strayed for coffee or to seek out a live station employee began hurrying back to retake their places.

 

Hector switched his HUD scroll to a local news feed as they moved into line by one of the mid-sized pads and he took up a space just behind John, with the rest following. “There’s nothing on NCNS about it yet. Ryan, didn’t you say something was up on campus?”

 

There was a lengthy pause as Ryan inspected a holo he’d pulled up of himself.

 

“Hm? Yeah,” he said, trying to comb his hair back into place with the fingers of one hand while tucking his shirt and pants back into place with the other.

 

Corey laughed at him from behind. “Well said. And care to advance your place, if you’d be so kind.”

 

“Sure, sure, one second.” Ryan shut off the holo and moved up onto the queue light Hector had vacated moments before. “No, I don’t know what was going on. There’s no point in paying attention to any of it, you know what it’s like.”

 

It was true: real-world events, or at least the popular spin, tended more toward outrage mongering than reasoned debate, and by the time the truth came out, it almost didn’t matter anymore.

 

“Besides,” he continued, “couldn’t leave the party hanging, right, just to figure out whether I should grab a picket sign or duck the cafeteria until the water filtration’s back on?”

 

“Hey!” Ryan and Sev called over each other, then stood back and waited for the other to keep going.

 

John looked back at them impatiently. “What?”

 

Sev took it. “I guess we just got a forced Perception Alertness roll. Someone’s hurt back near the escalator.”

 

Corey was on tiptoes trying to see over Sev’s shoulder, but even though Hector was four inches shorter than John, six feet was still enough to see a small crowd knotting around the base of the escalator.

 


Pratt Transhub Notification System: Medical personnel are en route to B2 Central from F1 First Aid. Please ensure a clear route, as a patron requires assistance. Press or concentrate on “Live Stream” below to be automatically notified of further updates.




 

“Quest-related?” Ryan wondered out loud.

 

“That’s exactly what we were asking about the platform before you got here,” Hector said. “We’re up next.”

 

A mix of letters and numbers and the name “Culverton – Regency Hotel” scrolled in circles near the ceiling around the perimeter of the transport pad, in the same electric blue as the glowing fare kiosk lights, while two men and a woman in office casual business wear edged onto it, squinting and trying to see back toward the developing scene.

 

Once they were all within the bounds of the circle, the green light cylinder around them turned to amber and the word “CONFIRMED” joined the string of characters.

 

Hector could see the ghost of their destination fade into view within the boundary of their pad as the automated transhub procedure co-located the two regions and redefined the passengers’ physical coordinates into the hotel.

 

“There’s no way in hell I’d do this in real life,” Sev commented as the previous party vanished along with the glimpse of the lobby behind them.

 

“Probably not,” Hector agreed, “but it’s not like the elaborate Star Trek murder machines. This isn’t disassembling the real you, sending your subatomic corpse cloud across space, and rebuilding a lucky doppleganger on the far end.”

 

Hector pointed out the black boxes inlaid around their pad. “Those are spatial determinant emitters. They don’t disassemble us; they perform a full-spectrum pattern scan to filter us out and invert the space around us with the predefined space at our destination. Then our coordinates are reassociated with the destination space, and the inversion is reversed.”

 

“Sorry prof, I can’t hear you over my molecules dying a thousand agonizing deaths.” Sev cocked his head. “Next Gen was worse, anyway. They just blatantly evaporated you and made a computer copy they could print out at will like funhouse tickets.”

 

The amber light pulsed into green again, and John and Hector moved through the beam onto the glowing platform. This time, the blue letters and numbers matched their own transit ID, followed by “Culverton – Emerson Corporate Center.”

 

“Besides,” Hector continued, “even the in-game technobabble has a dozen safety protocols, from the spatial deconfliction algorithm to the volumetric overlap shutoff, which prevents the transportation of objects only partially within the emitter’s field of control-”

 

 “-Jeez, man, leave some mystery in the relationship,” Ryan breezed onto and took over the center of the platform. Corey drifted along beside him, turning a page.

 

After another moment’s pause, Sev stepped on, stealthed boots whisper-silent.

 

Corey glanced up at Ryan from her book. “Almost enough to make you wonder what we are at this moment, doesn’t it?”

 

“Desperately handsome, clearly.”

 

As the ring of light turned back to amber around them, they witnessed the process from the previous party’s perspective. The transhub platform and all the remaining passengers in line blurred as though an image of the Emerson transit reception area was overlaid at maximum transparency and gradually slid into full opacity around them as they shifted.

 

Once Emerson’s elegant, cherry wood corporate concierge spaces and expansive cream carpeting solidified around them and the halo of light turned red, indicating it was not available for departures at the moment, John stepped off and headed directly to the tall reception desk on the opposite side of the room. 

 

A precisely groomed executive assistant, likely in his early twenties, with neat black hair and friendly brown eyes, stood behind the desk backed by floor-to-ceiling double glass doors with the Emerson Financial logo frosted across them. 

 

There must have been an elevated platform behind the desk, as the assistant greeted John at matching eye level with a familiar smile and a nod of courteous precision.

 

The desk was just above sternum level on Hector, and, he noted, another anachronism as virtually all work was conducted by datapad or holoprojection. Nonetheless, its smooth, sweeping lines and positioning conveyed exactly the intended aesthetic of formal luxury and gatekeeping.

 

As part of a neural interface, screens could be kept entirely private in the mind of the viewer, as the default, or shared by holographic projection via any linked device the viewer had authorization to access. 

 

Purely for effect, the assistant used a combination of the two, so Hector could see the outlines and basic textures of his simulated screens in the air above the desk and to the sides, but with privacy mode engaged so that no details were legible outside of a viewing angle precisely calibrated to the coordinates of the assistant’s eyes in space. 

 

Hector knew that every detail of their business with Principal Jorgen, as well as their future schedule, was directly available to the assistant onscreen.

 

Hector wasn’t sure, but he thought there was a brief hesitation as the assistant’s eyes flickered to a spot on one of his screens and immediately back to John. 

 

“Good afternoon, Ensign Treowe. It’s a pleasure to see you again so soon, although I don’t believe we were expecting you until later this week.”

 

No, Corey caught it, too, he thought as she raised an eyebrow next to him.

 

“Good afternoon, Marcus.” John smoothed his cloak where the sigil of his secondary order was sewn to the inside. “We need to see Principal Jorgen of the External Survey Department about the recent inspection we conducted.”

 

While they’d been to the ESD offices previously and knew exactly where they were, far above them in the massive tower and almost directly overhead, propriety still required advance notice and confirmation.

 

Marcus’s expression turned hard-pressed, and his gaze returned to the same screen as before, in a different region higher up. “I’m trying to find an opening today, but we’ve had a number of unexpected matters to address, with an urgent priority.”

 

He smiled empathetically at the party. “It’s being one of those days.”

 

John acknowledged him with the barest tilt of his head but didn’t blink. “Add this to the plate. It’s about his development timetable and confidential regulatory business.”

 

Hector tried not to laugh, but he caught a mechanical snicker from Sev that made Corey purse her lips as well.

 

Confidential regulatory business. That was one way to explain that one of Emerson’s newest terraforming outposts had an active cell of demonic cultists intent on ushering in the end of life in the universe.

 

But you know, given a world ruled primarily by competing megacorporations and elite illuminati-like political manipulators … that was basically how you’d categorize it.

 

In-game, Inspired Science had apparently come along with the inevitable “discovery of that which should not be known,” and hence both the forbidden study of Aetherism’s pseudoscience, AKA, Lovecraftian dreamworks, and John’s space paladin marine inquisitor … -ness.

 

Given how under the radar that angle of the game was for the vast majority of players, who were either playing Byzantine politics or taming distant colonial wilderness or on either side of corporate barons and independent smugglers, Hector wasn’t sure if it was supposed to be a standing subplot quest feeder for dark fantasy-inclined players, or if the entire setup was leading toward a showdown between newly developed human techno-gods and the ancient and nigh-unknowable primordial forces threatened by their rise.

 

There was genuine strain behind Marcus’s expression, although his voice remained perfectly cordial. “Yes, of course,” he said, selecting elements of the screen in mid-air, some with fingers and manual gestures, other with eye movements, and presumably still more with direct neural control.

 

“If you don’t mind, I’m simply reviewing some of the recent developments to fit you in, but …” his voice trailed off and his eyes unfocused toward some area over the party’s heads. 

 

“Yes, good afternoon, this is Marcus from Emerson 2, Culverton. Have you been able to confirm the 1:45 ESD meeting with our guests from Braddock? … No, I’m just having trouble with the server synch, and there seems to be a communications outage-- on their end, I believe.”

 

John turned from the desk while Marcus briefly looked back at them with an apologetic finger raised.

 

Hector’s private chat scroll popped up as John activated the party closed comm.

 

John: What do you have?

 

Corey: He’s lying about the schedule, but you’re the only one who can read thoughts until I finish Neurocog 2.

 

Hector: I caught the same from how he reacted looking at his appointment calendar, but I’m not sure what it was he didn’t want to tell us.

 

John: Yeah, I had my CogScan linked … we didn’t have an appointment any more. Jorgen already canceled it.

 

Hector: Right, we were all supposed to be dead. We can still handle this with a bit more finesse. Why don’t we apologize for coming at a bad time, start in on the research, and figure out the extent of what we’re dealing with?

 

Most of the others started to nod and check each other for affirmation, but John was just watching them in turn. 

 

Ryan: Sure, I can hack in and try to decrypt his confidential files, and if they’re having comms issues anyway that’ll make it way easier to clean up afterward. Probably good for a couple bonuses.

 

John: We have to log out in half an hour anyway, and Jorgen already knows we made it back. We surprise him, shut him down, and then get some real rest afterward. Hector’s burning it at both ends as it is with that breakout group.

 

Corey looked at him, concerned. 

 

Is she trying to read me?

 

Nothing triggered an opposed roll, but then, Hector didn’t really care if she was, but his problems weren’t supposed to be the group’s. He smiled back at her with a dismissive shrug.

 


Hector: No, it’s fine. Before we started playing, I promised a bunch of freshmen I’d help with electromag ahead of midterms. The tests are brutal, even when I took it, and I thought it was fun at the time.




 

Something seemed to click for Corey. Was she … blushing? As soon as Hector noticed, it disappeared, but he felt that same tingle in his stomach and limbs from a passive Perception + Awareness roll that he’d felt earlier from John.

 

Wait, so did she …

 

John: We did take a beating, so other than trying to get in some stealth downtime, who wants to pull it here?

 

Ryan: I’ll get the XP either way, and this is probably more fun.

 

Yeah, if you aren’t torn apart again and take a massive learning penalty.

 

Hector took a deep breath. This was exactly why he was taking time off. Winning wasn’t everything, and so what, since when wasn’t bloody-minded fun and knocking heads still a good time? 

 

He’s right, it’s just a game. Final pitch and let’s roll with it. 

 

Hector: It’s a gamble that no one else in his immediate organization knows what he’s gotten into. Shouldn’t we at least report it up your chain of command? Your “real” one? Just so they can, I don’t know, run his file.

 

Corey: And we still haven’t determined why or if he wanted us dead at all. But if it is part of some deliberate machination, then we don’t know whether we were specifically the targets, nor the expected outcome.

 

Hector: Thinking it through logically, there are at least four scenarios. The best case is he may have hoped to simply offload the burden of disposal from his own organization to John’s. He didn’t specifically ask for us, per se, right? He just needed someone with military or legal cachet to figure out who had been reassigning mining crews and falsifying the pattern scans. A less charitable alternative, and no offense to us, is that he’s involved, had to address it somehow, but underplayed his findings so the order would send out some rookies, come up empty and go away … and he’d still have his clean certification.  In related alternatives, he either wanted us dead, someone or anyone from your order dead, just dragging the Custodes Praetites into the operation for reason we aren’t privy to-

 

Hector broke off and glanced around at the group apologetically.

 

I couldn’t be worse at this. Sometimes you just fire the tac nuke and enjoy the party.

 


Hector: John, make the call. We’ve got your back.




 

It wasn’t even really John’s fault, not at present … he’d taken two complementary Liabilities creating an obsession with hunting and destroying the Lovecraftian cultists, the Silentium Universi. Bless him, he’d actually put a fair amount of personal energy into it and made it the center of his backstory, but in-game the guy was literally incapable of evaluating the situation as rationally as he could have while logged out.

 

Well, short of making continuous Willpower rolls or actually spending a WP point.

 

John’s eyes refocused from the scrolling chat, and he made brief confirmation with each of them in turn, nodding at what he saw. “Let’s do it.”

 

John approached the desk, where Marcus was still talking at the air with an expression blurring the lines between frustration and uncertainty. Even … fear?

 

“No, we spoke immediately after the shift change briefing this morning. I always confirm every appointment the entire day if it hasn’t been-” Marcus stopped in midstream at John’s approach, actually biting his lip for an instant. 

 

“I’m so sorry, but I don’t think it will be possible to squeeze in any extra time today. If you don’t mind, I can place you on a floating status for the first av-”

 

Hector knew where this was going and had already started toward the short corridor with the public access elevators, Corey and Ryan trailing in his wake, and Sev hanging back and flanking John for intimidation. 

 

If you have a badass outfit, might as well flex it.

 

“We insist,” John dropped from behind him.

 


Chapter 2

 

 

By the time the elevator doors opened into the expansive 113th floor lobby, very similar to the one far below, they had all had a chance to engage their active scans, buffs, and contingent procedures.

 

… and spells, Hector thought, his combination of Essential Field Theory and Perception + Awareness giving Corey a hazy, greenish aura shimmering about her, barely visible in the bright, almost clinical corporate lighting. It was quite the contrast from the warmer, welcoming, indirect lighting below.

 

Tendrils reached out from her, curling around each of them like a caress before settling somewhere deep inside and disappearing.

 

She would be trusting to John’s advanced Cognitive Discipline for telepathy, and instead weaving a generalized contingent healing spell using whatever it was she called her version of the Thermodynamics and Probability Discipline, and Biological Science.

 

For a moment, before he looked directly toward her, there seemed to be another figure behind or superimposed over or through her, like a twin, down to the neat but loose bun of auburn hair. As soon as he glanced, however, the phantom had vanished. Had it been a manifestation of her Muse? 

 

Corey had been the only one beside him to invest the maximum points into her Muse, and every once in a while, especially in moments of contemplation or active interactions with the Essential Field, he seemed to catch a doppleganger in a flowing summer dress and loose wraps, a hologram of an ancient presence.

 

Probably not big on particle physics, though.

 

Ryan and Sev would be playing up their combat skills intrinsically, using mental visualization routines of mundane skills to ease their own Inspired effects to in turn reinforce the self-same skills, rather than use Inspiration directly as a weapon. 

 

Hector had examined all of their advanced gear and found it extremely light on genuine Archetech. Instead, he’d identified sensory circuits highly tuned to an individual’s exertion of Inspiration, which became increasingly tuned to their individual Essential Resonance over time. Basically, some hybrid solution of game-level metaphysics, actual tech, and Dumbo‘s magic feather.

 

John would be using at least two personal buffs … a mental one to justify a reduced difficulty on split actions, and BioSci for an increase to whichever physical attributes he expected to need most, probably a mix of CON and DEX for durability and combat accuracy.

 

Hector … Hector was going to try to stay out of the line of fire and apply area of effect bonuses. Despite all the various scenarios he’d been running through for the sake of discussion, he was personally certain, from a plot-reading standpoint, that Jorgen was a Silentium Universi acolyte of some nature, stuck between a rock and a hard place when the first survey team had reported possible qlipphothic resonance.

 

Hector called up his character sheet directly for review, to confirm his chain of procedures.  

 

Name: Hector

Concept: Theoretical Physicist

Faction: Artifactor

 

Elan: Questing

Essence: Architect

Affect: Deviant

 

Attributes

● Physical

 -- Strength 2

 -- Dexterity 2

 -- Constitution 2

● Social

 -- Charisma 3

 -- Manipulation 2

 -- Appearance 3

● Mental

 -- Perception 3

 -- Intellect 4 (Specialty: Integration)

 -- Wits 3

 

Capabilities (Study %)

● Aptitudes

 -- Alertness 2

 -- Awareness 1

 -- Empathy 1

 -- Instruction 2

● Skills

 -- Energy Weapons 1

 -- Archetech 4 (Specialty: Temporal)

 -- Jury-Rig 1

 -- Leadership 1

 -- Speed Reading 3

 -- Drums 2

 -- Research 3

● Fields

 -- Engineering 1

 -- Science: Archemath 3

 -- Science: Physics 3

 -- Subdimensions 1

 -- Enigmas 2

 

Essential Traits

● Inspiration 3

● Stored Essentia 6

● Dissonance Pool 3

● Resonance

 -- Static 1

 -- Entropic 0

 -- Dynamic 1

 

Disciplines (Study %)

● Dimensional Science 3

● Material Science 1

● Essential Field Theory 2

● Temporal Mechanics 3

 

Legacies

● Muse 5

● Augmentations 5

● Library 5 (shared access via party member: Corey)

 

Health 7/7

 

Experience Points 12

 

Willpower 10 (Permanent), 7/10 (Available)

 

Assets and Liabilities

● (A) Spark of Life 5

● (A) Prodigy 2

● (L) Hunted 4

● (L) Curiosity 2

● (L) Mistaken Identity 1

 

A number of traits just came with him during the initial template creation, drawn through the neurolink from his real-life characteristics. He’d never have wasted points on drums, leadership, or instruction (not with this concept, at any rate), but the build point penalty for giving up inherent traits and then buying something else back was hard to swallow. 

 

Better to just figure out how to incorporate it into the character ... which he felt was exactly the intent behind the system in the first place. 

 

As far as ultimate power went, everything was about Inspiration, which was a measure of your comprehension of and ability to leverage and tap into the otherwise inaccessible stores of “essential resonant energy,” or ERE (which Hector and most players usually pronounced “EE-ree”), that formed the fundamental substance of reality.

 

What was a dog? A bunch of tissues and chemicals and fleas and loyalty, all wrapped in a cohesive, drooling package. What was the drool made of? Water, enzymes, and proteins, made of molecules, made of atoms, made of protons and neutrons and electrons, made of quarks, made of ever more fundamental particles, until … ?

 

Once you got through the layers of turtles almost all the way down, what defined the properties of the fields, and what was the medium storing that information?

 

Hector personally leaned toward a belief it was just mathematical information defining field interactions. Perhaps the apparent universe was just a hologram encoded on an unknown fixed substrate.

 

Anyway, there was a really good chance that matter, as it was classically understood, didn’t exist at all, and that’s where the game picked up with technobabble.

 

According to Re Mentis Machinae, the “essential field” was that substrate of reality, informationally conveyed via the quantum of Essential Resonant Energy, an impossibly tiny packet of physics.

 

Inspiration, therefore, let you not only perceive but manipulate the essential field and ERE to alter reality itself. From a game mechanics standpoint, it functioned primarily as a measure of your mastery of the reality-bending nature of “Archetech” (the techno-magic itself), but also as a cap on your Discipline ranks, and the stat directly providing your dice pool for rolling Inspired procedures.

 

Even with only three ranks in Inspiration, he still had more than anyone else in their party except Corey, who matched him. Everyone else had taken at least Inspiration 2 to start, but they’d still have to attain Inspiration 3 before they’d begin to comprehend the studies for a third rank in any Discipline.

 

While every player automatically started with one rank in Inspiration as part of the supernatural system that made them PCs, if you paid through the nose in build points to get three, the max you could start with, the math still worked out as a better investment than spending build points on anything besides Legacies and Willpower.

 

Basically his entire build was structured around the speed of power acquisition. He spent build points on traits he would need anyway, that were valued at the highest ratio of build points to the XP he would otherwise have to pay for them later, and to break his learning and acquisition speed.

 

His one painful compromise had been sacrificing the Neurocognition Discipline to his character concept. Ideally, he would have used it to boost his mental abilities as well, but he could borrow John or Corey for that regardless.

 

It would be so much easier if he had any ranks in BioSci himself and could tie off his effects to specific people based on their DNA or total life pattern, but he could accomplish much the same thing at a higher difficulty with Dimensional Science, mapping the boundaries of the effect to areas of space roughly containing the people he was trying to bluff.

 

Back to the moment, there was no reception desk or area at this level, being relatively typical of the office space as a whole. Not important or sensitive enough to warrant additional gatekeeping and overhead, the area which contained the lobby below offered instead a casual meeting space with elegant s-shaped couches interspaced with small polished coffee tables of dark wood and lounge chairs for one. 

 

The sole occupants jerked their hands apart as the elevator doors slid open, her pretending to brush something imaginary from one dark blue, lacquered nail, and him quickly lifting an insulated coffee cup from the table as if it’s what he had been intending all along. 

 

John ignored them completely, Hector and Corey feigning disinterest, but Ryan and Sev laughed out loud, and Ryan leaned in as they passed, winking to the awkward but well-dressed man who visibly reddened.

 

“Cheers, mate.”

 

In Hector’s mind, the only thing to do was ignore Ryan as well, but Corey wasn’t one to let the point go.

 

“And how did you determine it was not she who represents the more advantaged party in this arrangement?”

 

While John led the way straight through the self-opening double doors matching those of the lobby, Ryan turned half back and started to gesture.

 

“I mean, just look-” he cut off, seeing the man straighten higher in his chair and smile challengingly at his partner at Corey’s words.

 

“Fine, you just made his day.” Ryan unsnapped the top restraint on his hip holster by instinct and followed quickly through the door to catch up with Corey, who’d paused just inside.

 

She inclined her head graciously to usher him past and caught the shared moment of concern between the pair, who must have seen Ryan’s subtle moment of preparation.

 

Armed parties were a common sight, especially amongst adventurers … it was an almost inevitable quirk of role-playing societies … but with it came commensurate courtesies and conventions.

 

“Perhaps aligning a measure of XP to Subtlety or Etiquette would be a wise investment at some point, Wild Bill.”

 

Corey allowed the doors to slide closed, bringing the two halves of the acronym and words “ESD External Survey Department” together, and brought up the rear as they navigated the open office-planned interior.

 

They drew quite a bit of attention from the staff, weaving through the low-walled cubicle farm as a group, the lack of remote work yet another cultural artifact Hector noted, making as little or less sense here than in the real world. It might have been a human need, or just a need of the humans who managed other humans to conduct shared work within a certain physical proximity.

 

It was as rife with family pictures, bobble-head dolls, and pinned or molecularly temp-bonded children’s artwork as any other office space he’d ever seen; although, unlike on the outside, all the workstations were entirely virtual displays. Somehow, implementation and adoption always lagged far behind imagination and capability.

 

The game developers had used an incredibly powerful procedural generation algorithm that rendered a distinct “character” to different locations and NPCs. While certain details, including most of the city designs, were specifically human-crafted to support storylines and worldbuilding, the vast majority of the game was fleshed out according to templates and probabilities within constraints, all of which could be tweaked to varying degree to simulate anything from clusters of distinct genetic heritage to socio-cultural factors.

 

Emerson Financial in general, and ESD in particular, seemed to have a propensity toward elements probably occupying database fields like straight-laced, geeky, and dad jokes, of all things.

 

Normy humor.

 

But who didn’t appreciate a dad joke in appropriate context.

 

If this went the way Hector expected, it could get really messy. Thanks to John and the nature of their joint assignment, they had the legal authorization to defend themselves, but looking around at the people just trying to stay on top of their message notifications and keep the spreadsheets or survey team expense reports up to date and get home to their kids, cats, and holovids …

 

… it wasn’t the kind of game where you could save it, go on a rampage and see how far up the emergency response chain you got before you died, then restore and go about your normal mission to save the world. 

 

And unless you really cornered them, the NPCs were too far over the hump on the uncanny valley to treat them like toys.

 

By the time they crossed the last pod of cubicles with their modestly interested staff and made it to the senior offices along the outer wall, Hector could clearly see the manifestation of Corey’s Muse, although no one beside him and Corey herself had taken notice.

 

Corey’s twin had stopped to kneel beside a young woman with long, black, braided hair, her desk decorated in festive letters and cards he couldn’t read from his angle, but with an open holopicture of the girl smiling brilliantly at an equally young man atop a craggy mountain. There were pictures of white and yellow flowers matching a small crystal vase holding four or five genuine, living blossoms.

 

They were Corey’s favorite, and her Muse reached across the unheeding girl to seemingly pluck one from the vase, although their numbers remained unchanged, closing her eyes as she drew it to her nose and breathed deeply in.

 

Her eyes opened, as glimmering, hauntingly green as Corey’s ever were. She returned Hector and Corey’s gaze sadly and patiently, tucked the flower back into her tied-up hair, and rested her head softly in the girl’s lap, closing her eyes again.

 

John stood in front of Jorgen’s open door, tall and broad and official, Sev just behind and to the side, prepared to follow him in. Ryan blatantly rested a hand on the brown and chrome grip of his unfastened pistol and kept an eye on the office space as a whole.

 

The chief surveyor himself could be seen through the floor-to-ceiling windows speaking urgently to someone unseen, his muddy eyes darting back and forth between John and Ryan and varying points in the air. He drummed the fingers of one hand against his expansive desktop, the other combing and smoothing his thinning hair over and over, ringed fingers raking hair still more brown than gray.

 

Hector forced himself to look away from the Muse and turn to Corey, who returned an expression he was sure matched his own, the secret thrill and apprehension of two people mutually afraid they had seen a ghost, and as afraid they hadn’t.

 

“Has she … ” he started, shaking a slow-motion no with his head as Corey mirrored him.

 

“Never, not like this.”

 

Hector furrowed his brow. Why now?

 

John stepped through Jorgen’s doorway, in front of a tall bookshelf filled with mineral samples, framed schematics, diplomas, awards, and family holos. Humans, whatever their mastery of the universe, were material creatures. Sev pivoted in, hidden from the outer room by the narrow section of wall between the doorframe and window.

 

Whatever John, Sev, and Ryan did, it usually made tactical sense. If they ever dropped out of game, door-kicking was right out. It was going to have to be all physics, all the time.

 

Still thinking about her Muse, Hector and Cory drifted closer to Jorgen’s office, where they could see what was going on, but were trying mostly effectively to stay out of Ryan’s way. 

 

Jorgen held up the hand with the rings as if to ward John off, while still arguing into his comm. “Seventeen and eighteen? Both outposts? What does “no signature” mean? No, it can’t have begun, not like this.”

 

His raised voice, combined with the party’s deliberate stake around his office, began to make them the focal point for the entire floor. A few people shifted as if to stand, while others already in motion slowed to see what the issue was, and yet more started whispering between desks and looking to each other for cues to know how to react.

 

John swept open the left side of his cloak, revealing the gold and black insignia of his order, and unclipped a flat black device with a touch screen on one side from his utility belt.

 

“Ensign-Agent Treowe, Custodes Praetites, Order of the Venatores Irae.”

 

Jorgen stood up fast enough to knock over his heavy leather chair, metal backing knocking hard against the floor. He tried to step away from John but fumbled into the chair behind him, catching himself with an outstretched hand on the outer window, as if calling on the clouds beyond.

 

Hector listened as the voices rose distinctly all around them.

 

“Did he say 18? My buddy’s on 18.”

 

“Who tore what away?”

 

“Is Mr. Jorgen under arrest?”

 

“Call security.”

 

“Wait, that Order?”

 

“Security’s gotta know.”

 

“Oh god, I can’t find 12 and up!” 

 

Ryan called into the office without taking his eyes off the larger room, “Everyone’s freaking out, bro, somebody triggered a major plotline.”

 

John pressed his advantage and took a single stride toward the desk, tossing his Order-issued scanner onto it with a clatter, while Jorgen flattened himself against the shelves at the far end, half into a tall green-fronded plant, his face illuminated at strange angles by the recessed glow panels all around.

 

With half an eye on John and Jorgen, half on the room around them, Hector couldn’t argue with Ryan’s assertion. 

 

“It might not be ours, though, this could be part of what was going on back at the station.” 

 

He felt Corey’s hand rest on his arm, and all he could smell was her, that essence of cinnamon and earthy forest herbs, somehow the same in-game as in real life.

 

“Hector, look at them. They’re frightened, not of us. They’re working toward panic.” Corey’s hazel eyes had deepened toward a richer brown flecked with green.

 

He nodded toward her Muse and the girl. “Not them, though.”

 

Of all the Emerson employees, only a few could be described as composed, most of them intently engaged with virtual screens. 

 

The young woman Corey’s Muse had chosen, however, was purely tranquil, eyes resting closed and a faint smile on her lips, as if remembering something private and beautiful.

 

Still, the overall volume was now masking more than a couple words from anyone anymore.

 

“-planet’s not gone, that’s-“

 

“-nothing”

 

Inside Jorgen’s office, Sev had shut the door while John’s scanner washed Jorgen in a pale red light, exacerbating his otherworldly, stricken appearance as the man clawed at something on the shelf behind him.

 

Something else is going on, I can piece it together. 

 

The transhub outage. Marcus downstairs and the broken comms with Braddock. The outposts. What was that- 12 and up? Right, where was Braddock? I can map this out-

 

Screw it. We don’t have time for this, let’s roll it.

 

Not taking chances, Hector focused on the problem and spent a point of temporary Willpower to ensure at least one success or at least prevent catastrophic failure.

 

Action: Pattern detection, deduction

Statistic(s): Intellect (4) + Enigmas (2)

Intellect Specialty: Integration

Difficulty: 6

 

Success(es): 5 (4 + Re-roll 2x 10s (+0) + 1WP) 

 

It was a far higher result than he had any expectation of, even whiffing on the re-roll two tens had given him from his specialization, “coincidentally” granting him access to information and connections he knew in character but it would have taken minutes or hours to ponder through without a roll. 

 

Even so, Hector cursed softly as it all flashed together for him, making Corey narrow her eyes at him.

 

Hector had his pad back out, looking warily at the staff who were starting to ignore them altogether in their panic, calling up news feeds and trying to open comms with friends and family, yelling over each other to be heard.

 

“I have to double-check the timeline, but I’m pretty sure something’s cutting off access to the outer playing realms from the outside in. Maybe they’re just being turned off, or they’re on separate servers, but I don’t think it’s planned. There’s no leadup to an apocalypse plot, not yet, but there’s no system alert, either, if it’s a glitch.”

 

Hector quickly pulled up a library of stored Dimensional Science effects and known locations on his tablet and threw together a hasty routine to assess his hunch, trusting Corey to keep an eye out. 

 

And maybe things were going better with Jorgen than he thought, if the first sight of John’s admittedly imposing figure and a basic interro-scan were enough to turn him into a human traffic accident.

 

Someone activated one wide inter-office comm wall in the middle of a broadcast, which now displayed two almost artificially attractive women of extremely different genetic backgrounds sitting at a curved, glossy desk in the forefront of an art deco-inspired set of equally doubtful authenticity.

 

The news stream blared out over and above the general chaos. 

 

“-otherwise incredibly reliable Archetech-enabled sub-dimensional transportation and communication network. In just a moment, we’ll be joined by Dr. Alexander Poletov, chief researcher at Invernion Labs and founding member of the Guild of Fundamental Sciences to explain what we know, and we trust, put to bed some of the less probable speculation floating the net. Stay with us.”

 

Hector shared his virtual display but had to yell at Corey, even a foot away, as the feed’s volume spiked in the switch to a commercial about whole-body dermatological rejuvenation. “I just ran a first-level scan to all these outworld locations we’ve been to.” 

 

He pointed in the air to a halo of error symbols and strings of numbers surrounding a holographic representation of their solar system.

 

“The data’s nonsense,” he shouted. “There’s no comms trouble, and even if they got region-locked for server or update purposes, we’d still have a record. It just doesn’t exist. The universe is just gone.”

 

“-LASTING BASAL CELL REACTIVATION-”

 

Could that be more obnoxious?

 

Ryan glanced through the window back into Jorgen’s office, where John and Sev had that under control, at least. 

 

John’s cloaked back and golden hair blocked much of the view, but the functionary could be seen behind his desk once again, hands folded in his lap, shoulders slumped. He mumbled miserably down into John’s interro-scanner as the marine towered resolutely over him.

 

Hector shut off the pad’s projection and almost touched heads with Corey. “I’m going to file a bug report just to see if we get a useful message back, but if it’s a glitch we should probably log out and-”

 

“Pardon?” Corey yelled back over the stupid commercial.

 

“-SIDE EFFECTS MAY INCLUDE MODERATE TO SEVERE DYSPHORIA-”

 

Hector shook his head and activated the system chat to message her instead.

 

After a second, though, the window still didn’t show.

 

Lag?

 

No, he couldn’t concentrate.

 

Focusing off into the distance, past Corey’s Muse and the enchanted girl with porcelain skin, Hector tried to shut everything out and visualize the chat interface.

 

Nothing.

 

The hell?

 

“-YOU OR YOUR LOVED ONES-”

 

Leaving the chat interface specifics aside, Hector called for the basic system window.

 

It came up immediately but took him straight to his character page, skipping the splash screen entirely.

 

He tried to skip back, or summon options. Nothing. He could hear his heart even over the office din.  Was this a heart attack?

 

His character sheet, learning progression, and build reference icons were still there, but everything else was gone.

 

No credits, no settings, no IRL comms. No watermark.

 

No logout.

 

An eternity passed as all he knew was blood rushing through him. 

 

Hector caught Corey reading his face, and realized she had one cool, delicate hand sliding up his neck to cradle his head, her other spread close against his chest, inside his open jacket.

 

Again, cinnamon and herbs filled his world, and that fresh essence of Spring that always surrounded her when she laughed, although now her expression held nothing but compassion and concern, and her eyes transitioned in front of him from that deep, soulful brown back to piercing, sparkling emeralds.

 

Eyes like her Muse. 

 

The pounding in his chest ebbed, the heat fading from his face. She knew what he’d seen, and he knew what she’d seen in him.

 

Hector thought back to his Enigmas roll. The first affected locations were the most remote from the starting world, some tens of thousands of light years distant, across the galactic core, and with the smallest populations, but … Curious. The rate of impact had slowed as it encroached.

 

The game environment, their effective whole of reality, was collapsing in on them. And they were trapped.

 

Whatever was happening, they were the safest here, with the most time to figure it out or wait for a patch. It was even possible that Nexus City, as the game’s starting location and de facto lobby, had some greater significance as an anchoring force.

 

Corey smiled at him and withdrew her hands, and with them, the final traces of the faint green aura he hadn’t perceived this time until it was gone.

 

I just have to help keep us safe until the glitch is patched.

If we last that long.

 

What if they died in game before that? Death was always an auto-logout and cooldown period as your consciousness was separated from the game. If you were awake in real life, you just came out of the game and sat around as the game network counted down to allowing intentional reentry. If you were asleep IRL while connected, you’d either fall back into normal sleep or wake up.

 

Now? Severing consciousness and life in game with no network bridge? No PK settings, no violence detail threshold. 

 

Player knowledge was temporarily enhanced with data from the game servers, but to what degree did they also dwell on the servers themselves? What if the real world was gone and this was now everything?

 

What did it even mean to be in the game with no meta-game cues or framework? Was it a lucid dream in a Jungian collective consciousness? Consciousness trapped in a dying machine, or consciousness perceiving the death of a machine beyond it?

 

The terms of service forbid forced disconnection at the risk of seizure, coma, or death. What was this? If the game held or sustained their minds in RAM, they could already be dead, waiting for a new memory allocation to wipe them out.

 

Hector looked across the chaos around them, workers packing up their belongings to leave, yelling, sometimes screaming into the air at screens and people both seen and unseen. John, standing solid as stone while Jorgen endlessly confessed.

 

He met Corey’s eyes again, still smiling at him, almost hiding the fear behind it. 

 

But with it, the trust. Hope. 

 

He would die before he failed that trust.

 

Hector smiled back at her, awkwardly, and half nodded, hoping he was cloaking his own doubt and uncertainty. He never knew what to say, not like her. He wished ...

 

Low-key dating via VR MMORPG. What was wrong with him?

 

But even as he turned away to Ryan, he sensed a strange satisfaction in her, an assurance that couldn’t have been related to anything he’d clumsily expressed. 

 

That would have to wait, like everything else, until they’d gotten to one of their unique player-locked spawn points / homes / domains … if that feature still existed. Right now, no matter how well things were going in Jorgen’s office, the last thing they could risk was a combat encounter.

 

Suddenly, the furor he hadn’t even realized he’d shut out came crashing back. Dozens of voices, all yelling overtop of-

 

“-JOINED BY DR. ALEXANDER POLETOV, CHIEF RESEARCHER AT INVERNION LABS AND FOUNDING MEMBER OF THE GUILD OF FUNDAMENTAL SCIENCES-”

 

Hector clapped Ryan on a reinforced mesh shoulder and nodded into the office as he keyed a finger against the side panel and stepped inside before the door even finished retracting into the side wall.

 

… and slowed to a stop just into the office, barely leaving room for Ryan to edge in beside him.

 

He glanced from John to Sev, and down to Jorgen, the man’s slack, affectless face lit by repeating patterns of coal-red scan lines from the thin black device before him, softly babbling a guttural, hissing gibberish.

 

John wasn’t standing in imposing watch, directing the rightful litany of his quarry’s sins … he was staring into nothingness, face almost as blank as Jorgen’s. 

 

Sev was impossible to read through the matte-black helmet, but his arms hung loose at his side, pistol millimeters away from sliding off the traction-gloved fingertips of his opened right hand.

 

They needed as much time to get away as possible, and Hector had the presence to reactivate his pad’s virtual projection around him and execute the updated temporal procedure he’d structured in the elevator up. He linked it through to one of his six remaining points of ERE, reducing the difficulty by one, while also using his sense of dread and determination to fuel it with a point of Willpower for an automatic success.

 

The mechanics of the game still functioned, at least, and his HUD showed two rolled successes from his three dice of Inspiration, plus the one from Willpower. 

 

He’d gambled with the way he structured the Procedure … instead of spending one Success per party member affected (and running out immediately), he’d made a more complex spatial mapping algorithm by folding Dimensional and Material Science into Temporal Mechanics to precisely follow and track a model of the party’s physical volume, treating the party as a single spatially related entity and applying the temporal effect only within those bounds. 

 

He mitigated the Difficulty increase with ERE, while ensuring at least one Success with Willpower, and now on the HUD he allocated two Successes to increase the relative speed of time within the defined area and spent the third on duration to ensure the effect lasted for approximately the next 10 minutes.

 

It was sort of a cheat, sort of not, as the system seemed to tolerate, if not flat-out encourage, rule-bending creativity; or as Hector preferred, “redefining the problem set in a more favorable context.” Still, there was a price, and the operation was complex enough to count as two simultaneous running effects, costing him +1 Difficulty on any additional Procedures while it was running.

 

Just as the time effect settled in and the world around him took on a languid, dreamlike quality, with the exception of Ryan and Corey and the others, another system window popped up superimposed on his HUD.

 

Action, Reflexive: Roll Initiative

Result: 2

Initiative Rating: 5 (Dexterity (2) + Wits (3))

Initiative Bonus (Temporal Acceleration): 2

 

Initiative (Action 1): 9 (2 + 5 Rating + 2 Bonus)

Initiative (Action 2): 5 (2 + 5 Rating + 2 Bonus - (9 / 2 Actions, Rounded Down)

 

Two. I rolled an entire two. 

 

Tens for puzzle-solving, two to stay alive. Seems fair.

 

Almost within the same thought, he activated Cinematic Mode and locked it for the session because while the game was (still?) technically turn-based, it operated smoothly enough you could mostly ignore it, and the last thing anyone needed in a fight or a tense situation was a barrage of non-essential notifications.

 

“John, Sev,” Hector called, although Ryan was already elbowing Sev and almost knocking him over. Sev took a big step out to catch himself with a booted leg but was otherwise unresponsive.

 

Jorgen, while moving at half-speed, raised his head and fixed Hector with a dead, hollow gaze. It seemed as though his mumbling had sped up in an effort to complete the incantation. Was it part of what he was doing to John and Sev, or something else?

 

“Ryan, you have to stay with me, but there’s a glitch and we can’t log out. We can’t fight like this: we have to go now, back to Sev and Corey’s Domain and wait or figure it out.”

 

Ryan’s pistol was already aimed at Jorgen’s head, although Jorgen never took his eyes off Hector.

 

No no no no no no no.

 

It was going to happen, and Hector couldn’t stop it. 

 

Instead, he started prepping for his next turn, mapping out the immediate Essential Field. He had no idea what Jorgen was doing, but if his actions counted as effects and Hector could reinforce the Field’s baseline pattern, he could ratchet up Jorgen’s own Difficulty to change it.

 

And maybe Ryan would one-shot Jorgen and it wouldn’t matter.

 

Jorgen stood like a slow-motion marionette lifted by invisible strings, unwaveringly focused on Hector, even as Ryan smoothly tracked with him, casually maintaining a perfect sight, and squeezed his trigger.

 

Energy weapons made little discernible sound under the most peaceable of circumstances, and with the ruckus from outside it might has well have been deathly silent. 

 

The flash which would have been almost invisible outdoors was still no more than the flickering of a glow panel compared to the natural light streaming in. White, coherent plasma crossed the room faster than the speed of sound, still next to instantaneous even at half-speed, passing clean through Jorgen’s face and blackening a marble-sized patch on the cloth-bound spine of a volume on the far bookshelf.

 

Jorgen’s gray skin blistered and browned where the bolt passed, but he rose unflinching to his full height and then beyond, tearing his well-tailored suit at the seams as he reached almost two meters tall. 

 

Hector’s reinforcement of the Essential Field activated, encountering resistance in the space between Jorgen and John and Sev, but smoothing it back into place. Hector couldn’t tell what had been done exactly; Jorgen had used some science or Archetech outside his understanding, but once disrupted, the effect on his friends was immediate as Sev drew a long and a short katana from behind his back, while John reached inside his cloak to withdraw a deceptively light and maneuverable energy rifle Hector had nicknamed “the Consultant” for him.

 

“We have to get to a secure domain,” Hector yelled, backing through the door. “Get out of here! Sev, fall back!”

 

The people in the open office area who’d witnessed Jorgen’s transformation and the pistol blast were in full panic, sprinting for the exit, clambering over desks, and slamming past their coworkers who were still staring, dumbfounded and half-deafened, at the blaring newscast or screaming at their comms.

 

Ryan had moved back to the doorway, preparing another shot to cover Sev and John’s retreat, but Sev had lunged to Jorgen’s side and made two flashing slices which the monstrous apparition deflected with one arm, darkening and blurring the space between in a way the eye couldn’t focus.

 

John took careful aim, even at point-blank range, and produced an actually blinding, cobalt blue bolt that took the barest pause, or maybe just flared in intensity, as it pulsed through Jorgen’s midsection, now elongated and widened in ghastly form, and blasted directly through the external window beyond. 

 

The clothing where it passed burned away instantaneously, elephant-gray skin smoldering in its wake, but the glass of the window shattered into a million glittering shards from the extreme energy transfer.

 

High winds from the building’s altitude and the canalizing effect of the nearby architectural behemoths blasted into the room and whipped the shreds of Jorgen’s suit around him, turning his attention at last from Hector to John. 

 

From outside the office, Hector tried to concentrate on scanning the readings on his HUD as quickly as he could, but the newscast still projected at maximum volume in a painful wall of sound.

 

“-CERTAINLY UNPRECEDENTED, BUT KEY SCIENTISTS OF THE LUMINARIES AND FUNDAMENTAL SCIENCES GUILDS ARE-”

 

Focus.

 

Jorgen, or whatever he’d summoned, was only partly in their dimensional nexus, capable of phasing his presence in and out of substantiation. He wasn’t invulnerable, but direct attacks in this plane were wildly inefficient.

 

Maybe Hector could calculate his effective coordinates in multidimensional space and time, but it would take someone with a knowledge of Aetherism, the forbidden Discipline, to pin him down. Faster, and far more directly. 

 

That meant John and Corey. John because his Order had special dispensation, Corey because, well, apparently witches didn’t fall under the techno-oligarchic chain of command. 

 

But he had to make John listen to him, and they didn’t have time to argue. If they’d just been playing a normal game, Hector would make his case, make the call, and he could probably bring them around.

 

He needed their attention. Needed them to listen to him, now.

 

Game mechanics.

 

He had 12 XP he’d been saving up to buy Essential Field Theory 3 when he got to 16, but he could spend 2 of them to buy Leadership 2, hoping the game or whatever system still governed it would accept his recent efforts and his real-world background to justify the purchase. 

 

<You spent 2 Experience Points.>

 

Skill Acquired: Leadership 2

 

Description: People tend to listen when you speak, and you have a knack for keying into others’ intrinsic motivations and intentions. Pressed too far, they’ll rebel just to prove you aren’t the Napoleon you think you are.

 

Experience Remaining: 10

 

Not good enough.

 

<You spent 4 Experience Points.>

 

Skill Acquired: Leadership 3

 

Description: You have the organizational and strategic mindset to understand how to effectively leverage networks of human capital to accomplish corporate or mission objectives. People look to you for purpose and direction, and you’ve developed a consistent leadership style (authoritative, affiliative, democratic, coaching, pacesetting, or coercive) that works for you … most of the time.

 

Experience Remaining: 6

 

It felt like he’d gained nearly reflexive access in his memories to classes forgotten like the substance of dreams upon waking, working in reverse. Principles of leadership, organizational psychology, principles of motivations, building blocks of trust and effective communication, all hovering just out of sight where he could call upon them at need.

 

“John!” Hector called again, forcing an Intellect + Leadership roll and reinforcing it with Willpower. “He’s phasing in and out of some Aetheric plane – match our fire to it and retreat.”

 

John didn’t reply, but nor did Hector feel resistance. John could have made an opposing roll or spent his own Willpower to ignore him if he disagreed, but instead Hector sensed a secondary ripple in the Essential Field in an unrecognized force.

 

Jorgen had stopped growing mere centimeters from the ceiling, while his jaw drooped lower and lower until his mouth gaped like an abyss and the horribly distended skin finally tore open in bloody seams, revealing inky blackness within.

 

Ryan fired one more shot into Jorgen from the doorway before turning and vaulting over the nearest low-rise cubicle for cover and colliding full-body with a terrified operations analyst, but the pulse was swallowed up in darkness the instant it made contact.

 

“-GOD DR. POLETOV OH MY GOD OH MY GOD-”

 

The comm wall still showed the news studio larger than life, but the desk was abandoned, and the audio devolved into endless, deafening screams until the entire feed cut off.

 

In the disturbing, comparative quiet of the office’s own desperate but mercifully unamplified cries, Hector started easing away toward Corey, trying not to think about what he’d just heard and sketching out another procedure in his head. 

 

Sev used his next two actions on pure evasion, sailing out the office door with uncanny grace and literally inhuman speed in a low diving roll, taking up a covered position one cubicle group away from Ryan.

 

John one-legged mule-kicked the window behind him while simultaneously firing again, backing out through a cascade of glass and trying to read something off the mini-pad clamped into the armor on his non-firing wrist. 

 

The thing that had been Jorgen climbed effortlessly over his desk with two thick, spider-like legs ending in hooked paws, identical arm-legs still covered in bleeding rings and spirals of overstretched skin lashing out across the room at John almost too fast to see, even at half-speed.

 

John flinched back, dodging the razor claw by millimeters.

 

Two more plasma bolts flashed by from behind them, one sailing wide of Jorgen out into the metropolitan skyline, and the other passing through him and burning a thick hole in the desk behind.

 

Hector looked behind to see two security contractors in light, unrestrictive blue-gray armor and visored helmets moving forward over desks and approaching from a wide angle, trying to keep John out of the line of fire and moving against the flow of office workers now stumbling over each other in full flight.

 

Some of them, though, actually seemed to be slowing down or turning back.

 

We’ll never get out on the main floor.

 

 “Ryan, are there private trans pads we can take instead?”

 

Hector watched Ryan’s mental train completely jump tracks in the midst of trying to apologize to his involuntary cubicle mate – who looked more dazed than injured or frightened -- and reacquire line of sight on Jorgen.

 

“Uh, what?” Kneeling behind the desk, Ryan took another shot and craned his head around the office worker at Hector. Something about the man dimmed as though he’d been cast in shadow.

 

“The elevators and first-floor trans pad are going to be jammed. Is there a private pad we can take the stairs to?”

 

It was a gamble, but they couldn’t stay and fight this thing. Hector might be able to cover their withdrawal using a clumsier -- and therefore easier -- version of his temporal manipulation by warping the space between them and Jorgen.

 

“Figure it out en route to the stairs, plus what accesses you’ll need to hack. I’ll buy us some time with Jorgen.”

 

Ryan hesitated for a moment, then scrambled backward as the man in his cubicle stared at him, slack-jawed, stretching and lengthening as Jorgen had before. He hit the desk behind him, hard, shaking the entire cubicle structure but without budging it. 

 

Wincing in pain from the impact and blocked in his retreat, Ryan fired a hasty, unthinking shot that caught the man in the notch of his shoulder. The bolt instantly burned through his shirt and seared deep through his flesh, exposing charred muscle and blackened bone with a pungent, acrid-but-sweet charcoal smell.

 

The man’s transformation stopped immediately, his face captured in a tortured image of pain and horror, tendrils of smoke rising where his finely checked shirt was melted into the ruined hollow, as peripheral threads glowed yellow and orange and danced into tiny, smoky flames.

 

Ryan gagged reflexively as the man screamed and collapsed in a writhing heap of twisted limbs.

 

“Oh my god I did it I’m sorry oh my god I’m sorry,” he hyperventilated stupidly.

 

Across an aisle to Hector’s other side, Sev and Corey had already fallen back, Sev in a defensive position in front of her, having swapped his katanas for his extensible H-P 06 sniper rifle.

 

John was still backing away and trying to dial his heavier fire into Jorgen’s Aetheric plane, but a ragged triangle of gray cloak trailed in front of him where it had been rent apart, with tracked gouges marring the white surface of the armored plates on his shoulder, torso, and upper thigh. He could have torn all the cubicles into metallic splinters and slag, but it would be a waste before he’d identified the channel of Jorgen’s vulnerability.

 

Jorgen’s advance slowed but he crept ever forward, eerily weaving his body low behind cubicles while reaching out with arms and legs to take purchase before scuttling into new cover. He was closing in on the quad with Corey’s Muse, the girl still smiling to herself in peaceful reverie while the Muse stood behind her and sadly, compassionately stroked her hair.

 

All around, more of the office workers had fallen into shadow, stopping where they were and turning to watch them with unseeing eyes.

 

Hector’s stomach knotted, and blood began pounding again.

 

It’s ok, he told himself. I need the adrenaline.

 

He couldn’t tell whether he’d decided that himself or if he’d passed a reflexive Willpower roll against terror.

 

Taking quick stock of himself, he was unhurt, only 4 points left of Willpower and 5 ERE, and still at a +1 Difficulty to all additional Inspired procedures thanks to the time dilation that might have given them their only shot at escape. They all had to be low on those crucial modifiers, especially Corey, Sev, and Ryan, who’d all been killed in the last encounter.

 

Another reason they should never have taken this chance with Jorgen.

 

Nothing to it, though … they had to get out of here, a private transhub was their best shot, Ryan was almost a loss, John couldn’t concentrate … 

 

He could visualize the public floorplan perfectly, at least.

 

Hector drew another point of Willpower and forced a Leadership-augmented command roll, standing tall and trying to lock eyes with the shifting Jorgen-monster.

 

“Team! Rally point North Wing stairwell. Ryan, Sev: find a trans pad and access. John: leave Jorgen and get that Aether phase. Corey: help Ryan.”

 

It was the antithesis of a George Patton or Braveheart speech, but he didn’t waste words and didn’t stutter at a minimum. Hopefully the roll filled in the rest.

 

Ryan tried to collect himself and find a path to the exit, eyes fixed away from the agonized form at his feet. 

 

Sev reached out to shepherd Corey back, but she held firm in his arms, singing to herself in a barely heard, wistful soprano. Phrase by phrase, the screams and writhing across the way diminished and stopped, her hand raised to Ryan as though inviting him on a summer’s walk.

 

He met her eyes like a drowning man finds a lifeboat, racing to join her and leaving the stilled corpse behind.

 

Even the Muse turned away from the girl and towards Corey, one last lingering finger falling away, lifting and cascading strands of raven hair behind her. While the hair fell at half-time with the rest of the world, the Muse moved at pace with Hector and the others, paying no regard to the long, black legs that hooked and nested over the divider into the girl’s space and through the Muse’s ethereal body.

 

Jorgen hunched inside the cubicle, claws and joints crowding the space, strewing her pictures and vases about and knocking the girl heavily from her chair. She spilled doll-like to the floor, eyes falling open and lifeless at rest, her yellow and white flowers and petals fluttering gently down like flakes in a snow globe.

 

John alone kept his engagement with Jorgen while the others fled toward the ESD entrance past the shadowed office staff who, like the poor wretch Corey had eased into the mercy of death, had begun their harrowing conversion. All throughout the office, they grew and stretched, rending clothes and mottled gray skin alike in lesser imitation of Jorgen’s monstrous form.

 

The two security guards flanked Jorgen on the far sides of the room, but while one was lining up a careful rifle shot over a cubicle wall, the other found himself boxed in by two of the mutated workers who had completed the process earlier due to a combination of happenstance and proximity to Jorgen and his corrupting power.

 

Hector was torn, wanting to help, but with only a basic HP-6 pistol and not much in the way of weapons skill, he’d be as likely to shoot the guard as either of his attackers.

 

“John, they need you.” He began awkwardly keying in his new procedure in the space around him, trying to shuffle quickly in the space behind and to the side of John toward the exit. 

 

Between his Inspired, instinctual sense of time and space, and the motion delay of the … Gaunts(?) … around him, he maintained himself on the optimal point and path to ensure the clearest path, although with every moment the most viable routes constricted further all around him.

 

“Nope,” John called, gray cape whirling around him as he spun and low-vaulted over the cubicle behind him into cover, two massive, clawed arms scissoring through the space he’d left, shredding the cubicle’s tan fabric with a piercing screech as they scored the metal beneath.

 

“You aren’t pulling some sacrificial delaying action to get us out. If you stay, I stay.”

 

You stubborn, heroic ass.

 

That had in fact been on the table, although Hector hoped it wouldn’t come to it. In his ideal version of events, John was supposed to have retreated with the rest, let Hector finish his effect once he was clear, and it ended with a wide receiver-like sprint into the hallway that would do a dervish proud. 

 

Somehow. 

 

There were still some bugs to work out in their team dynamic.

 

Hector glanced back at the door, still several pods of cubicles away past a section of the suite with internal offices, and fully open to the external sitting area as Sev ushered the others through. Behind them, knots of panicked but fully human people clustered by the elevators. 

 

For a wistful second, Hector’s attention lingered past the doorway on the tall, smoldering ember-haired, cream-clad figure between Ryan and her apparitional twin. 

 

Two more sharp, blue flashes washed through his peripheral vision, one close from John, the other by the trapped guard.

 

Perhaps feeling Hector’s eyes on her, Corey turned for just a moment, long, Grecian-inspired dress swirling by her legs, and caught him with a challenging, complex gaze that turned from studied bravery to shared confidence, and that hint of private amusement he could never figure out.

 

Every time they spoke or looked at each other, she learned so much more about him than he did of her. He was glad she broke the moment by ducking her head back to Ryan and whispering in his ear. 

 

Hector tucked his pad into his arm like a football. “Fine, but we run together, and once we’re past the door you stay behind me like I was the tank.”

 

“Deal, go.” John weaved aside with preternatural speed for a man of his size as a claw hooked over and downward, cleaving the wooden desk in a flurry of splinters. As he leaned, he punched a glowing blue-white fist into the almost metallic chitinous leg with a grating crack, leaving a faint gray web of cracks in the armor.

 

Whatever he had done, Jorgen was not invulnerable, and pinning him down on this plane or his own was the key.

 

Hector repurposed his HUD to display the room’s architectural layout and every Gaunt’s position and arc of probable movement through the next few seconds of time, according to his best personal estimate.

 

Most of them were just starting to activate, meaning he had a window where his double speed could still carry him through. With a deep breath, Hector widened his perceptions and jumped onto and over his own quad at an oblique angle relative to the room, that gave him an open path just long enough to reach a support pillar and cut a second line directly back to the door while Gaunts scuttled toward him, slicing long, bloody, spidery claws just behind him.

 

His shoulder slammed into and past the edge of the door when it whisked open a fraction too slow for his speed, but he was more concerned with making it through the gap than a clean entrance, and pain was only relevant if he survived.

 

He skidded and spun immediately around on the carpet, watching John run and dodge with his own rough, shadowy skill. 

 

Like Corey, John had taken a Legacy called Cloak of the Void which let him selectively disappear from awareness and scrutiny, causing those around him to ignore or forget his presence. It stacked with dodge and evasion, and even Hector had trouble following or predicting his movements, as absurd as it seemed for six-and-a-half-foot-tall space marine in gleaming white armor. 

 

Somehow the motion of his cloak distracted the eye and obscured him just enough to create confusion or redirect focus on something more telling. 

 

Hector knelt low and called his Inspired procedure-building screens back up, layering in patterns and forms of space on top of the office architecture, interlaced with and granted substance by redefined properties of the Essential Field. He had to hold the ultimate implementation in abeyance until John was past, or risk trapping him in the effect as well.

 

He could see his anticipated changes modeled both on his HUD and in the office beyond, represented by warped outlining wireframes and supporting formulae. 

 

Jorgen must have been taken by surprise by their sudden flight, or especially distrustful, as he was slow to react, reaching out and darting to one closer station but looming over it with his warped, gaping, skull-like face and dark, hollow eyes.

 

The moment John dove through the door past Hector, whipping and blinding him with his flailing gray cloak, Hector activated the procedure, thickening and sealing the space immediately within the office. He over-rode the Cinematic Mode constraints and verified that he had spent one additional point of ERE and Willpower for a net three successes to wall off the ESD offices from the surrounding building, even with the extra Difficulty for multiple effects.

 

Deep within, just in sight around the line of interior offices, Hector saw the two Gaunts with the trapped security guard, collapsing in on their prey. The guard managed one more shot at point- blank range, the fully charged plasma bolt superheating and overpressuring the Gaunt’s head, which exploded in a spray of shattered bone and bloody, meaty chunks.

 

The other Gaunt plunged two claws deep through the guard’s lightly armored sides, bursting out in either direction, then ripping up in front and down in back, tearing open huge flaps of muscle, organs, and bone in a spray of blood. 

 

Hector turned to spot John rolling to a stop against one double sofa, forcing it back a foot or two into the Emerson workers pressing toward the elevators.

 

Past them, and far down the North Hallway, Hector saw Sev standing watch while Ryan knelt, holding a pad in one hand and poking at the air with the other, Corey and her Muse to either side. 

 

Resisting the temptation to see how Jorgen fared against his temporal-spatial barrier, and trusting John to follow, Hector sprang to his feet and raced down the hall, evenly lit by overlapping recessed glow panels.

 

Sev almost sagged at his knees, recognizing Hector and John. “I thought you were doing something stupid. Can’t believe you’re ok.”

 

Hector forced an almost genuine grin at him, panting as he slowed to a stop in front of the group. “You can’t prove I didn’t.”

 

It seemed to work, though, but down to business. “Jorgen has some power to turn people into half-spider Gaunt-things, but we have a barrier up that will hold them for a few minutes at least. How’d it go here?”

 

Corey still had one hand on Ryan’s head in a comforting, casual embrace Hector knew too well.

 

“Ryan’s identified an executive trans pad two floors up. The suite is secured, but I believe that obstacle is within momentary remedy.”

 

John thudded up behind him, head swiveling back down the hall to ensure they still had time.

 

Time to tackle the elephant.

 


Chapter 3

 

 

Hector glanced back at John to make sure he was included in the conversation.

 

“I’ve calculated it twice, two different ways. The game environment is collapsing around us … every outstation is gone, every game realm we knew on this plane is gone. The rules system and mechanics are still in play, but we have no external comms. We can’t log out. There may or may not be anything to log out into.”

 

It was impossible to tell what Sev was thinking through his mask, but Corey nodded along and even Ryan made a curt bob without pausing his work.

 

“This is the home world, and Nexus City’s the lobby. Based on what I’ve seen, we’ll have the most time to work this through there. We have to get to a player-restricted safe zone -- if they still exist -- where we’ll study the problem, link up with others, whether it’s the Luminaries’ Guild, Fundamental Sciences, it doesn’t matter, and either wait for or facilitate a patch.” 

 

Ryan actually smirked at something on his pad and looked up. “Nailed it, obviously.”

 

Hector gave him an approving nod. 

 

“Every gameplay option, every safety protocol, is off. As far as we know, what’s real is real. You know the terms of service … if you die here, now, with no clear link home, there’s nothing to catch you. Be smart, not heroic.”

 

Hector sensed movement behind him. “And ignore all of John’s facial expressions and comments on the subject. Are we good?”

 

He had unified agreement in their respective ways.

 

“Good, we’re headed back to Corey’s, if only for her massive library. If there’s a problem, though, anywhere’s better than here. “

 

Hector’s team watched him expectantly. 

 

“Ryan, take us up.”

 

Ryan stood, looking at Corey with an uncharacteristically grounded sense of gratitude that Hector knew better than to comment on or interrupt.

 

… Not so, Sev. “Enough googly eyes, let’s do this!”

 

Chagrined and playing it off, Ryan keyed open the door to the stairwell. The sound of urgent voices and distant steps echoed out, distorted eerily low and slow by the ongoing time dilation. He readied his pistol and paused to look back, finding nothing but confidence and readiness in return. With a brave attempt at another smirk, he stepped smoothly in, looking first up then down for threats, and then back up again as he took the stairs two at a time. Sev and Corey trailed him closely.

 

John insisted on taking up the rear by virtue of staring at Hector unfazed until Hector gave in and followed Corey up. 

 

There was little doubt in retrospect, though, that John was right to take the rear guard. Team dynamics, indeed. Hopefully Hector could nerd their way out of this, and John would grow into his tactical role … maybe advocating potential combat encounters right after near total party kills a touch less often.

 

They were already near the top of the building, but after Ryan disabled the access panel and they filed out of the stairwell, it was obvious they were now in executive territory. The ceiling was just over three-and-a-half meters tall with gold and crystal chandeliers supplementing ensconced, lattice-covered glow panels in the walls, and the already casual elegance of the lower floors was replaced by a finely cultivated sense of space, power, and refinement.

 

The density of staff in this area was likely far lower to begin with, but not a soul could be seen or heard during their jog toward the suite Ryan had identified. Once they arrived outside its massive, golden-clasped wooden double doors, Ryan focused on another panel embedded in an alcove just to the side, beside a thick brass plate identifying it as the office of “Senior Director, Outland Development Affairs, Mr. Tanner A. Crestman,”

 

Hector called up a status screen to monitor his barrier down below. Jorgen was already probing and straining it with a deconstructive application of Essential Fields, but they should still have a few minutes, enough to get in and escape.

 

A moment of jury-rigging later, and the clasps retracted with a well-oiled clack and slide.

 

Ryan was uncharacteristically apologetic. “The vulnerability in the bio-scanner was as easy as I thought, but I had to physically hotwire it to work the exploit, and I just used my last Willpower.”

 

Sev called back from the inside, where he was already checking for threats that Corey might not have picked up on with her life-pattern witchery. “Not bad for an off-brand rogue.”

 

It was Hector’s turn for an apologetic shrug on Sev’s behalf. “It was perfect. But if we have to fight, keep your distance.”

 

Ryan tried to smile but looked utterly exhausted down to his bones. 

 

Depleted expendable Willpower came with progressive weariness and loss of motivation, so Hector wasn’t feeling in top form either, but Ryan was genuinely on his last legs unless he could rest or find a way to role-play out a dramatic instance of his Essence or Affect.

 

Still, Ryan braced himself and stepped in. Just behind, Hector saw most of the vast, two-story room consisted of cream-carpeted open space, with a giant desk and lounge area against the far wall, backed by a floor-to-ceiling window reinforced with an ornate, floral framing structure. Two large, doorless rooms stood to either side, bordered by matching, deep-stained wooden columns.

 

Ryan trotted off to the left, indicating the room beyond, which was flickering with a familiar red light. “Yeah, it’s over here in the um, the-”

 

 “-Vestibule?” Corey supplied, following but drinking in the space around them. “Just think what one could do with bookshelves and ladders …”

 

“I mean, sure. It’s definitely a vestibule.”

 

Inside the “vestibule,” as Corey had proclaimed it, the trans pad was materially similar to every other one Hector had ever seen, different only in surrounding aesthetic. The pad’s raised surface was bright white with enough area for up to 10 comfortably spaced people, encircled by wood paneling and a tall column of red light indicating the pad was offline. The spatial determinant emitters were recessed into the wood, and a control podium stood off to one side by a small lounge area with three plush couches and several intricately carved, high, wing-backed leather chairs.

 

A high table against the wall held not a beverage synthesizer, but several “real” snifters of liquor and a small tray of glasses appropriate to each. 

 

Sev took off his helmet, revealing straight, black hair tied in a short ponytail, and an angular gymnast’s face which, while just barely too symmetrical and strong to be “goofy,” per say, carried with it a perpetual sense of playfulness. 

 

“Ok, Hector,” he said in his natural mellow tones, “this part’s all you.”

 

Hector moved to the podium and linked his HUD to its interface, giving him a lot more room to work, seeing it was fortunately designed around common design standards. He checked the logs and configuration screens to get a feel for the system and figure out how it stored and leveraged the advanced Inspired routines necessary for transport. 

 

With eight combined dice between Intellect and Archetech, and three ranks in Dimensional Science, he wasn’t too concerned about the fundamentals of operation. The tricky part would be if he had to alter inputs to Dimensional Science procedures either at the fourth rank or at the third, in conjunction with Biological Science and other Disciplines that would be beyond his direct comprehension.

 

“Ok, this could be better. The whole thing is hard-wired and location-locked to five destinations, but let’s see. Last transport was five minutes ago, one person. They went to … ” Hector tried to make sense of what he was seeing. “... Langston Commons in Meirlake.”

 

“Yeah,” Ryan said. “It’s a snooty out-system luxury planet. Makes sense.”

 

“I know, but …” Hector looked through his virtual screen at Ryan, then Corey and the others. “Meirlake doesn’t exist anymore.”

 

“Where’d he go, then?”

 

Hector double-checked the transit logs again, looking at the pattern transfer data. “He had to over-ride the transport pathway validation safety. I don’t think … I don’t think he went anywhere. As in, he literally went into nowhere.”

 

Ryan breathed something colorful and profane.

 

But the rest of it … this data has to be wrong. 

 

Hector ran through a basic rank-one tracing routine on each of the pad’s presets, while Corey whispered something to John, although John was only half-paying attention, working on his own calculations and looking back and forth between his wrist-pad and the readout on his heavy rifle.

 

No.

 

“Guys … none of these locations exist.”

 

Ryan repeated his previous characterization of their situation, Sev looked crushed, rapping his helmet against his armored thigh, and John and Corey exchanged a deep glance. 

 

With a moment to pause, Hector knew what they had shared between them. 

 

His screen confirmed it when he keyed over to the active effects. Jorgen had breached the barrier.

 

He thought through it all, furiously. There was an outside chance … it would be playing largely with forces and fields over his head, but if they worked logically and he could brute-force a solution at a lower level that played out …

 

Hector focused back on his friends. Ryan and Sev just needed him to tell them what to do, to give them purpose or hope. John was prepared to fight through Jorgen and the Gaunts, risking death for the chance to keep working toward solutions on the other side. Corey …

 

… Corey and her eyes. Perfectly balanced between brown and green, standing like a mythic statue brought to life. Afraid but trusting.

 

What was it one said to Death? Not today?

 

Eventually you’d be wrong, but you had to try.

 

Hector channeled every last fiber of desperate, defiant determination and projected what he needed more than anything to be iron confidence. “I’m going to take the pad apart and hot-wire a new coordinate, but I need you to hold them off.”

 

Was he lying? Was he condemning them to death?

 

They searched each other to gauge their collective response and saw similar thoughts mirrored in every face, reaching a shared conclusion.

 

John stared him down, massive and implacable, and turned to Sev and then Ryan. “I have his Aether-realm dialed in. Copy it from my rifle.”

 

They each nodded to John, but glanced back to Hector for approval.

 

“Thank you,’’ he said, simply.

 

Hector couldn’t make heads or tails of Corey’s cool, proud, and darkly terrifying expression, but he felt a renewed certainty, and with it, multiple notifications automatically suppressed by Cinematic Mode. He let them manifest, and read:

 

<Willpower +1 (Deviant Affect fulfilled)>

<Willpower +1 (Architect Essence fulfilled)>

 

This took him back up to four Willpower, one less than the typical starting player value, and less than half of his personal maximum (and the game maximum, for that matter).

 

So … it worked?

 

“I’ll activate a new spatial barrier. Ryan, re-secure the office if you can. John, Sev, if it comes to it, buy us more time. Corey, watch our back and … witch it up.”

 

After a brief moment of silent affirmation, they all moved out to the main office as a unit, Sev donning his black, slitted helmet once again. 

 

If he could figure out this tech, they really had a chance.

 

Hector quickly scanned the executive suite for its precise dimensions and plugged them into the routine he’d created to wall off the ESD spaces previously. He struggled for a second with whether to use Willpower and ERE again, but it was better to hold off the greater threat and take longer on the tech modifications if he had to.

 

The results were no better or worse than before, with three successes warping and thickening the space around the corridor-facing walls.

 

Now it was on him, and Hector returned to the trans pad room to see what exactly he was up against.

 

He already had a sufficient grasp of the capabilities and limitations of the software interface, but what he needed was access to the hardware. A quick visual search around the podium revealed a few neatly sealed seams. Hector took out his multi-tool and found a small enough blade to pry the interlocked internal grips apart and remove much of the wooden frame, exposing the circuitry and wiring beneath.

 

He tossed the panel aside and started running the components through as thorough a study of Dimensional Science and Essential Field Theory as he could, just to track their structure and function.

 

One of his status screens alerted him that Jorgen was already testing his newly erected barrier, likely spending his own ERE in an effort to erode it. That wasn’t an arms race Hector could compete in for more than a couple turns, not without abandoning work on the trans pad.

 

Ok, there was the chip with the pre-defined locales. It was hardened against tampering by protective measures he couldn’t understand, much less circumvent, but maybe he could capture the ideal form of the chip and substitute a variant with EFT 2, substantiated by one of his precious remaining ERE and a WP …

 

Sure enough, his protective field collapsed shortly thereafter, and he could hear long, unnatural claws gouging at the hastily secured door outside.

 

Hector channeled all of his energy into inscribing his new chip with coordinates drawn from his records of Corey’s apartment, sinking yet another point of WP into it to ensure at least a basic success, although it wasn’t complex enough to warrant ERE for a Difficulty reduction.

 

There was a tremendous crack and splintering from the room beyond. Hector could hear the pulse of energy weapons and scuttling of infernal legs.

 

Jorgen must have brought all his transformed minions with him.

 

“Focus fire on the closest,” came John’s commanding voice.

 

Hector still had to redirect the routing controls through the new chip, bake everything back in together, then conduct a transfer test. His fingers flew at near robotic speeds as he further split his already doubled non-Inspired actions in two again wherever he could justify the penalty.

 

Altering the routing controls was basic enough he wasn’t even tempted to modify the roll, but managing each of the chip and device connections and software line edits still took a turn to complete.

 

First Corey, then Ryan, retreated into sight, edging in toward the couches and lounge area which represented the only cover. John would have stayed up close, trying to maximize potential damage and draw attacks, and personal safety be damned, Sev fought most effectively close-up with blades.

 

They were trying to keep a screen to prevent Gaunts from flanking them or getting past to Hector, but that meant diverting attention from Jorgen and dividing fire. Despite the team’s efforts, the warped horrors forced them toward the trans pad chamber, probably Jorgen’s influence seeking Hector out.

 

Barely a couple turns in, the battle was too fluid, the Gaunts too individually deadly, for John’s initial tactic to work. John successfully tanked against Jorgen and another one or two Gaunts while Sev whirled in and out beside him, but Ryan, trying to stay back and wide, had to concentrate on the attackers continually edging around the periphery. 

 

Corey stood defiantly in the midst of the lounge, alternating between reading and singing, stealing occasional glances at the hide-bound spell book she held before her like a shield. Whatever her methods or effects, the potted trees nearest her turned Autumn colors, leaves curling and dropping one after another.

 

Hector made an unmodified Intellect plus Archetech roll to assess the novel system architecture he’d constructed, but still scored enough successes to verify that, right or wrong, everything was set as he’d intended, and also deliver a -2 Difficulty bonus to the follow-on Dimensional Sciences / Essential Fields effect he was setting up.

 

John finally backed into view under the vaulted archway between rooms, deflecting one giant, plated leg with his free arm, and firing a brilliant blue-white plasma pulse at a sharp upward angle from a one-handed grip with the other.

 

“Hector, get out of here. You can teleport yourself without this junk.” 

 

John was technically correct, but like hell Hector was going to ditch the team and hope it worked out. He started layering his approach to the final rolls, double-checking every data path and jury-rigged connection. “Not how this works. Get in here, now.”

 

Hector kept as much configuration and technical system data onscreen in virtual monitors as he was able to handle, allocating one point of ERE and his last remaining Willpower to support the complex effect. He’d already programmed most of it out, now integrating his modifications and pathing with the original, higher-order procedures of Dimensional Science and conjunctional Disciplines built into the phenomenally advanced device.

 

Procedure: Integration and Compatibility 

Discipline(s): Temporal Science 3, Essential Field Theory 2, Material Science 1

Inspiration: 3

Difficulty: 4 (+1 Prior Complex Procedure, -2 Exceptional Preparation, -1 Essential Resonance Energy applied)

 

Success(es): 3 (2 + 1WP)

 

Meh, good enough. 

 

The new schema would operate at least as well in theory as the original controls, but if they lived, he had to focus on Inspiration to reduce his dependency on Willpower.

 

Hector’s friends dropped back into the trans pad vestibule, Ryan eyeing a line back near Corey and cover, while John and Sev directly engaged with Jorgen himself and the Gaunts in front. 

 

Everywhere the creatures stepped, they left soggy, bloody pawprints in blue, red, and purple on the carpet from tracking through their fallen.

 

Even with the party’s speed upgrade, Jorgen still traded them approximately blow-for-blow, and while the Gaunts seemed horrifyingly casual by comparison, their sheer numbers would overwhelm them the instant a flank was breached.

 

It wasn’t clear in which context Jorgen was the more terrible, but without the standard office’s ceiling constraints, his fully extended form reached its true, dominating, three-meter height. With barely any human affect at all, his face was an even more exaggerated caricature of Munch’s “The Scream,” unhinging his yawning, ovoid jaw to reveal hooked fangs in unsatiated hunger.

 

Hector channeled the tiniest fraction of Inspired effort into the newly created conduit, validating the chain without error from start to finish.

 

Beside him, the transporter pad’s circumferential indicator blinked red one last time, faded into nothing, then pulsed back to life in vibrant green.

 

YES.

 

Ryan fired twice into a Gaunt coming around the far side of the archway to John’s left, pausing only to verify the shots hit their sizzling, smoldering marks before racing almost directly behind John toward the broad, heavy coffee table in the middle of the lounge.

 

Jorgen seized a moment of opportunity, and even with his true attention on John, he shifted his weight and struck a thick fore-claw down and at an angle through Ryan, pinning him to the carpet like a bug in a science fair.

 

After a moment of agonized shock, and even as thin filaments of glowing green began forming between him and Corey, Ryan summoned his waning energy to rake blaster fire up Jorgen’s leg, spiderwebbing the black carapace along a hundred microfractured points.

 

Jorgen recoiled and sharply retracted his leg with a shake, dumping Ryan on the ground, hollow and bleeding out in a spreading pool.

 

Corey’s contingent healing spell deepened, though, and took root throughout Ryan’s body. The green filaments twisted and thickened into tendrils growing all around and deep within him, knitting his body back together out of seemingly nothing.

 

The effect was nothing short of godlike, but must have drained Corey of four or five ERE to pull him back from such catastrophic damage.

 

Hector immediately downloaded John’s Aetheric frequency for Jorgen and carefully aimed for anywhere on Jorgen still showing signs of previous injury. While there were scorches and fine cracks throughout his body, he must have had some healing powers of his own and Inspired countermeasures built into his armor to have shrugged off much of what the others had been dishing out.

 

At Dexterity 2 + Energy Weapons 1, and without knowledge of Aetherism of his own, his shots barely registered for damage but distracted Jorgen just enough to take an extra glancing blow from Sev. Even so, he needed to be subbing for Ryan’s role on the flanks where he might be able to make a measurable difference.

 

There was no way Jorgen was meant as an opponent for their level.

 

So what else is still out there?

 

That was a frightening, unproductive line of reasoning at the moment. 

 

“Corey, get Ryan on the platform. I have it re-routed back to your domain.”

 

In Ryan’s absence, a half-dozen more Gaunts crowded around the far periphery while Jorgen forced John and Sev deeper into the vestibule through liters of Ryan’s spilled blood with a blinding flurry of slashes and counterattacks.

 

Hector spent every other action calming his breath and trying to line up a vital shot on the Gaunt nearest to John, netting +1 to his firing pool. When it came time to pull the trigger, he drilled a neat laser-pulsed hole through its rag-draped upper torso, and it stumbled, blocking the two immediately behind.

 

Between Corey’s Cloak of the Void Legacy and Hector’s focus on the flanking Gaunts, he didn’t spot her again until she was already dragging Ryan out of the melee, right out from under John and Sev’s feet. He was bloody but apparently whole, or well enough for her to haul him across the lounge between furniture onto the pad.

 

Once they were fully onto the pad and within range of the emitters, Hector split his two actions into four again to manually follow along with every step of the automated procedure he’d encoded in the device to be certain it worked, and that he could abort or modify if it didn’t. In addition to his own patchwork modifications, the lack of a matching trans pad to handle the load at their destination raised the procedure’s complexity considerably.

 

The pad’s external indicator light turned from green to amber, and slowly an image of Corey’s book-strewn apartment filled in the cylinder before fading back out, taking Ryan with it as it disappeared.

 

Cycle complete, the pad pulsed a shimmery forest green again around the perimeter, and only then did Hector realize Corey had vanished again before the trans effect.

 

Jorgen’s long-legged, vile form had pressed further in up to the outer lounge area, creating space for more Gaunts on both sides and surrounding John and Sev, who now had to each confront not only the chief monster but one or more additional foes. Still with a significant advantage in speed over the Gaunts, John fired twice more, burning and tearing the flesh from his chosen targets, while Sev effortlessly danced around them, shearing spidery limbs and slashing though ghastly half-human, half-insectile structures.

 

“Fall back to the pad!” Hector ordered, firing once again into a Gaunt jockeying for position next to John. “The portal’s operational.”

 

They shifted from attempting to stand their ground to a tactical withdrawal, putting as much furniture between them and the small horde as possible.

 

John kicked a heavy wingback chair into the same Gaunt Hector just wounded, forcing it to stumble back with a broken leg, and shot another directly in the face, burning the entire head almost to ash.

 

Sev crouched almost to the floor, dodging a scissor sweep from Jorgen’s claws at the same time as he deflected a jab from one of the two Gaunts to his flank, but found himself wedged against the coffee table and unable to maneuver away from a torrent of follow-on thrusts. Javelin-like claws pierced his thigh, shoulder, and neck in the narrow gaps between the onyx-plated armor. 

 

His helmet dropped like a severed marionette, while a river of blood poured from his throat and a half-dozen more razor-tipped spears tore through him in all directions. Palely luminescent ghosts of green vapor curled about him, but the river only slowed to a steady pulse as he collapsed lifeless on the sodden carpet.

 

A hot rush of failure and hatred pounded through Hector’s face and chest. He gave up precision aiming, hoping to buy John enough time just to retreat, and fired into the two Gaunts immediately closest to him, scorching one and almost severing the other’s foreleg as it scuttled back. 

 

While Jorgen reared back for a calculated strike, John grabbed a third Gaunt’s black, spindly arm in mid-slash, jamming his short tactical rifle into its long, plated torso and firing several blue-white blasts directly into it, which ate away a chasm in its body, smoking embers ringing the zone of fire.

 

“You bloody gorilla, get on the pad!”

 

Despite it all, John drove in again, fists glowing almost too bright to watch. When Jorgen’s spiked, matte-black foreleg lanced out for him, John pivoted to the side and delivered a crippling pair of blows high up on his pseudo-thigh, cracking the outer shell like a crab leg in a vise.

 

Jorgen actually screamed as he put his main body and good side between them, a sound like a car wreck passed through a meat grinder, while the other Gaunts shrank into themselves.

 

“John, now, dammit!” Hector kept firing into Jorgen and the agonized crowd of Gaunts for whatever it was worth, with all four heavily penalized actions.

 

John turned and ran toward the pad, gray cloak sweeping high up and around, flashing a glimpse of the gold, embroidered symbol of his order. As he did, Hector saw jagged clefts and deep gouges in his armor he couldn’t make out from behind, and small rivulets of blood streaking down from a dozen different wounds.

 

He couldn’t let Jorgen follow them through, but at the same time couldn’t leave him here, loose on the world.

 

“Come on, let’s go!”

 

John dove through the green indicator field onto the already blood-smeared pad, armor rolling with a clatter. Drawing heavy breaths, he came to his knees and turned up accusingly at Hector, who stood resolutely by the podium.

 

Corey reappeared dark and low before them at almost the same moment, as though unfolding from shadow, shouldering Sev’s slick, wet body out flat at John’s feet. Her bare arms and shoulders were streaked crimson with blood, while her once-green and silver-tulled dress clung soaked in black like rotting leaves.

 

Guilty tears carved streaks down her bloody face, but when she forced herself to meet Hector’s eyes, expecting, demanding condemnation, his knees and heart alike almost buckled with the injustice of it.

 

He shook his head at both of them through a sudden hot haze.

 

“Be right there.”

 

Corey’s expression melted at something she read in his face, while John’s still held conflicting measures of frustration, anger, and guilt of his own, but there was nothing for it. 

 

Hector reactivated all his displays at the speed of thought and keyed the transfer routine. The pad’s surrounding curtain of light blinked from green to amber, and again a perfect cylinder of Corey's half-apothecary, half-library living room phased in, while the spatial deconfliction software shifted John, Corey, and Sev’s positions as subtly as possible to fit around obstructing furniture.

 

Jorgen’s face bobbed grotesquely overhead with its fanged, pendulous maw as he hobble-started forward on his three remaining legs, Gaunts scurrying in beside and around him. 

 

Hector’s friends faded away along with the brief glimpse of promised sanctuary, John struggling futilely against the trans pad’s safety protocols to free himself and join Hector outside, right up to the moment he was truly gone and the indicator light wrapped the bright, empty pad in green again.

 

Safety protocols Hector now owned.

 


<Willpower +1 (Deviant Affect fulfilled)>




 

Because he’d kicked the others out to practice noble, calculated stupidity on his own?

 

I’ll take it.

 

The timing had to be precise, he’d need at least two full turns to accumulate the Inspired procedure’s required successes … 

 

… and Jorgen had to be on the pad with him when he did it.

 

Hector ran onto the platform, green light washing over him, maintaining his link with the podium control system. His cloud of virtual screens tracked perfectly with him, stabilized in his vision like a Steadicam.

 

Jorgen and the Gaunt swarm closed in over the scored and broken lounge settings while he used his second non-Inspired action to disable every remaining safety mechanism he could find. Deconfliction, overlap, validation … 

 

His Inspired action, though …this was the part that had to work, or he’d wind up in own nihilistic trap or, worse, carved out like a half-hearted cut-and-paste. At least the time acceleration no longer counted as a complex procedure, since he was the only one to whom it applied at this point.

 

Jorgen loomed tall and black, planting his giant, tufted paws and bloody knife-claws over the transport line.

 

Come on …

 

Hector focused his newfound final Willpower for an extra success and channeled his last Muse-stored unit of ERE to reduce the Difficulty by one.

 

Procedure (extended): Transdimensional Pattern Selection Inversion 

Discipline(s): Temporal Science 3, Essential Field Theory 2

Inspiration: 3

Difficulty: 4 (-1 Essential Resonance Energy applied, -1 sympathetic Resonance)

 

Success(es): 3 (2 + 1WP)

 

Not amazing, but good enough this wouldn’t definitely kill him. Hector spent one success on duration, leaving two for the developing effect itself. 

 

Eyeballing the readout model on his effect screen, the pad’s mapping algorithm now tracked almost exactly with his form as a second selection area. Spot-on as long as he didn’t move, but with a notable lag after quick motion.

 

One more success to avoid playing human hole-punch … from the trans pad, at least. 

 

And one final turn for Hector, Jorgen, or both.

 

Hector allowed himself to face Jorgen directly for the first time, watching the otherworldly predator mount the platform with no more regard for him than a misplaced cafeteria tray. The concept that this was a confrontation in any meaningful sense was Hector’s alone.

 

How much of this chimeric blend of human, praying mantis, and spider, was still Jorgen, if any? Was this a demon made manifest? A construct?

 

Regardless, Jorgen’s wholly justified apathy gave him the only opening he was going to have.

 

Hector switched transport destinations and activated the system, stepping another half-meter back until he felt the seam between the glassy pad surface and wooden bevel beneath his heel.

 

Gaunts crept all around the periphery, dipping their forelegs through the green veil of light as it flickered briefly amber and settled into a slow, pulsing red. Their hollow, grey, sagging faces glowed infernally like a jury of damned souls.

 

Electric blue characters sailed around them, a stream of mathematical gibberish followed by the words, “Langston Commons, Mierlake.”

 

The world around Hector began to defocus. It was a thin fog resisting perception and comprehension, forcing his eyes to skitter about in his field of vision like water droplets on a blazing skillet. 

 

Hector suppressed a perverse curiosity as to what would happen to his mind if he was somehow able to fix his attention on the unseeable, unknowable patterns of nothingness. 

 

Jorgen’s face leered at him through the demented haze, suddenly alive with mockery and lust, poised to strike like a cobra. Balanced on his rear legs, his remaining whole foreleg traced after Hector’s body like an orchestra conductor closing out a symphony’s final, lingering notes.

 

Whether it had a game effect or not, Hector summoned every element of mental focus and channeled it into his follow-on roll. 

 

8 … 3 … 10 … two successes. 

 

His inverse filter mapped precisely with the volume of space he occupied as the world around him descended further into logical oblivion.

 

Jorgen triggered his attack with speed Hector could never have followed at normal time, talons nearly at Hector’s chest before he’d realized Jorgen was even in motion.

 

Using his remaining action, Hector dove down and toward the space beneath Jorgen’s tucked and crippled leg, very nearly enough to miss the incoming strike.

 

Given Hector’s preternatural speed, Jorgen’s talon only met him just behind his knee, splitting his leg open like a butterflied steak and gouging his femur up his entire thigh. 

 

Hector landed directly under the monster in bleeding agony, barely supporting himself on one elbow.

 

<Critical Injury!>

<Health -5>

<Health Status 3/8 (hemorrhaging)

 

Part of him wondered why he wasn’t unconscious. Most of him wished he was. 

 

It made no sense, but all he could concentrate on were three tiny droplets of blood on the pad beneath his face, illuminated from underneath like tiny rubies.

 

Willpower exhausted, the last of his strength gone, Hector’s muscles shivered into liquid. His elbow slipped inward on a pool of slickness, and he rolled over to a sky devoid of meaning.

 

Far above, Jorgen’s leer vanished, replaced by something more akin to fury or even fear.

 

Hector could barely perceive him, a ghost in the mist, until Jorgen’s face plunged directly into his own, jaws wider and longer than his entire head. He felt an icy burn wash over his head and through his stomach where Jorgen thrust the same claw already painted with his own blood.

 

It was too late, though, for Jorgen.

 

Jorgen’s attack had no more substance than a night terror, but the reality around them held even less. 

 

As the trans pad merged Jorgen with the literal nothingness that had once been a bejeweled suburb, Jorgen’s entire being, his conceptual existence, was exquisitely, intrinsically defined, allocated, and divided by zero and the patterns of fundamental entropy itself.

 

Hector lost the ability to even comprehend Jorgen before him, but then … there was nothing left to comprehend.

 

<Health -1>

<Health Status 2/8 (hemorrhaging)

 

Everything that was had become void.

 

Even his consciousness narrowed with every searing pulse.

 

When the system messages flashed across his vision, cutting through every other sense or thought, Hector couldn’t help but laugh and cry at the futility of it all.

 

<Quest Complete: Identify the Silentium Universi agent in Emerson’s External Survey Division (ESD)>

<Quest Complete: Bring the Emerson ESD Silentium Universi agent to justice>

 

<Experience +2 (quests complete)>

<Experience +2 (Minor Possessive Hunter neutralized)>

<Experience +2 (7x Gaunts neutralized)>

<Experience +1 (adventure)>

<Experience +1 (consistent role-play)>

<Experience +1 (heroic achievement)>

 

<Willpower +1 (against all odds)>

 

<XP Total: (+9) 15>

 

<Willpower Pool: (+1 1/10)>

<Willpower Rating: 10/10>

 

But his chained transport routine carried on. 

 

Beautiful wood paneling emerged from the fog, and no sooner than Hector registered the bloodstrewn, shattered vestibule and collapsing, geometrically dissected Gaunts around him, did it all blink from an instant of green into rhythmically glowing amber.

 

<Health -1>

<Health Status 1/8 (hemorrhaging)

 

Electric blue code circled lazily above, though he couldn’t bring it into focus.

 

Too much blood had spilled, and the vestibule … no, a library? … faded into black from the outside in.

 

A sense of the newness of Spring. Cinnamon, deep forest earth, and …

 

Green, brilliant emerald green.

 

 

THE END

 

-------------
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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

"Welcome to the first ever private demo of The Realm Online, a project that Radical Interactive has been working on since its inception over twenty years ago." Crystal Fedler did her best not to look nervous as she stood in front of the small classroom full of people. She had been tasked with ushering this group into a new age of technology. A representative for the future of gaming.

Twenty participants had been selected to demo Radical Interactive's new version of their previously failed VRMMO. These were the elites, a mix of professional gamers and investors. Half would be able to find all of the flaws in the game, the other half were just there to see the progression of what their money had bought. All had to sign non-disclosure agreements before they were even allowed to enter the building. For as advanced as it was, The Realm Online was far from ready for the retail market. This was just a small sample of where the game was headed. "I'm sure you are all eager to begin." She smiled at the faces staring back at her. "In a few moments, you will be taken to the sleeping bay. There, you will each be assigned a bed. One of our nurses will hook you up to a vitals machine and electroencephalogram to monitor you during gameplay."

Reaching to the table next to her, Crystal lifted the Felote to show the device to the beta group. Radical Interactive had done their best to design the helmet with comfort in mind, but that was difficult when it was made of hard materials and needed to cover most of the player's head. They had been tirelessly working on trying to get implant technology to take off, but society was still reluctant to accept the installation of permanent apparatuses inside of the human body, so this was the best they could do for now. It had a familiar look to it, reminiscent of the gaming helmets on the market today, which should make the players feel comfortable, but the functionality was different on many levels.

"Now I know you're probably wondering why this is an overnight demo. You probably thought you came here to sit in front of a computer, plugged in playing a video game all night, but that's not quite the case." Crystal gave her audience a slightly mischevious smirk. "I would like to introduce you to the Felote." She held up the helmet and slowly turned it so that the group could see its sleek design. Round like a motorcycle helmet, it was completely white except for the black visor on the front that would allow the player to see once they logged off from the game. "This is a revolutionary new gaming peripheral that will allow you to...wait for it..." Crystal moved the Felote to one hand and held up a finger for dramatic suspense, "game while you are asleep."

There was a mix of collective gasps and looks of confusion from the demo group. Silent questions hung in the air as they waited for Crystal to continue. 

"Many consumers come home from a long day of work and plug into their favorite games, often staying up too late and suffering fatigue the following day. This results in decreased productivity and job performance. With the Felote, all of that is eliminated because players are able to get rest while they play. Utilizing technology that taps into your REM cycle, the Felote is able to induce a type of controlled lucid dreaming. As you can probably guess, this has multiple benefits for the player and the gameplay experience. 

"Right now when you game for extended periods, you have to take breaks to eat and use the restroom. While you sleep at night, you're typically in a fasting period. Most people also do not wake up to use the bathroom. Having said that, the Felote allows the player to experience up to twelve hours of non-stop gaming. Of course, we don't recommend more than eight." She smiled again, amused by all of the gawking faces. This device was indeed a gamer's dream come true.

"The Felote induces sleep almost instantly to immerse you into the game," Crystal continued, casting her gaze down at the device. "This eliminates the problem of insomnia that many people suffer from on a day to day basis. It will also eliminate the need for prescription medications to control the condition. Embedded within the device is an internal alarm clock. You can set it to wake you at whatever time or after however many hours you prefer. For safety reasons, the device does not allow playtime for more than twelve hours. It also has an internal system that monitors your vitals. If it detects anything beyond its parameters, it will kick you from REM sleep so that you can seek medical attention, if necessary." She finally turned her attention back to her audience. "Now we will discuss what you guys are probably really interested in. Gameplay."

A few people nodded in agreement, their eager smiles speaking volumes about their hunger for the lecture to be over and the demo to begin.

"While I know you're all eager to explore everything that The Realm has to offer, unfortunately, we're still working out the kinks for the world at large. Having said that, you will only have access to a limited amount of features and locations. 

"Today, you will be assigned a specific race and class. There are currently twelve planned races and seventeen classes. Mind you, many races will be able to mix and match classes. For the purpose of this demo, classes have been assigned to give you specific starter abilities.

"Considering that this is a short demo and we want it to be as exciting for you as possible, leveling has been accelerated. This will allow you to unlock abilities and customize your character faster.

"Now, if you'll all stand and come with me," Crystal took a few steps toward the door and gestured for everyone to follow, "your demo for The Realm Online is about to begin."

 


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Crystal Fedler was a pretty distraction. The embodiment of the perfect nerdy girl that every guy wished was in his D&D group. Petite frame with a small nose and soft pink lips. Blue-green eyes behind giant round-framed glasses. Her light brown hair was pulled back into a messy ponytail, her makeup was minimal, and the ruffled white blouse and beige pencil skirt she wore were nothing but professional. There was something attractively nervous about Crystal even though she currently held all of the power in the room.

Theo might have been interested in asking her out on a date if the situation was different. But that wasn't what he was here for. He listened intently as Crystal gave them a brief overview of the Felote and his pending experience inside The Realm Online.

This had been an opportunity that he hadn't even had to sign up for. No, Theo had been selected. One of a minuscule group from all over the United States who had been invited to participate in The Realm Online's super secret demo. 

Looking around the room, Theo saw a lot of familiar faces. A famous Let's Play YouTuber, a well-known Twitch streamer, and a handful of professional competitive gamers. He fell in with the last of the three, holding the highest rank on two of the top-five most popular MOBAs. Years of experience and countless hours of gameplay had earned him the career of his dreams, to play video games for a living, making more money than most people netted at corporate jobs. At only twenty-two years old, Theo was one of the wealthiest professional gamers in the world. That was what had gotten him here today.

While this was an admittedly incredible opportunity, he honestly wasn't into VRMMORPGs. Or rather, Theo didn't really have time to play them when he was constantly fighting to maintain his rank on both Chromalife and Hunt of Conflict. What had made him take the time out of his schedule to demo this game was his connection to Nancy Shelton, YouTube's most famous female Let's Player and also his best friend online. Though they lived several states away, Theo had never felt closer to any girl he had ever met. If not for the distance between them, he'd like to think they would have dated. There was definitely an attraction there, even if it was just one-sided.

Let's just say, Nancy hadn't just gotten popular because of her amazing personality. She was absolutely gorgeous. A bombshell blonde with the perfect figure and big tits. The skin-tight shirts she wore in her videos probably had fanboys all over the world sitting in front of their PCs with a box of tissues. Despite her good looks, she was the complete opposite of a dumb blonde. Few people took gaming as seriously as Nancy Shelton, and that was a large part of what had attracted Theo to her.

They had met a little over two years ago when she had hopped onto Chromalife to record a Let's Play video. Back then, Nancy already had a following, but Theo was just beginning to break into competitive gaming. At the time, he was at spot number seven on the leaderboards. Nancy had contacted him through social media to see if they could collaborate. Wanting as much exposure as he could get, Theo jumped at the chance, feeling nervous as hell when they began sharing their cam feeds. Every testosterone pumping gamer on the face of the planet wanted to date Nancy Shelton. It felt unreal that she had reached out to him.

Talking to her was surprisingly easy. He found Nancy to be funny and down to earth. In all honesty, Theo had expected fame to have given her an air of superiority, but that wasn't the case at all. Deep down, Nancy was just a girl who loved to play video games. Nothing more.

After recording several matches for her show, she stuck around and hung out with him online. They ended up playing together for nearly eight hours before fatigue finally got the best of him and Theo was forced to go to bed. As he logged off for the night, Theo had feared that he wouldn't talk to Nancy again now that she'd used him for her purpose, but that didn't end up being the case either. They managed to maintain a friendship throughout the years, even meeting up in person nearly a dozen times at different game conventions. Theo tried to get up the nerve to ask her out on a date, but his confidence always faltered when they were face to face. Besides, what was really the point when they lived so far away from each other.

Now that she was gone, he wondered if he had made a mistake. His first successful competitive match of Chromalife had earned him enough money to relocate if he had wanted to, but Theo had never seen an instance of reflected interest. Nancy had a million dollar poker face when it came to guys hitting on her, and he had never been brazen enough to come right out and disclose his feelings, though he had hinted at them from time to time. Perhaps now, he'd never know if she reciprocated.

While Theo wasn't a big fan of VRMMORPGs, Nancy had loved them. Every other one of her Let's Play videos was on the latest and greatest VRMMORPG. More often than not, she'd max out her character, exploring every nook and cranny of the world she was in, crafting the best equipment, doing all of the mundane farming for currency and crafting components. If not for being stuck in a coma, she would definitely be occupying one of the seats around him. 

But he wasn't just here in her honor. No, Theo had heard a rumor—one that had come from Nancy's lips. Radical Interactive had another secret project related to The Realm—a project that was more involved with the medical side of the company. The Realm was already live in another form. 

She wasn't supposed to have told him. Of course, Radical Interactive had made her sign an NDA as well. But what are best friends for if not to share secrets?

Long before Radical Interactive had sent out an invitation for this closed demo, they had sent Nancy an invitation for a potential beta, one that they probably never thought she'd be able to take advantage of. One that Nancy had often joked about harming herself to be able to participate in. Radical Interactive had supposedly designed a version of The Realm for coma patients, one that had been engineered to restore brain function after severe trauma. Only an exclusive few outside of the company were offered the opportunity to sign up, probably because Radical Interactive couldn't recruit enough guinea pigs from within. I mean, who would be crazy enough to sign up for something like that—a video game that you probably couldn't log out of. Nancy Shelton, that's who.

Theo was here because he suspected that Nancy was currently trapped inside of the game. 

After the car she'd been riding in had rolled, Nancy was airlifted to an unnamed hospital. Her social media profiles went silent, which was incredibly strange. Typically, if someone so famous had been injured in such a way, a representative would take over for that person to post updates on their social media accounts about their condition. But for Nancy, there was nothing, just that the accident had happened and that everyone should send their prayers for her recovery. Theo had reached out to her family and received no response. Not even the media published anything after the initial accident. 

Months passed without any word or update. No matter how much digging Theo did, he couldn't seem to find out where they were keeping Nancy or anything in regards to her current condition. Hell, even the private investigator he had hired couldn't dig up where she was being held. It was all too bizarre. 

This was the only place she could be. Not this facility, specifically. Radical Interactive owned dozens of hospitals throughout the United States. More than likely, she was in one of the California hospitals. But this was as good a place to start as any. At the end of his demo, Theo would definitely have questions for the pretty speaker who had introduced them to this new groundbreaking technology. For now, it seemed like she was eager to get them hooked up into the game. Theo was eager for that too, wondering if there was any chance that he'd find Nancy inside.

 


CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Machines beeped softly all around them. Theo would be lying if he said that the general atmosphere of this room didn't make him a bit nervous. Hospital beds lined the walls, one after another. Of course, these weren't the typical generic hospital beds found in most medical facilities. These beds were designed for the comfort of high profile patients—the ones who could afford all of the bells and whistles. When Theo was laid down, he thought the bed was more luxurious than the one he had at home.

The pillow under his head was created to be a cradle for the helmet. There was a small bump beneath his neck to make up for the height difference. It was clear that Radical Interactive wanted this to be the most pleasant experience possible for their demo group.

Half a dozen nurses walked hurriedly around the room, hooking the participants up to the vitals machines and electroencephalograms. Thanks to the cold white sterility of the room, Theo felt like he was there for a clinical trial instead of a game demo. The only color in the room belonged to the clothing of the participants.

Theo was assigned his Felote. He stared down at it, the white surface so smooth and shiny that he could see his reflection.

"Please, take off your glasses and put on the Felote." The nurse attending to him held out her hand for his glasses. Everyone else around Theo was already putting their helmets on.

He acquiesced, still feeling nervous as he slipped the Felote onto his head. For being dark on the outside, his visibility through the visor was near perfect minus his genetically shitty nearsighted vision. Vision problems were easily fixed these days, but there was still no point in doing it until your eyesight had stopped degrading, which Theo's had not.

As he blinked, Theo noticed the first surprising feature of the helmet. With each flutter of his eyelids, his vision became clearer. He was not yet inside the game; this was the Felote compensating for his poor eyesight.

Stupendous, he thought, already wanting a Felote of his own, wondering how well it worked with the current games on the market. 

"Please rest back and place your Felote into its cradle," Crystal's voice came through a speaker in the helmet. Or was it a speaker? She was across the room from him, but he could hear her clearly as if she was standing beside him. As soon as everyone did as they were told, she continued, "The demo will begin in 3, 2, ..."

One moment, Theo was staring up at the smooth white ceiling. The next, he was standing in a lush glade. The transition happened so fast that Theo was barely aware of it. Everything he knew of his previous life faded away, yet there was no confusion. It was as if his memory had been completely wiped, and new information filled in to take its place.

The glade was empty aside from a full-length mirror. Theo somehow knew that exploring the glade would be a waste of time. The trees around him were grouped together so tightly that there would be no getting through them. 

He stepped up to the mirror, and his mind flushed with new information. The reflection that stared back at him was his own, yet it wasn't. He stood just over four feet tall, his body broad and stocky. For a dwarf, his skin tone was a bit darker than usual. To the others, he might look like a Halfling, but he most certainly was not. His unruly auburn hair was shaved on the sides but long in the back, pulled into a ponytail that extended to his waist. A magnificent bushy beard fell over his barrel of a stomach. Parts of it were braided, as was the custom of his people.

Theo enjoyed the mountains, mining, gold, booze, and the smell of fresh dirt. Dealing damage was one of his strengths, and he had the capacity to learn spells that would help him in battle, but his short, stout stature made him a bit slow. Elves were his natural enemy. Those pretentious pricks always seemed to walk around like they were better than everyone else. Just thinking about them made his lip curl in a snarl.

Theo stepped away from the mirror and inhaled deeply, thinking about how confusing the immersion was. He had to force himself to pull free of it. Accepting the invitation for this demo was all about finding Nancy, and yet the second he had looked into the mirror, she had practically been wiped from his mind as if she had never existed at all. This was the power of controlled lucid dreaming. This was the power of The Realm.

Time was wasting. The longer he hesitated, the less likely he was to find Nancy. Resolved to keep his focus, Theo stepped back up to the mirror. It was time for him to enter The Realm Online.

 


CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

The mirror was not what it had appeared to be. Theo looked at his altered reflection one final time before stepping through the portal. There was no fear as he did this; it was a natural choice, requiring as little thought as walking through a door.

Seamlessly, he moved from one scene to the next; the perfect transition of one dream merging into another. He found himself standing before the opening to an abandoned mine at the base of Ponoisle Rise. His uncle, Rygnuhdruhr Madguard, beamed at him a few feet away.

"Can ya smell tha rock callin' ta ya, lad?" Rygn asked in his thick accent, his hands on his hips. 

The family resemblance was barely noticeable. They shared the same darker skin tone, but Rygn's hair and beard had already begun to grow white with age. Slicked back away from his face, Rygn's long mane puffed out to the sides unrestrained by the plaits that most of his people wore. His beard was better kept, with two simple braids connecting it to his mustache. Kind blue eyes smiled excitedly at Theonix beneath a thick brow. The curve in his nose suggested that it had been broken at least once before, and it ended at a bulbous tip. He was only slightly thinner than his nephew and decked out in chainmail. A shortsword hung from his hip, and there was a shield strapped to his back.

"Why are we here, uncle?" Theonix asked, taking in his surroundings. Ponoisle Rise stood high and majestic before them, its rocky surface giving way to a snowcapped top that reached into the clouds beyond their view. Behind them was a boggy pond known to be the home of moldlings, small moss-like creatures that would attach themselves to their victims and quickly cover them with their tendrils, suffocating them to death right before consuming them with an acid they secreted that broke down skin and bones. 

Behind the pond stood Willow Forest, aptly named for the species of tree that proliferated the area. It was said to be haunted, and thus no dwarf, man, or otherwise dared to travel through it. They had skirted around the mountain just to get here, always keeping an eye on the treeline. While Rygn was skilled in battle, Theonix had yet to wield an ax in melee. Without his uncle by his side, he would have been easy prey for monsters.

"Today, ya become a man!" Rygn announced proudly, stretching out his arms as if this area of Patheana held all the answers.

Excitement pumped through Theonix. This was a pleasant surprise, something he'd long awaited. Memories of his past were vague, yet Theonix had a sound knowledge that this was something he'd been meant to do for a while. He desperately desired to be a more productive and respected member of his clan. Proving himself in combat would earn him the ability to take quests from his village elders, which could eventually lead to him working for the mountain king. There were many paths that his life could take once he mastered the basics.

Throwing his gaze toward Ponoisle Mine, Theonix had a good idea of what he'd be tasked with. There had been a lot of talk in his village about opening the mine back up, especially since his people had been considering increasing trade with the gnomes of Oxbell. It was rich in coal deposits, but the sheer lack of other valuable gems and minerals had made it less appealing to the dwarves than other mines in the area. Not to mention the dangerous location and seemingly bad luck associated with it just by being adjacent to Willow Forest. Moldlings often rolled in from the pond in search of a meal. Gremlins also seemed to flock to the area. Keeping them out of the mine had been a constant problem since it had first been dug. A collapse three years ago that had claimed the lives of several good dwarves had been the last straw. The mountain king declared Ponoisle Mine unsafe and ordered it closed. 

"Are we going to venture into the mine, uncle?" Enthusiasm rang clear in Theonix's voice. 

The older dwarf cocked his head to the side, scratching his chin through his beard. "Hmm, we might. But first ey have ta get ya ready fer it. If there be gremlins in there, they'd eat ya alive tha way ya are now."

"I can handle a few gremlins," Theonix insisted, staring into the dark mouth of the mine. A low-level monster, gremlins only posed a slightly greater nuisance than the moldlings. 

"Oh can ya, lad?" Rygn chuckled, his chainmail clinking slightly as his belly moved. "Have ya ever faced a gremlin before?"

Theonix hesitated. "Well...no."  But how difficult could it be? They only stood two-feet tall. He imagined it would be as challenging as fighting a child.

"Let's start with somethin' a bit easier first." Rygn stepped up to Theonix and placed his hand on his nephew's shoulder, turning him to face the pond. A few moldlings sat on the bank, looking unassuming. They were probably assessing whether the two dwarves were worth the effort. While Theonix might have been an easy meal, his uncle most certainly was not. "Ey have a quest fer ya," his tone piped up again. "Yer first combat quest. Gotta make sure ya can handle that ax yer father left ya before I send ya inta tha cold dark mine."

Just then a notification appeared in Theonix's field of vision. The words hung in the air, the backdrop just solid enough so that he could read easily.

 




	Quest: Clear the Moldlings





	Your clan has decided that it's finally time for you to become a man, and apparently that means starting by clearing the base of Ponoisle Rise of moldlings. While they don't prove much of a threat for seasoned warriors, you are not a seasoned warrior. It is crucial to get rid of them now so that they don't follow you into Ponoisle Mine and catch you unaware later. 



Difficulty: Medium

Success: Kill 6 Moldlings

Reward: 7 silver, Moss Gauntlets

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No?






 

Accepting was a no-brainer. Theonix was itching to experience battle for the first time. 

The second he thought yes, the notification disappeared. Immediately, Theonix redirected his attention to one of the moldlings.

Rygn patted his nephew's shoulder. "Now ey know yer itchin' ta get down ta business, but there are a few things ya should know about battle first.

"First things first. Ya need ta Analyze yer opponent so that ya don't rush headfirst inta a fight ya can't win."

"Analyze," Theonix repeated, watching the moldling's every move. It had no eyes to speak of, looking every bit as innocuous as a ball of moss that had just fallen near the shore, except that there were no trees on their side of the pond. The only sign of life it showed was that it rolled back and forth every few seconds, its small tendrils stretching out to the ground to help move it along.

Rygn followed Theonix's gaze to the moldling closest to them. "Analyzing takes no Mana. Until ya level tha skill, you'll only be able ta see tha monster's most basic information, and that is its color. The color of tha monster tells ya how dangerous it is in relation ta ya. Blue means it's an easy kill, typically a level or two below ya. Purple means it's an even match. Green is a slightly higher level. Yellow is a level or two above that. Orange foes, ya don't want ta mess with unless yer partied up. Red means run."

"Red means run," Theonix parroted, practically salivating at the thought of engaging the small creature in combat. It was taking everything in him to have enough patience to listen to his uncle's lecture.

"Now yew try." Rygn gestured to the moldling. "Concentrate on seeing tha monster's information."

Sure enough, as soon as Theonix thought about the moldling's level of threat, its entire body glowed a soft shade of purple. 

As if to verify his success, a notification popped up.

 

Congratulations! New skill learned: Analyze Level 1. You will now be able to see how dangerous a foe is in relation to your own level. Use this skill frequently to avoid getting yourself killed. 

 

"Good." Rygn nodded as if he telepathically knew that Theonix had performed the function correctly. "Now that ya know yer tha same level, ya know that ya need ta be careful. Moldlings have two attacks, tentacle lash an cling. Tha best way ta fight them is ta keep a safe distance, attacking with yer ax. Now, draw yer weapon and prepare fer battle."

Theonix reached back for his ax, though the movement was a bit awkward. While he'd never used the ax in battle, he was suddenly aware that he had done some training with his uncle before, which had taught him the basics of wielding it.

"Attack when yer ready, lad. A good whack or two oughta do tha little beastie in. They don't have much Health," Rygn informed him, making Theonix wonder how much Health he had. Just the thought brought up his character sheet.

 




	Name: Theonix  Madguard

Race: Dwarf

Level: 1, 0% of the way to next level

Health: 100 / 100 

Mana: 100 / 100

Stamina: 100 / 100

Vitality: 10

Intelligence: 10

Strength: 10

Agility: 10

Dexterity: 10

Charisma: 10

Luck: 10

Skills: Analyze Lvl 1; 0% of the way to next level

Languages: Dwarvish






 

Well, that answered that. Brushing the notification away, Theonix gripped his ax and prepared to engage the moldling in combat. 

Though it had no eyes, he knew it could see him. Taking a defensive stance, the moldling rolled back slightly as he approached. Theonix half expected the other moldlings around the pond to join in and help their comrade, but they stayed where they were, watching from a distance.

Using all of his might, Theonix swung his ax down at the small creature, but it rolled out of the way. Perhaps he had put too much weight behind his attack, because his ax blade sunk into the mud, sticking there. The moldling took advantage of the situation, lashing out with one of its mossy tentacles. At first, Theonix thought it was performing the tentacle lash attack that his uncle had told him about, but instead of quickly pulling back, its body flew up to attach itself to him. Panic raced through Theonix as more tentacles began growing from the moldling's body to wrap around his thigh. He cried out, immediately releasing his ax grip to try to pry the monster off. The second his hands made contact with the moldling's body, it began wrapping around them as well. Pain seared through Theonix wherever the tentacles touched, the digestive acid already going to work.

 

Level 1 Moldling delivers 7 initial damage and inflicts Sting. You will lose 1 HP per second until the Moldling detaches.

 

A red circle with a yellow starburst now blinked in the right bottom corner of his peripheral vision. He knew it meant that the Sting status was in effect.

"Get off!" Theonix shouted, trying with all of his might to remove the moldling to no avail.

Rygn was all guffaws until he saw that his nephew was in real trouble. No matter how hard Theonix fought, the moldling just wrapped more tentacles around him. When it bound his arms together to the point that he could no longer struggle, Rygn rushed in, making short work of the creature with a dagger.

The moldling squealed pitifully from the quick strike delt to its mossy body. Then it slumped and began to disintegrate, the tendrils breaking apart like dried leaves. Theonix quickly brushed the remains of the monster off of him, panting from exertion. He backtracked closer to the mine, falling heavily onto his ass as he stared at the pond with a newfound respect for his equally matched foes. That had not been as easy as he had expected. Not easy at all.

"Ya got ta be careful, lad!" Rygn growled at him. "What did I tell ya?"

"You told me to attack from a distance. I attacked from a distance." Theonix gestured at his ax, which was still stuck in the mud. His own frustrations at the situation were flaring. He most certainly hadn't expected that his overpowered swing would have such a dire consequence.

Rygn dug into the bag at his hip and pulled out a small vial filled with red liquid before offering it to Theonix. "Here," he grumbled.

 

You have received the following item: 

 




	Potion of Minor Healing


	Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Uses: Heals 30 HP

Sell Price: 8 Copper






 

Theonix uncorked the vial and quickly drank its contents, noticing that it tasted like cherries paired with medicine. The potion instantly restored his Health, making the lingering burning sensation go away. Prior to drinking it, his hands had been covered in a rash where the moldling's tendrils had curled around them. Now, his skin had returned to normal. 

The vial that had contained the concoction disintegrated, but this seemed perfectly natural, the potion having served its purpose.

"Thank you, uncle," he mumbled, a bit embarrassed by his failure now that the ordeal was over.

Rygn wouldn't even look at him, his face set in a stern expression. "Try again. If ya can't handle it yerself this time, I'll be forced ta report that yer no good fer anything but tha mines."

Ouch. That stung. Worse than the moldling's tentacles had. Theonix definitely didn't want to get stuck working in the mines his entire life. 

 Knowing that his uncle's patience was waning, Theonix forced himself to his feet and went to retrieve his ax. It took a good tug to get it dislodged from the mud, sending chunks of wet gloopiness splattering onto his shoes. For as excited as he'd been to be able to fight monsters for the first time, this was not turning into a good day at all.

Theonix scowled at the mud clumps on his shoes, kicking the largest one off before turning his attention to the next closest moldling. Quickly using his Analyze skill, he found that this one was purple as well, though it was a bit braver than its predecessor, cautiously creeping toward him. Perhaps seeing Theonix in peril had given the rest of the moldlings confidence, because they all seemed to have moved a little closer.

"Any other tips before I try this again?" Theonix asked, feeling the weight of his ax in his palms and trying to find balance.

"Use only enough force that ya need ta get tha job done," came the steely reply.

He couldn't help but wonder if his uncle expected him to fuck up again.

I've got this, Theonix told himself, feeling more nervous this time. Caution hadn't even existed with his initial approach. Slaying the moldling should have been easy. They were known as a pest, not a significant threat. Yet one had bested him on the first go round. He wouldn't underestimate his foe again.

Theonix stood there watching the moldling's movements for a few moments. His overhead swing had cost precious seconds that had allowed the creature to dodge. If he didn't use so much force this time, he might have better luck. 

After formulating his plan of attack, Theonix approached the moldling. Instead of preparing for an overhead swing, he held his ax in front of him. The moldling moved back and forth, seemingly ready to dodge. Doing his best to time it just right, Theonix chopped down with the moldling's movements. As expected, it dodged, but not quickly enough to avoid being hit. He managed to sever a good quarter of it off, the tendrils falling aside and drying up. 

 

Congratulations! New skill learned: Two-Handed Weapons Level 1. From spears to claymores, two-handed weapons deal great damage if you have the strength to wield them. Used as both a weapon and a shield, fight strategically to smite down your enemies!

 

The moldling squeaked as it tried to roll away, but Theonix gave chase. Too focused on escaping to pay attention to his next swing, the moldling didn't bother dodging again when he sent his ax chopping down for the killing blow. 

 

Defeated Level 1 Moldling. 14XP rewarded.

 

Quest Update: Clear the Moldlings – 1 of 6 Moldlings slain.

 

"You did it, lad!" Rygn walked over to clap his nephew on the shoulder.

Theonix's chest swelled with pride from his first kill. He watched the moldling wither away until only a small round seed the size and shape of a walnut was left behind. Instinctively, Theonix bent to pick it up and was rewarded with a notification.

 

You have received the following item:

 




	Moldling Heart


	Uses: Seed. Water it daily and it will grow into a Moldling within two weeks.

Sell Price:  4 copper






 

He placed the Moldling Heart into the bag at his hip and turned his attention to the next nearest moldling sitting by the shore about three yards away. Having seen Theonix vanquish one of its brethren, the creature was no longer drawing closer. Luckily, it wasn't receding either. 

"The work's not done yet, lad," Rygn urged Theonix to complete his quest.

"I won't let you down again, uncle," Theonix reassured him.

Dispatching of the next moldling took two attacks as well. It frustrated Theonix that he couldn't kill it in one swing. Their dodge seemed to be pretty good. Either that or he was just too slow. The moment he killed it, similar text flashed before his eyes to confirm his success. 

 

Defeated Level 1 Moldling. 14XP rewarded.

 

Quest Update: Clear the Moldlings – 2 of 6 Moldlings slain.

 

He was also rewarded with another Moldling Heart, the only loot the creatures dropped.

His confidence renewed, Theonix continued hunting moldlings around the pond. The very next downward swing of his ax brought with it a new notification.

 

Congratulations! The skill: Two-Handed Weapons has reached Level 2. This skill enables you to use all manner of two-handed weapons to defeat enemies. Increasing your Strength will make them easier to wield.

 

Theonix quickly pushed the notification away to finish the job. A second chop of his ax finished his foe, and he was ready to move on to the forth moldling.

 

Defeated Level 1 Moldling. 14XP rewarded.

 

Quest Update: Clear the Moldlings – 3 of 6 Moldlings slain.

 

Analyzing his next foe gave him another level up notification.

 

Congratulations! The skill: Analyze has reached Level 2. This skill allows you to see how dangerous a foe is in relation to your own level. Use this skill frequently to avoid getting yourself killed. 

 

While there seemed to be no apparent reward for leveling up Analyze, when Theonix faced the forth moldling, he was able to kill it with one strike of his ax instead of two. Though it had tried to dodge, it wasn't fast enough.

 

Critical hit! Defeated Level 1 Moldling. 14XP rewarded.

 

Quest Update: Clear the Moldlings – 4 of 6 Moldlings slain.

 

Perhaps that was just a fluke though, because it took two more swings to kill the fifth moldling. 

 

Defeated Level 1 Moldling. 14XP rewarded.

 

Quest Update: Clear the Moldlings – 5 of 6 Moldlings slain.

 

There had only been five moldlings hanging out on the shore, but as soon as Theonix killed the fifth one, another emerged from the pond. When the deed was finally done, he returned to his uncle a bit tired but proud.

"Good job, lad!" Rygn beamed at him. "I bet ya be wantin' yer reward now."

Theonix nodded, still catching his breath. For only spending thirty minutes in melee with the moldlings, his Stamina had drained down to 40 points. Swinging the ax over and over again was a lot more laborious than he had anticipated.

 

Congratulations! Quest: Clear the Moldlings has been completed.

 

Your uncle tasked you with killing the moldlings around the pond to test if you were man enough for bigger tasks. Though the start was rocky, you managed to meet his expectations. You have earned 7 silver, 50XP. You have also received the following item:

 




	Moss Gauntlets


	Defense: +5

Type: Light Armor

Durability: 18/18

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Sell Price: 2 copper






 

TRING!

 

Congratulations! You are now Level 2! Your base stats have been boosted. You have earned 3 points to assign to your characteristics. Please note that adding points to some characteristics(Vitality, Intelligence, and Strength) will further boost your base stats. You may also advance any 1 skill of your choosing by 1 level. 

 

Congratulations! You have learned the ability Rupture. Mana Cost: 5 

Cool Down: 1 minute

Rupture adds 10% of your Stamina to your weapon's attack power for one hit.

 

Stupendous! Energy and excitement zinged through Theonix despite his loss of Stamina.

"Congratulations, lad. It looks like ya reached level 2." Rygn smiled at him. "I bet yer itchin' ta customize yer stats. First, ya might want ta bring up yer character sheet ta see where yer at. Right now, everything's basic, but as ya continue ta grow, ya can flesh yerself out in a unique manner."

Theonix did as his uncle had suggested and brought up his character sheet, quickly taking note of the new improvements.

 




	Name: Theonix  Madguard

Race: Dwarf

Class: Battle Mage

Level: 2, 17% of the way to next level

Health: 110 / 110 

Mana: 110 / 110

Stamina: 40 / 110

Vitality: 10

Intelligence: 10

Strength: 10

Agility: 10

Dexterity: 10

Charisma: 10

Luck: 10

Skills: Analyze Lvl 2; 20% of the way to next level

Two-Handed Weapons Lvl 2; 55% of the way to next level

Languages: Dwarvish






 

Theonix's Dwarvish nature told him that he didn't need no stinkin' Charisma or Luck. He didn't give two shits if people liked him, and dwarves were naturally lucky in terms of coin and ore. That was the only luck he needed. Agility and Dexterity were important, but not so much when he first started out. Increasing his base stats seemed like the smartest move this early in his adventuring, so he placed one point into Vitality, another into Intelligence, and his third into Strength. Unfortunately, neither leveling nor putting a point into Strength seemed to add to his remaining Stamina.

Seeming to read his mind, Rygn said, "There not be no merchants around here, so ey brought what ya need. Up ta now, ey know that everything's been handed ta ya. But from here on out, you'll have ta buy what ya need like a proper dwarf. And right now, ya need a Stamina potion. When yer ready, ya can trade yer loot ta me, an I'll sell ya one."

Theonix wasn't quite ready yet. First, he wanted to see exactly what allocating his characteristic points had done for his stats, so he brought up his character sheet again.

 




	Name: Theonix  Madguard

Race: Dwarf

Level: 2, 17% of the way to next level

Health: 120 / 120 

Mana: 120 / 120

Stamina: 40 / 120

Vitality: 11

Intelligence: 11

Strength: 11

Agility: 10

Dexterity: 10

Charisma: 10

Luck: 10

Skills: Analyze Lvl 2; 20% of the way to next level

Two-Handed Weapons Lvl 2; 55% of the way to next level

Languages: Dwarvish






 

Seeing his updated stats pleased him. Next was the question of which skill to level up. He currently only had two, and they seemed to be leveling pretty quickly. Ingrained knowledge of how the leveling system worked made Theonix wonder if leveling one of his skills now would be a waste. 

"Can I wait and level one of my skills later?" he asked. Being able to Analyze his enemies beyond their basic information didn't seem particularly important at this point in time. What Theonix wanted was more power with his ax. But his Two-Handed Weapons skill was over halfway to the next level. Waiting until it naturally hit level three to level it again seemed smarter.

"Ey, lad. Yew can hold on ta yer level fer however long ya wish. It doesn't have ta be done right now." Rygn shook his head.

"Excellent." Theonix put the choice from his mind. 

Next, he slid the Moss Gauntlets onto his hands, thinking that they looked kind of weird. Instead of being made of conventional materials, they were comprised of woven moldling tentacles. 

Once he had finished all other pressing business, Theonix reached into his bag for the Moldling Hearts. Rygn held out his palm, exchanging them for 2 silver and 4 copper, bringing Theonix's total to 9 silver and 4 copper. As soon as that was done, a screen popped up, displaying everything that Rygn had for sale.

 




	Worn Battle Hammer


	Attack: +1-2

Type: Two-Handed Weapon

Durability: 25/25

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Buy Price: 8 copper





	Wolf Skin Cloak


	Defense: +1

Type: Light Armor

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Buy Price: 2 Copper





	Potion of Minor Stamina


	Quantity: 10

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Uses: Restores 30 Stamina. 

Buy Price: 1 Silver, 2 Copper each





	Potion of Minor Healing


	Quantity: 10

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Uses: Heals 30 HP

Sell Price: 1 Silver, 1 Copper each





	Coin Pouch


	Inventory Slots: 1

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Buy Price: 2 Copper






 

It just made sense to buy the Worn Battle Hammer and Wolf Skin Cloak. The cloak filled an equipment slot that was not yet occupied, and the Worn Battle Hammer offered one more Attack point than the ax he currently had equipped. Theonix wasn't so sure about buying the Coin Pouch. He already had a dozen inventory slots, and the Moldling Hearts had stacked, only taking up one slot. Adding one more didn't seem like it would make that much of a difference. What he did need though, were potions.

Theonix required at least two Stamina potions to recover the Stamina he'd lost while fighting, and even that wouldn't put him at 100%. It didn't make sense to waste a third just to get there, though. Trying to make the best decision with the money he had, Theonix bought 4 Potions of Minor Stamina and 2 Potions of Minor Health, dropping his remaining coin down to 1 silver and 4 copper. Selling his old ax to his uncle only earned him back 1 copper. With his shopping concluded, the window closed.

“Yew will pick up many items along yer way,” Rygn began a subtle lecture while Theonix equipped his new items. “Sometimes, tha best items can be found out in tha field. But it's always good ta make sure ya go inta battle well prepared.”

Theonix nodded in agreement.

“Speaking of which, it's time fer yer next task.  Ponoisle Mine is infested with gremlins an it ain't gonna clear itself. That job falls ta tha two a us," Rygn informed him with a twinkle in his eyes.

While Theonix had honestly expected this, he still felt excitement. Gremlins weren't just balls of mossy tendrils. They had sharp claws and even sharper teeth. This would definitely present more of a challenge.

"Now, these little buggars be vicious, and ey don't know how many of em' be inside, so ya better stay close ta me." When Rygn finished speaking, a notification popped up.

 

Rygnuhdruhr Madguard is requesting to join your party. Will you accept?

 

Theonix immediately thought yes, and the notification disappeared. In the left bottom of his peripheral vision, a new set of stat bars displayed with Rygn's name above them. Curiosity caused him to focus on them which brought up another window.

 




	Name: Rygnuhdruhr Madguard

Race: Dwarf

Level: 5

Health: 190

Mana: 160

Stamina: 200






 

“Why can't I see the rest of your stats?” he asked.

“Seein' more requires ya ta level yer Analyze skill.”

Theonix nodded in understanding. Knowing that they'd be entering the mine soon, he uncorked one of his Potions of Minor Stamina. It was the same size as the Potion of Minor Healing that Rygn had initially given him, but this one was filled with a yellow liquid instead of red. The sweetness of sugar invaded his nostrils as he sniffed it, and it hit his tongue like watered-down honey with a twinge of eucalyptus. Immediately, he felt stronger.

Just as with the Potion of Minor Healing, the vial disintegrated into nothing once it was empty. Theonix followed it up with a second, restoring his Stamina to 100 points.

When he was done drinking, Rygn turned to him with a grin. “Now, lad, let's go kill some gremlins.”

 


CHAPTER FIVE

 

 




	Quest: Rid Ponoisle Mine of Gremlins 





	The mountain king is considering opening back up Ponoisle Mine, but first, it needs to be cleared of the gremlin menace that has taken up residence there. You can help by killing 12 of them.



Difficulty: Medium

Success: Kill 12 Gremlins

Reward: 1 gold, 3 Potions of Minor Healing, Dwarven Pants

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No? 






 

They stood at the adit, staring into the dark mine.

“First ey suppose we oughta get some light goin',” Rygn walked over to a large metal switch set into the wall. His eyes settled on it, and he hummed as he scratched his chin through his beard.

“What's wrong, uncle?” Theonix asked then immediately realized that the switch was already flipped to on and the sconces lining the walls remained unlit. “Do you think one of the gremlins might have flipped it?”

“Nah. Too short. Too stupid. Someone musta been here before us.” He stared into the darkness for a moment in thought, then he sighed and flipped the switch back to its off position. “Let's just hope this works. Havin' ta carry torches would just be a pain.” Flipping the switch again produced no results. Rygn groaned. “Looks like we've got more work aheada us, lad. We need ta fix tha lighting system. Luckily, we don't have ta go too far in before we should be able ta hit a coal deposit. That's what we'll need ta fix this. Before that though, we need ta make torches. I've got tha cloth scraps an oil ta do it. Ey just need two sturdy sticks. Be a good lad an fetch some.”

 




	Quest: Materials for Torches





	Unfortunately, the lighting system for Ponoisle Mine isn't working. You will have to carry a torch in until you can mine the coal needed to fix the problem. Go to the edge of Willow Forest and find two good pieces of wood to make torches out of, then return to Rygnuhdruhr Madguard.



Difficulty: Very Easy

Success: Gather two pieces of wood

Reward: 5 silver, 1 Torch, Starter Pickaxe

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No?






 

He nodded, and the notification disappeared. 

Several moldlings had emerged from the pond, and Theonix would have to skirt around it to reach the base of Willow Forest. He took long strides(as long as a dwarf can take) toward the forest. The urge to kill more moldings was strong, but budgeting his time was more important. Rygn was at the adit waiting for him, and while Theonix knew that his uncle would be patient, he was also aware that they had a lot of work to do before nightfall. Even more now that the mine's lighting system needed to be repaired. 

Trying his best to give the small mossy creatures a wide berth, Theonix made his way around the pond and approached the forest. There was something incredibly eerie about the trees of Willow Forest, the way their limbs hung thick with narrow blue-green leaves that created a curtain obscuring his vision from what was inside. They swayed in the breeze, dancing in a mesmerizing way, inviting adventurers in never to return. As Theonix drew closer, he could have sworn he heard a soft song coming from the trees, almost like a whisper. It sent goose pimples racing across his skin and filled him with a sense of foreboding. From the stories he'd been told as a child, the forest itself was a monster of sorts.

“Hopefully, I can find something out here,” he muttered, comforted by the sound of his own voice yet wondering if it was dangerous to speak. One of the most famous stories about Willow Forest was of a band of performers traveling on its outskirts. Willow ents had reached their boughs out, entangling and snaring several of the performers, swallowing them into the forest. Only two men had lived to tell the tale.

Theonix crouched down, trying to look under the billowy curtain for fallen branches suitable for torches. Part of him felt like a coward for not wanting to cross the treeline. Gathering his courage, he pushed past the first sheet of leaves in his way. The shade that covered Theonix felt like a cloud of gloom. A shiver rolled down his spine as he realized that the temperature had immediately dropped by several degrees.

Luckily, there appeared to be a decent-sized stick at the tree's base. Urgency to leave the forest's deadly embrace caused Theonix to jog over to it. He swiped the stick up from the ground, not daring to kneel or put himself in a vulnerable position.

 

You have received the following item:

 




	Weeping Willow Branch


	Uses: Crafting Component.

Sell Price:  2 copper






 

Quest Update: Materials for Torches – 1 of 2 pieces of wood collected.

 

Congratulations! New skill learned: Gathering Level 1. Nature provides a bounty of ingredients for various purposes. Make the most of the things you find.

 

The dread the atmosphere created denied him the joy of celebrating his newly acquired skill. All that mattered was finishing the task and getting the hell out of this gods-forsaken forest. There was something disorienting about it, even though Theonix was barely inside. 

Moving to the next tree, he entered its covering and was pleased to see another utilizable stick lying on the ground. Employing the same quick snatch method, Theonix grabbed it and exited the forest, feeling like he was shaking off a bad dream.

 

You have received the following item:

 




	Weeping Willow Branch


	Uses: Crafting Component.

Sell Price:  2 copper






 

Quest Update: Materials for Torches – 2 of 2 pieces of wood collected.

 

Rygn was grinning at him from the entrance to  Ponoisle Mine. He fully understood the unpleasant sensation that entering Willow Forest caused. That's why he had sent Theonix in instead of going himself.

"I got the items you requested." Theonix held the sticks up for his uncle to see. 

“Did ya feel it, lad?” Rygn asked. “Tha evil.”

“Yeah. I felt it.” Theonix shivered as he glanced back at the forest. He wouldn't soon forget that experience, even though it wasn't particularly traumatic. “I don't know why anyone would ever go in there.”

“Treasure,” came the simple reply. “Tha hardest places ta explore have tha best loot. Not worth it fer that one.” Rygn shook his head at the forest. “I'd leave it ta tha elves.”

They had the best chance of survival in a place such as that. Well, maybe not all elves. But definitely the wood elves and dark elves.

“Yeah. They can keep it.” Theonix agreed, watching his uncle take the rest of the supplies from his bag to craft the torches. A few minutes later, they had fire, and a notification popped up.

 

Congratulations! Quest: Materials for Torches has been completed.

 

You wisely used caution and didn't venture too far into Willow Forest to find what you needed. Now, Rygnuhdruhr Madguard will be able to create torches to light your way through Ponoisle Mine. You have earned 5 silver and 60XP. You have also received the following items:

 

 




	Torch


	Uses: Light Source. Will burn for 1 hour. 60 minutes remaining.





	Starter Pickaxe


	Attack: +1-2

Type: Two-Handed

Durability: 25/25

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Uses: Mining, Weapon

Sell Price: 1 Gold, 8 Silver






 

Theonix's eyes widened as he read the value of the Starter Pickaxe. It was the most expensive thing he'd seen so far, probably because it had multiple uses. He placed the pickaxe in his bag, not the least bit amazed when it shrunk down to fit. This magic was commonplace in The Realm. Then he held his torch up to the darkness before them, illuminating the inside of the mine for the few yards that the light would reach. 

"Hopefully, we won't encounter too many gremlins before we reach a decent place ta mine," Rygn said as he stepped up beside his nephew. "Whatever tha case, it can't be helped. Let's go." 

 


CHAPTER SIX

 

 

They hadn't ventured far before they encountered the first sign of gremlins. There was a skittering sound in the distance, the patter of small feet. Rygn gave pause to place his torch into one of the old sconces in the wall. In some mines, they had been removed entirely when the new lighting system had been installed, but this mine thankfully still had them. Theonix followed suit, immediately readying his Worn Battle Hammer as soon as his torch was out of his hand.

“Stay close, lad,” Rygn whispered.

They stood side by side with weapons drawn, and they didn't have to wait long. A loud hissing was followed by two gremlins rushing toward them from the darkness. Theonix barely had time to register what was happening. Beady red eyes appeared only a second before the body followed. The gremlins had short torsos but long limbs, their legs bent like a dog's to aid in leaping impressive distances. The one that attacked Theonix did just that, launching itself at him as soon as it was within range.

Not expecting such an aggressive charge, he stumbled, falling on his backside with the gremlin on top of him. It smiled wickedly, its batlike ears filling his vision. Rows of jagged pearly teeth peeked out beneath black curled lips before the gremlin swiped at him, its one-inch nails slashing across Theonix's face.

 

Level 2 Gremlin Whelp delivers 10 damage.

 

Adrenalin was the only thing keeping the pain at bay. Blood dripped into Theonix's left eye, working to blind him. There was no time to brush it away.

Fighting with his Worn Battle Hammer when the enemy was already on him was out of the question, so Theonix dropped his weapon. Unlike the moldling that was able to wrap itself around him, the gremlin whelp had no such ability. Theonix grabbed it by the throat and easily pried it away from him. It sunk its claws into his arm, causing him to wince, but he refused to loosen his grip. 

 

Level 2 Gremlin Whelp delivers 10 damage.

 

Pulling back his free hand, Theonix summoned the Mana within him and used his Pummel ability, adding 10% of his remaining Health to his attack as he punched the gremlin whelp square in its ugly face causing its head to bounce back and its eyes to roll.

 

Congratulations! New skill learned: Battle Magic Level 1. Your strength is in battle, and you're able to channel your Mana into helping you succeed. From giving you extra attack power when needed to healing your wounds, Battle Magic makes you a powerful adversary no matter the foe.

 

The punch was more focused than one Theonix would have typically used in a bar brawl. An inborn ability, in desperate, close-range situations, Pummel was one of the best weapons he had. If need be, he could use it as many times as his Mana and Health would allow, but it wasn't the most efficient way to end a battle. 

Tossing the dazed gremlin whelp aside, Theonix stood and took back up his Worn Battle Hammer. By the time he had recovered, so had the monster. A quick glance in his peripheral vision showed that Rygn had already made short work of his foe, its lifeless body left bleeding about two yards away with its long pointed red tongue lolled out to the side. Now, Rygn was just standing aside observing.

Looking for an opening to attack, the gremlin whelp's head moved back and forth like a snake's. But Theonix's defense was solid this time. He would not let the creature get the literal jump on him again.

Much like he'd done with the moldling, Theonix watched the gremlin whelp for several seconds, trying to anticipate its next move. He was hoping it would jump again so that he could slam his hammer into its soft torso, but the little monster seemed content on the ground. It dashed in to swipe at him with its claws, but when Theonix swung down at it, it thought better and pulled back. The gremlin whelp probably wasn't smart enough to fake him out, and as soon as Theonix realized that, he had a plan.

He pretended to attack from the right with a light swing, and the gremlin whelp predictably jumped to dodge, causing him to change course and put all of his weight behind swinging his weapon to the left instead. The face of Theonix's hammer connected with the creature's side and sent it flying against the wall. He could feel something inside of the gremlin whelp give in from the impact, bones crushing and piercing organs. It hit the wall with a sick thud, a pained sigh escaping its throat before it fell the rest of the way to its death. 

 

Defeated Level 2 Gremlin Whelp. 32XP rewarded.

 

Quest Update: Rid Ponoisle Mine of Gremlins – 1 of 12 Gremlins slain.

 

"Good job, lad." Rygn walked over and clapped him on the shoulder.

"Thanks." A small smile made its way to Theonix's lips. 

He knelt next to the creature to loot it. Its body was in far less disrepair than the one his uncle had slain, but there was still a trail of blood leaking from the corner of its mouth from its internal injuries, and its side was definitely dented in. As soon as Theonix thought to loot the monster, its corpse disintegrated, leaving behind a thin strip of meat.

 

You have received the following item:

 




	Dried Gremlin Meat


	Uses: Food. Restores 30 Health over 30 Seconds.

Sell Price:  2 copper






 

He had never eaten dried gremlin meat before, but Theonix couldn't imagine it would taste good. This would probably be one of those 'in case of emergency' kind of items. 

"I didn't even get a chance to Analyze them," he complained. 

"Ya need ta learn ta be quick in battle. Sometimes, jumping back an gettin' a good look at yer foe is a smarter move than engaging them right away, even if they throw tha first blow. With time, you'll learn ta Analyze while ya fight," Rygn assured him, though it didn't wipe the frown from Theonix's face.

He placed the dried gremlin meat in his bag and stood before walking over to the sconce on the wall to reclaim his torch. They pressed on, making their way down the mine for about fifteen minutes before the sound of gremlin feet could be heard again.

This time, Theonix anticipated being jumped at, but his uncle got the feistier of the two gremlin whelps. Not wanting to repeat the same mistake, he quickly Analyzed both foes only half a second before his attacker reached him. To Theonix's alarm, the gremlin whelp heading in his direction had a green glow, which meant it was a slightly higher level than him. The creature charged straight for him, its lips pulled back in a snarl. Theonix activated Rupture and swung his Worn Battle Hammer straight down on the gremlin whelp's head. A brief flash of whack-a-mole ran through his mind as the monster sunk, seeming to compress like a crushed aluminum can. 

That should have killed it, he thought, and was dismayed when the gremlin simply shook the blow off and continued its attack, swiping at his leg with a long arm. Surprised by the creature's tenacity, Theonix didn't dodge and received a sharp pain to his shin as the nails tore through his pants and flesh.

 

Level 3 Gremlin Whelp delivers 15 damage.

 

He wanted to hit the gremlin whelp with Rupture again, but his cool down period hadn't passed. Theonix could see the ability's cool down time displayed as a sword with a clock face on it. The seconds he had left to wait were grayed out. 

This gremlin whelp was both persistent and stupid. It faced him directly, slashing out with both arms. Theonix struck it on top of the head again, and it crumpled to the floor.

 

Defeated Level 3 Gremlin Whelp. 48XP rewarded.

 

Quest Update: Rid Ponoisle Mine of Gremlins – 2 of 12 Gremlins slain.

 

As before, Rygn had slain his gremlin whelp first and had been waiting on his nephew. Ignoring the fact that he was being watched, Theonix knelt to loot the body.

 

You have received the following item:

 




	Dried Gremlin Meat


	Uses: Food. Restores 30 Health over 30 Seconds.

Sell Price:  2 copper






 

He placed the item in his bag, and they moved on only to encounter a third set of gremlins an equal distance away. At this point, he was starting to get a rhythm down. The nervousness Theonix had felt when first encountering the creatures had almost dissipated completely, replaced by excitement. He swung his hammer with confidence, activating his Rupture ability once during the battle to kill the level 2 gremlin whelp with one mighty blow. 

 

Defeated Level 2 Gremlin Whelp. 32XP rewarded.

 

Quest Update: Rid Ponoisle Mine of Gremlins – 3 of 12 Gremlins slain.

 

TRING!

 

Congratulations! You are now Level 3! Your base stats have been boosted. You have earned 3 points to assign to your characteristics. Please note that adding points to some characteristics(Vitality, Intelligence, and Strength) will further boost your base stats. You may also advance any 1 skill of your choosing by 1 level. 

 

Congratulations! You have learned the ability Battle Bandage. 

Mana Cost: 15 

Cool Down: 5 minutes

Using Battle Bandage will heal you for 10% of your max Health.

 

Wow. Theonix hadn't expected to level up so quickly. He hadn't even used his skill leveling ability from the last time yet. That meant he could instantly level two skills, or level the same one twice. 

What Theonix was more excited about though, was the new ability he had learned. Concentrating on his wounds, he pulled from the Mana inside of him. A soft blue light covered his body for half of a second, and he recovered 12 points of Health. In his peripheral vision, a small bandaged hand with a countdown clock appeared.

"Congrats, nephew!" Rygn clapped him on the shoulder. "But ya may have wanted ta wait ta use that 'till ya decided where ta put yer points."

On the one hand, Rygn was right. Theonix had been hasty to use his new ability. On the other hand, what did one more point of Health matter?

Wondering where he was at in regards to leveling his skills, Theonix pulled up his character sheet.

 




	Name: Theonix  Madguard

Race: Dwarf

Class: Battle Mage

Level: 3, 2% of the way to next level

Health: 87 / 130 

Mana: 80 / 130

Stamina: 75 / 130

Vitality: 11

Intelligence: 11

Strength: 11

Agility: 10

Dexterity: 10

Charisma: 10

Luck: 10

Skills: Analyze Lvl 2; 70% of the way to next level

Two-Handed Weapons Lvl 2; 80% of the way to next level

Gathering Lvl 1; 40% of the way to next level

Battle Magic Lvl 1; 60% of the way to next level

Languages: Dwarvish






 

It felt like a waste to use his skill leveling ability on any skill below a level 3, so he decided to wait again. For assigning his points, now that Theonix was seeing more combat, he thought it might be a good idea to place one into Agility and one into Dexterity. The third was a bit more challenging to assign.

Never had Theonix felt at risk of mortal danger since his first encounter with the moldling. While he was using his Mana more now, it wasn't draining quickly. The only concerning thing was that Theonix hadn't encountered any potions or edibles to restore it. 

Stamina seemed to be his most lacking resource. Everything drained it, from gathering to swinging his hammer. The only time he was able to avoid using it was when he activated an ability that consumed Mana instead of Stamina. With that in mind, and knowing that mining would definitely by a Stamina drain, Theonix decided to place his last point into Strength. 

With that business concluded, he closed his character sheet and knelt to loot the body before him.

 

You have received the following item:

 




	Dried Gremlin Meat


	Uses: Food. Restores 30 Health over 30 Seconds.

Sell Price:  2 copper






 

They continued on for about ten more minutes before Rygn finally stopped and placed his torch in one of the sconces. "This should be good," he mumbled before approaching the left wall and running his hands over the stony surface.

Theonix stepped back as he watched his uncle pull his pickaxe from his belt and swing it at the wall a few times. Rocks crumbled at Rygn's feet, and a minute later he rested his pickaxe against the wall and knelt to scoop up a handful of the fallen material. He examined it for a moment before carrying it over to Theonix, his palm extended. Chunks of black ore rested on the surface.

"This is what we're lookin' fer, lad," he told his nephew. "We'll need quite a bit ta get tha lighting system working."

 




	Quest: Mine Some Coal





	Rygnuhdruhr Madguard has determined that the lighting system in Ponoisle Mine is out of coal. To fix it, you'll have to replenish the fuel source. Twelve pieces of coal ought to do it.



Difficulty: Very Easy

Success: Mine 12 pieces of coal

Reward: 1 gold, 1 Potion of Minor Stamina

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No?






 

Theonix accepted the quest and pulled his pickaxe from his bag. Rygn continued working on mining the area that he had started, giving his nephew no sense of where he should begin his efforts. Wanting to stay out of his uncle's way, Theonix walked a few feet toward the entrance of the mine and began picking at the opposite wall. The second his pickaxe struck stone, a notification popped up.

 

Congratulations! New skill learned: Mining Level 1. Whether in a mine or a quarry, mining allows you to extract ore and minerals from the land. Be careful when mining, because dangers often lurk in the depths of The Realm.

 

It took two strikes before Theonix hit something. Already, he was wishing he would have placed all of his points into Strength because swinging the pickaxe drained him of 10 Stamina every time he did it. The reward for his effort was, what appeared to be, a white rock. Prying it from the rubble brought up a notification.

 

You have received the following item:

 




	Small Diamond


	Uses: Jewelry Crafting

Sell Price:  500 Gold






 

Oh, holy shit. Theonix had struck it rich on his first try at mining. He was so excited by the find that he couldn't help but break away from his duties to share it with his uncle.

"Look what I got." He jogged over to show Rygn.

The older dwarf's eyes fell to the small diamond, and a twinge of jealousy took over his expression. "Beginner's luck." Immediately, he refocused on his work.

Theonix's smile sagged from his uncle's quick dismissal. Disappointed, he placed the gem in his sack and returned to his post. Before taking up his pickaxe again, he finished off his Potions of Minor Stamina, knowing he'd need the Strength. 

On his very next swing, he hit coal.

 

You have received the following item:

 




	Coal


	Uses: Combustion Material

Sell Price:  7 Silver






 

Quest Update: Mine Some Coal – 1 of 12 coal mined.

 

Damn. The coal was worth a good amount, too. 

Eight swings of his pickaxe produced three more pieces of coal. It also drained his Stamina down to only 25 points and leveled the mining skill.

 

Congratulations! The skill: Mining has reached Level 2. This skill allows you to mine precious stones and metals. Use it to build your wealth or find rare materials for crafting.

 

That took way too much effort for such a little reward. Theonix's arms were trembling from the weight of the pickaxe, and his palms were already beginning to blister. While he had wanted to wait to use his stored up skill leveling abilities, it was worth placing one in mining if it reduced the stress on his body and made him able to complete the task faster. Without second-guessing himself, Theonix immediately leveled up his Mining skill to 3.

 

Congratulations! The skill: Mining has reached Level 3. This skill allows you to mine precious stones and metals. Use it to build your wealth or find rare materials for crafting.

 

He groaned internally as he realized that no perks were gained from leveling the skill. Perks were rewarded every few levels, but Theonix hadn't known how many it would take for the Mining skill. He had hoped to get lucky. Not the case.

For a few moments, Theonix struggled with the idea of using his final skill leveling ability to advance his Mining one more level but ultimately decided it wasn't worth it. More than likely, he wouldn't receive a perk until the skill hit level 5, and while it was a Stamina drain, mining wasn't particularly dangerous. He still had gremlins to slay, and he'd much rather level up his Two-Handed Weapons skill than waste the ability on something so trivial. That didn't take care of his immediate problem though, which was that he was almost out of Stamina, and he had no more Potions of Minor Stamina left. It was time to visit his uncle again.

"Hey," Theonix called to get Rygn's attention. The dwarf was still tirelessly chipping away at the wall, a pile of rocks and coal at his feet.

"Yeah." Rygn stopped, setting down his pickaxe to wipe his brow with the back of his arm. 

"I need to buy some more stuff from you." Theonix pulled the Small Diamond from his bag.

Without another word, the two dwarves met in the middle, and the bartering screen appeared again. This time, there were a few additional items for sale.

 




	Dried Gremlin Meat


	Quantity: 1

Uses: Food. Restores 30 Health over 30 Seconds.

Buy Price: 4 copper





	Mine Water


	Quantity: 1

Uses: Drink. Restores 90 Stamina over 90 Seconds

Buy Price: 2 Copper





	Coal


	Quantity: 5

Uses: Combustion Material

Sell Price:  1 gold, 4 silver





	Potion of Minor Stamina


	Quantity: 6

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Uses: Restores 30 Stamina. 

Buy Price: 1 Silver, 2 Copper each





	Potion of Minor Healing


	Quantity: 8

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Uses: Heals 30 HP

Sell Price: 1 Silver, 1 Copper each





	Coin Pouch


	Inventory Slots: 1

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Buy Price: 2 Copper






 

"Heyyyyy!" Theonix couldn't help but react to the fact that his uncle was selling things for twice their value. "You're buying Dried Gremlin Meat for 2 copper but selling it for 4. That's not fair." He gave his uncle a disapproving look.

A toothy grin took over Rygn's face. "No, it's not fair; it's business."

Theonix sulked. Whatever the case, he could afford anything he needed now that he'd mined the Small Diamond. Handing it over, he collected his 500 gold. Then a thought occurred to him. If he purchased the coal from his uncle, would that add to his quest? 

This felt like a test somehow, but Theonix was tempted to try it. Why would the coal show up in Rygn's inventory for sale if he wasn't allowed to buy it?  The worst thing that could happen was that his uncle would deny him the sale and he'd get an earful about cheating. 

While he mulled over what to do, Theonix went ahead and bought the rest of Rygn's Potions of Minor Stamina and the Mine Water. Hesitating, he gave his uncle a suspicious look before purchasing all of his Coal as well. As soon as he closed the sale window, a notification popped up.

 

Quest Update: Mine Some Coal – 9 of 12 coal mined.

 

Rygn turned away and went back to work on his part of the wall, leaving Theonix standing there dumbfounded. Perhaps he knew that his nephew was tired and low on Stamina. Sympathy had never been one of Rygn's stronger attributes, though. Whatever the case, Theonix wasn't going to argue.

Feeling guilty that he'd clearly cheated on the quest and hoping that there would be no latent repercussions, he drank two of the Potions of Minor Stamina before returning to his own patch of the wall.

While his uncle didn't punish him for his laziness, the universe seemed to be doing it in his stead. It took four swings of his pickaxe before Theonix hit coal again. A few more swings, and he needed to down two more Potions of Minor Stamina. They were depleting way too quickly. Considering how difficult it had been just to mine what coal he had, Theonix no longer regretted buying the rest from his uncle. From the look of things, he would have run out of Potions of Minor Stamina long before he would have mined the required amount of coal to complete the quest.

It took five more swings before Theonix finally mined the last piece of coal he needed. 

 

Quest Update: Mine Some Coal – 12 of 12 coal mined.

 

And with that, he was also forced to down his last two Potions of Minor Stamina which only brought his Stamina up to 65 points. Hopefully, the gremlin whelps would start dropping Stamina recovery items. Otherwise, he was going to be screwed.

"I did it," Theonix said exhaustedly as he carried the required amount of coal over to his uncle. Rygn seemed just about finished mining, too.

"Excellent." He nodded, pleased.

 

Congratulations! Quest: Mine Some Coal has been completed.

 

Rygnuhdruhr Madguard noticed your weakness and cut you some slack. This should teach you how important correctly allocating your characteristic points are and starting a quest with the right items is. You'll know better next time. Despite your shortcomings, you got the job done. You have earned 1 gold and 90XP. You have also received the following item:

 




	Potion of Minor Stamina


	Quantity: 1

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Uses: Restores 30 Stamina. 

Sell Price: 6 Copper






 

Theonix immediately drank the potion then debated using Battle Bandage to restore some of his Health but decided that it was better to save his Mana for his attack abilities. Instead, he consumed one of his Potions of Minor Healing to bring his Health back up to 117 points. 

"Now what?" Theonix asked Rygn. 

"Now, I'll show ya how ta fix tha lighting system."

 


CHAPTER SEVEN -DBM

 

 

"Do ya remember tha boxes on tha walls when we were walking here? There were two at tha entrance an another two halfway in." Rygn touched a small metal pipe that extended down the right wall and connected all the sconces on that side of the lighting system together. There was an identical pipe on the opposite wall.

"I remember." Theonix nodded.

"I need fer ya ta take this coal," Rygn handed all the coal back over to Theonix in a small sack, "an go fill tha last set a boxes, halfa tha coal in each box. There should be a switch next ta tha box. Flip it, an if Finborh permits, tha lights should work."

 




	Quest: Fix the Lighting System





	You've collected the necessary amount of coal. Now you must travel back toward the entrance to the mine to place it in the combustion boxes. Doing this and flipping the two switches should repair part of the lighting system in Ponoisle Mine.



Difficulty: Easy

Success: Fill two combustion boxes with coal

Reward: 2 silver, 5 copper

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No?






 

Should fix it? Theonix huffed internally at that part. Also at 'repair part of the lighting system.' That probably meant he would have to mine some more.

"And what will you be doing?" he asked.

"I'll stay here an mine some more coal. We'll need it as we descend further inta tha mine." Rygn reached into his bag and withdrew two sticks to make new torches.

Theonix's mouth fell agape as he watched his uncle. "Do you mean to tell me you had those all along? That you sent me into Willow Forest for nothing?" 

Rygn shrugged. "Ya needed tha experience. But ta be honest, ya should have brought back more sticks, ya lazy shyt." A grin spread his lips.

It was a good thing that Rygn did have the extra sticks because their torches were already beginning to sputter. Almost the second he lit the new ones, the old torches died out. The burnt pieces of wood disintegrated in their sconces, their usefulness expended.

Words from the last quest completion notification flashed through Theonix's mind. This should teach you how important correctly allocating your characteristic points are and starting a quest with the right items is.

Fuck! It was now blatantly apparent that he should have taken the time to gather more sticks, but how was he supposed to have known that they wouldn't be able to fix the lighting system before their torches ran out. This was a lesson in 'it's better to take too much than too little.' 

Rygn handed one of the new torches over to Theonix. "Now, get going."

He briefly thanked his uncle before turning to head toward the entrance. It wasn't long until Theonix lost sight of Rygn, though the sound of his pickaxe slamming against the stone wall could still be heard. While the tunnel was wide enough to support four stout dwarves standing side by side and tall enough that Theonix didn't need to bend over to walk, due to his limited visibility from relying on the torchlight, it felt smaller somehow. A near circular coffin under the ground.

That thought was disconcerting. This was where he should feel at home. Underground. Deeply entrenched in the smell of earth and the coolness of the stone around him. It was the knowledge that foes still lurked that made Theonix uncomfortable.

Almost as soon as he thought it, he heard a noise. Up until now, all the threats had come from deeper within the mine. But this one was traveling toward him from the entrance, and it sounded like more than one.

Theonix quickly side-stepped to place his torch in one of the sconces. Then he grabbed his Worn Battle Hammer, adjusting his grip on the handle repeatedly as beads of sweat began to form on his brow. He would have to handle this threat on his own. One gremlin, he knew he'd be able to take out, but Theonix wasn't entirely confident in his abilities to fight more than one at a time.

Listening, he waited, watching the edge of the light, knowing that he would see the gremlins' glowing red eyes before their bodies followed. He had been right; there was more than one. Focusing on the closest as both gremlins made to attack him at the same time, Theonix was only able to Analyze the one right in front of him before the melee began. Thankfully, it Analyzed as blue, an easy kill.

Wanting to finish the weak gremlin whelp off quickly, he activated Rupture to take it out in one hit. Gore squirted from the creature's ears as its skull sunk in. Its eyes bulged from the compression, one of them popping from its socket. Theonix wretched into his own mouth, the horrific sight catching him off guard. This is what should have happened to the last gremlin he had scored a direct hit on, but that one had been stronger. 

 

Defeated Level 2 Gremlin Whelp. 32XP rewarded.

 

Quest Update: Rid Ponoisle Mine of Gremlins – 4 of 12 Gremlins slain.

 

While Theonix was occupied fighting the first gremlin, the second came in and swiped at his leg, landing a hit across his shin.

 

Level 2 Gremlin Whelp delivers 10 damage.

 

He hissed from the pain, adrenaline keeping most of it at bay. Using all of his strength, Theonix pulled his Worn Battle Hammer from the first gremlin whelp's skull and took a wild swing at the second. The creature dodged and then lunged in for another strike, swiping its claws across his right shin this time. 

 

Level 2 Gremlin Whelp delivers 10 damage.

 

"Son of a bitch!" he yelled as he swung his hammer down, trying to smash the creature. It saw the move coming and dodged again.

 

Congratulations! The skill: Two-Handed Weapons has reached Level 3. This skill enables you to use all manner of two-handed weapons to defeat enemies. Increasing your Strength will make them easier to wield.

 

As planned, Theonix immediately used his second skill leveling ability to level the skill one more time.

 

Congratulations! The skill: Two-Handed Weapons has reached Level 4. This skill enables you to use all manner of two-handed weapons to defeat enemies. Increasing your Strength will make them easier to wield.

 

Damn. Still no perk. Oh well. It can't be helped right now.

"Come on, you little shit," Theonix seethed as he watched the gremlin whelp's movements. It bobbed back and forth in much the same way as the ones before it—as if they couldn't physically sit still. Every once in a while, one foot would jut an inch in one direction or the other. That gave a good indication as to where the whelp would try to strike out next.

Figuring out how the creatures fought was one of the best ways of learning how to quickly defeat them. It took a few more moments, but eventually, the gremlin whelp tired of waiting on Theonix to brashly attack again, and it went on the offense. He calculated its direction of attack and swung in as it leaped forward, batting the creature across the mine like an incoming baseball. Its body fell, limp and dead, just at the edge of the light. 

 

Defeated Level 2 Gremlin Whelp. 32XP rewarded.

 

Quest Update: Rid Ponoisle Mine of Gremlins – 5 of 12 Gremlins slain.

 

"Fuck yeah!" Theonix whooped. Sure, both gremlin whelps had been weaker than him, but this was the first time he'd faced more than one foe at a time, and he'd triumphed without the help of his uncle. It was a huge personal victory, and it bolstered his confidence for future battles. 

Now it was time for his reward. Theonix knelt next to the closest gremlin whelp's body. It was difficult for him to look at its crushed skull. While he knew that everything had happened faster than the creature could probably register the pain, its face was still set in a look of agony. Thinking of looting it caused the corpse to disintegrate away.

 

You have received the following item:

 




	Coal


	Uses: Combustion Material

Sell Price: 7 Silver






 

Well, that was a bit unexpected. Why would a gremlin whelp have coal on it, especially one that was just now entering the mine?

Theonix shrugged it off. It didn't matter. This was one less piece of coal he'd have to waste his Stamina on mining.

Placing the coal in his bag, he moved on to the next body.

 

You have received the following item:

 




	Dried Gremlin Meat


	Uses: Food. Restores 30 Health over 30 Seconds.

Sell Price: 2 copper






 

He was beginning to wonder if gremlin whelps even dropped Mana and Stamina recovery items. They didn't use any spells, so it made sense that they wouldn't carry Mana recovery items, but they definitely used Stamina. Theonix tried not to think on it too much. With 75 points of Mana left, it would still be a while before he ran out. As long as he didn't use Battle Bandage, he should be able to make it through his gremlin killing quest before completely running out. Besides, he hadn't even had to use Rupture on the last gremlin whelp. It shouldn't be necessary on weaker foes.

Picking back up his torch, Theonix continued toward the entrance, now finding the mine much less constrictive. Pride swelled in his chest, and he had to fight the urge to whistle while he walked. Dwarves were known to be amazing whistlers, and Theonix was no exception. But not having a clear view of what was ahead of him would make that a stupid move. Giving his position away could lead to being swarmed by gremlins. He would not make that fatal mistake just because he felt the need to express his joy.

The remainder of the journey to the combustion boxes was uneventful, and there was no mystery to what he needed to do next once he arrived. Theonix filled up one combustion box with twelve coals, then flipped the switch. The crunching of gears and a whirring sound could be heard for a few seconds, then the sconces leading deeper into the mine lit up one at a time. Rinse and repeat with the combustion box on the opposite wall, and the deed was done.

Theonix sighed in relief, happy that he could now see down the mine. There would be no more surprises. No more red-eyed beasties jumping out at him from the darkness. 

His mood elevated even further, Theonix walked back down the tunnel toward his uncle. This time, he whistled while he walked.

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

“How'd it go?” Rygn asked upon his nephew's return. Sweat covered his brow from picking at the wall while Theonix was away. He looked happy for the rest.

“We have light now, don't we?” Theonix gestured around them.

“Ey. We have light.” Rygn nodded.

 

Congratulations! Quest: Fix the Lighting System has been completed.

 

You faced little opposition as you traveled back down the mine to restore functionality to the lighting system. Thankfully, it still works despite having not been used for some time. You have earned 2 silver, 5 copper, and 120XP.

 

“Ya didn't run inta any monsters when ya were down there, did ya?” Rygn's face filled with concern.

Hadn't Theonix's cursing echoed down the mine? 

His gaze dropped to his bloody shins. “Two gremlin whelps, but I made short work of them.”

“Good.” He seemed pleased. “Ya better heal an stock up on supplies before we head further in. Up 'till now, we've only run inta gremlin whelps, but there should be more powerful beasties ahead. I found a few items while ya were gone. Ya should check out my supply an see if there be anythin' ya might need.”

Theonix thought to check Rygn's inventory, and his barter screen popped up.

 




	Dried Gremlin Meat


	Quantity: 4

Uses: Food. Restores 30 Health over 30 Seconds.

Buy Price: 4 copper





	Mine Water


	Quantity: 3

Uses: Drink. Restores 90 Stamina over 90 Seconds

Buy Price: 2 Copper





	Coal


	Quantity: 2

Uses: Combustion Material

Sell Price:  1 gold, 4 silver





	Potion of Minor Stamina


	Quantity: 5

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Uses: Restores 30 Stamina. 

Buy Price: 1 Silver, 2 Copper each





	Potion of Minor Healing


	Quantity: 11

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Uses: Heals 30 HP

Sell Price: 1 Silver, 1 Copper each





	Coin Pouch


	Inventory Slots: 1

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Buy Price: 2 Copper





	Basic Pickaxe


	Attack: +1-2

Type: Two-Handed

Durability: 30/30

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Uses: Mining, Weapon

Buy Price: 189 Gold, 9 Copper






 

He went ahead and stocked up on everything he thought was useful, leaving nothing behind but the Coin Pouch, Dried Gremlin Meat, and Basic Pickaxe. There was no reason to buy the mining tool since he already had a pickaxe of his own. After closing the window, Theonix immediately drank one of the Potions of Minor Stamina to bring his Stamina back up to 110 points.

"Ya ready?" Rygn asked.

"I think so," he said, glancing down at the rubble left behind from his uncle's efforts. Had he really only mined two pieces of coal while Theonix was away, or was Rygn just holding out on him? Judging by the additional Dried Gremlin Meat in the older dwarf's inventory, Theonix could only assume that Rygn had encountered some gremlin whelps as well. 

Rygn began walking down the mine, forcing Theonix to jog a few paces to catch up. Now that there was light, it was easy to see their enemies coming, which was good because one of the creatures approaching them was not a gremlin whelp. Slightly larger than its buddy, this foe had a green aura around it. Thankfully, it was on Rygn's side. The monster approaching Theonix was a gremlin whelp that Analyzed as blue.

 

Congratulations! The skill: Analyze has reached Level 3. This skill allows you to see how dangerous a foe is in relation to your own level. Use this skill frequently to avoid getting yourself killed. 

 

Drawing their weapons in sync, the two dwarves made short work of their opponents. Theonix favored the overhead swing technique. Although the initial decimation of his earlier opponent's head had made him ill, he was beginning to develop a sick enjoyment for the way it felt when bones crushed beneath the weight of his Worn Battle Hammer. Blood gushed from the gremlin whelp's ears, spraying out onto the floor. This time, its eyes didn't bulge, though there was a trail of viscous liquid leaking from its closed lids. Theonix wondered if he could eventually hit one hard enough to make its eyes completely pop out of its head. That would be both gross and kind of cool.  

 

Defeated Level 2 Gremlin Whelp. 32XP rewarded.

 

Quest Update: Rid Ponoisle Mine of Gremlins – 6 of 12 Gremlins slain.

 

TRING!

 

Congratulations! You are now Level 4! Your base stats have been boosted. You have earned 3 points to assign to your characteristics. Please note that adding points to some characteristics(Vitality, Intelligence, and Strength) will further boost your base stats. You may also advance any 1 skill of your choosing by 1 level. 

 

Congratulations! You have learned the ability Stun. 

Mana Cost: 3 

Cool Down: 3 minutes

Activating this ability will stun your target for 3 seconds.

 

Knowing that there would probably be more mining in his near future, Theonix placed all 3 of his characteristic points into Strength. He then pulled up his character sheet to try to determine how to best spend his skill leveling ability, though he already had a pretty good idea of what he wanted to do.

 




	Name: Theonix  Madguard

Race: Dwarf

Class: Battle Mage

Level: 4, 3% of the way to next level

Health: 97 / 140 

Mana: 75 / 140

Stamina: 105 / 180

Vitality: 11

Intelligence: 11

Strength: 15

Agility: 11

Dexterity: 11

Charisma: 10

Luck: 10

Skills: Analyze Lvl 3; 0% of the way to next level

Two-Handed Weapons Lvl 4; 10% of the way to next level

Gathering Lvl 1; 40% of the way to next level

Battle Magic Lvl 1; 80% of the way to next level

Mining Lvl 3; 20% of the way to next level

Languages: Dwarvish






 

While he was tempted to level up Analyzing since it was at 0%, Theonix decided to use the ability on his Two-Handed Weapons skill instead.

 

Congratulations! The skill: Two-Handed Weapons has reached Level 5. This skill enables you to use all manner of two-handed weapons to defeat enemies. Increasing your Strength will make them easier to wield. Perk: Two-Handed Weapons do 20% more damage

 

"Stupendous." That was what he had been waiting for, a perk.

"Congrats!" Rygn clapped him on the shoulder.

"Thank you, uncle." Theonix smiled before kneeling to loot his kill.

 

You have received the following item:

 




	Dried Gremlin Meat


	Uses: Food. Restores 30 Health over 30 Seconds.

Sell Price: 2 copper






 

"Now, let's go kill more gremlins!" he said as he stood and faced the depths of the mine.

They continued walking, and it wasn't long before another set of enemies came scrambling toward them. This time, they were both the bigger version. The one approaching Rygn Analyzed as an equal match, but the one heading for Theonix was blue. 

Though he really wanted to try out his Stun ability, he feared wasting his Mana on such a low-level foe, so he held back, sticking with smashing the gremlin with his hammer instead. While swinging the weapon felt no different, it did seem that the monster sunk a few centimeters more when Theonix struck it than the other gremlins had.  

 

Defeated Level 2 Gremlin Underling. 32XP rewarded.

 

Quest Update: Rid Ponoisle Mine of Gremlins – 7 of 12 Gremlins slain.

 

The gremlin underling was about half a foot taller than the whelp. Its black skin was just starting to wrinkle. Caught somewhere between a baby and an adult, its eyes had been inquisitive, though it showed no more intelligence than its younger predecessor. To Theonix's disappointment, looting it produced another piece of Dried Gremlin Meat. He had been hoping for something better since it was a different type of gremlin, but perhaps all gremlins dropped the same loot.

A third set of gremlin underlings presented themselves about fifteen minutes deeper into the mine. This time, they both Analyzed as an even match. Knowing it would better his chances, Theonix activated Rupture as soon as the monster reached him. Using his typical overhead swing didn't fare so well this time. The gremlin underling dodged, though not quickly enough. Theonix's hammer clipped the side of its head, ripping part of its ear. Screaming in pain from the injury, the creature fell back, gently batting at its wounded ear before narrowing its eyes at him.

 

Congratulations! The skill: Battle Magic has reached Level 2. From adding extra oomph to your attacks to healing yourself when needed, Battle Magic can turn the tides during a fight. You have earned your choice of one additional ability.

 

Please select between one of these two abilities.

 

Fist of Pain 

Health Cost: 5 

Cool Down: 5 minutes

Sacrifice 5 Health to do 5 damage to an enemy, negating any buffs or armor that might otherwise prevent them from taking the damage.

 

Bash

Mana Cost: 5 

Cool Down: 3 minutes

Knock down and stun an enemy for 3 seconds.

 

Theonix pushed the notification away. There was no time to look at it while he was in the middle of a battle. As it was, the gremlin underling had already recovered and was rushing toward him. It hissed as it leaped, unable to get as much height as its younger, lighter counterpart. Both arms slashed towards Theonix. He took a quick step back, swinging his hammer to the left. The attack came too early, striking the creature on its shoulder and sending it careering to the floor. Its feet hit the ground, the momentum making it spin. One arm now hanging limply at its side, the monster charged at Theonix in a rage. Spittle fell from its lips as it slashed wildly at him. He had never seen such a ferocious gremlin before. More bewildered than afraid, Theonix swung to the right this time. The creature was too angered to be deterred. It reached toward him, one of its long claws barely scraping against his shirt before he sent it sailing several feet away. It fell limp against the wall, leaning against it for support, though it still wasn't dead.

Worried that the monster would attack again, Theonix rushed over just as it was struggling to its feet. The gremlin underling looked up at him, a mix of pain and malice in its beady red eyes. Its arms hung useless at its sides, making it difficult to gain the balance needed to stand. Hisses and garbled gibberish fell from its lips as it...cursed him out? At least, that's what it seemed like it was doing. Surely, it knew it was done for.

In one last ditch effort to do some damage, the gremlin underling crouched down and lunged at Theonix, mouth wide open, pointy teeth ready to sink into whatever it could reach. His Worn Battle Hammer caught its head in mid-flight, smashing it down against the ground. The monster's skull exploded like a watermellon, sending bone fragments and brain matter spraying all over the floor and Theonix's feet. The smell of old meat and bowels filled the air, mixing with the horrific sight to make his stomach roll. One of the creature's eyes, popped free from its socket, sat a few inches away from the toe of Theonix's shoe, staring up at him.  

 

Defeated Level 4 Gremlin Underling. 64XP rewarded.

 

Quest Update: Rid Ponoisle Mine of Gremlins – 8 of 12 Gremlins slain.

 

"Holy shit," he breathed. That had been rather intense.

Wanting to make the grizzly scene disappear as quickly as possible, Theonix knelt to loot the body.

 

You have received the following item:

 




	Coal


	Uses: Combustion Material

Sell Price: 7 Silver






 

All of that for a piece of coal. It was interesting how killing the gremlins was affecting him. Some deaths were less significant, but there were times like this when he actually felt some small level of guilt. The creature had suffered before it had died, which was unfortunate. Theonix preferred for his kills to be clean.

Once looting the body was done, it was time to turn his attention to other things. There was a blinking asterisk in the upper right of his peripheral vision. Concentrating on it brought back the selection screen. 

Theonix read over the benefits of each ability. Fist of Pain would be great if it didn't cost him Health. Then again, of that he had plenty. It might be worth using on weaker foes to one-hit kill them, not that he couldn't already do that with his weapon.

Bash seemed pretty similar to the Stun ability he had just acquired from leveling up. The only real benefit was that it knocked his foe down, too. Theonix wasn't sure how useful that would be. It also had a higher Mana cost.

As he wasn't particularly impressed with either ability, it was a hard choice. In the end, though, he decided that learning Bash was better because it would allow him to stun two foes in battle when combined with his Stun ability, or to stun the same enemy twice for a total of 6 seconds. 

 

Congratulations! You have learned the ability Bash.

Mana Cost: 5 

Cool Down: 3 minutes

Knock down and stun an enemy for 3 seconds.

 

With that done, they continued walking down the mine. Thoughts of the gremlin underling's aggression and desperation haunted Theonix. The creature had honored itself by trying to kill him until the bitter end—never giving up. He could respect a foe like that. Only when he noticed that the light stopped at a fork in the mine did Theonix tear his thoughts away. Then he groaned internally as he saw two more combustion boxes.

"We're going to have to mine again, aren't we?" he asked his uncle. 

"I'm not." Rygn grinned from ear to ear, walking straight up to the combustion box on his side of the tunnel and opening it to fill it with coal.

As Theonix stood there watching, a notification popped up.

 




	Quest: You Know the Drill





	This ain't your first rodeo. Mine 12 more coal, fill the combustion box on your side of the tunnel, and flip the switch. Otherwise, you'll be proceeding in the dark. At least you don't have to backtrack this time.



Difficulty: Very Easy

Success: Finish repairing the lighting system

Reward: 5 silver

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No?






 

Time to bust out his pickaxe again. At least, he only needed 8 coal this time instead of all 12.

"Got any more coal for sale?" There was no shame behind the question. If Theonix could cut down on time, he would.

"I'm sorry, lad, but yer gonna hafta do tha hard labor this time." Rygn didn't sound apologetic at all as he flipped the switch on his side and sent light streaming down the left fork.

"I suppose this is as good a place to mine as any." Theonix looked at the wall. "But what are you going to do, stand there and watch me?" He gave his uncle an annoyed look.

"Nah. I'm gonna head down that side." Rygn pointed his weapon down the left path. "When yer done fixing tha lighting, ya can go down tha other. I should finish before ya an be able ta meet up. Be careful though, there's usually a boss somewhere in tha mine. If we kill it, that should keep the gremlins from comin' back long enough fer us ta get more people down here ta keep em' out."

It wasn't the worst plan. While Theonix would have much preferred for his uncle to stay and help him mine the remaining coal to fill the other combustion box, at least he would be doing something useful. Without having to see the sun, Theonix knew they were almost out of daylight. They needed to wrap this up quickly if they didn't want to spend the night in the mine. Once the sun set, gremlins would likely flock there, and they could become overwhelmed. Every second mattered. 

"Alright," he replied reluctantly, watching as his uncle took the path to the left.

"Holler if ya need me," Rygn said over his shoulder. "Not that I'll probably be able ta hear ya." This last bit was mumbled.

Theonix shook his head and dug into his bag for a Stamina potion as his uncle walked away. More than likely, he was about to drain all of his Stamina items mining what he needed to complete the quest.

As Finborh would have it, Theonix struck coal on his first pick.

 

You have received the following item:

 




	Coal


	Uses: Combustion Material

Sell Price:  7 Silver






 

Quest Update: You Know the Drill – 5 of 12 coal mined.

 

Maybe this won't be so bad after all, he thought, hopeful.

Three more picks, and Theonix struck coal again.

 

You have received the following item:

 




	Coal


	Uses: Combustion Material

Sell Price:  7 Silver






 

Quest Update: You Know the Drill – 6 of 12 coal mined.

 

Halfway there.

He pulled one of the small bottles of Mine Water from his bag, uncorked it, and drank the entire thing in five long gulps. It had a minerally taste but was still refreshing. Slowly, Theonix felt his strength recovering. The glass bottle that the Mine Water had been in disintegrated, and he took back up his pickaxe to continue working.

Two more strikes and Theonix drew back his pickaxe sans tip.

"What the fuck?"

A notification popped up to clarify the situation.

 

Your Starter Pickaxe has broken. As long as an item's durability hasn't run out, you can take it in for repair. Once an item's durability wears out, it can no longer be used and must be replaced. 

 

As soon as he pushed the notification away, the Starter Pickaxe disintegrated in his hands.

"Oh, what the fuck!?" Theonix screamed, his voice echoing. Frustration tore through him like a tsunami, and he kicked the wall. Rubble crumbled at his feet. Theonix kicked it a few more times for good measure, hoping that some coal would magically fall from his efforts. It was a no-go.

Trying to calm himself and stop the pulsing pain in his foot, he stepped back, staring at the place where he had been chipping away at the rock. "What am I supposed to do now?"


CHAPTER NINE

 

 

It was clear that the Basic Pickaxe had appeared in Rygn's inventory for a reason. Theonix had been meant to buy it. 

What else of his was about to break? He quickly brought up everything in his inventory that he knew had durability.

 




	Moss Gauntlets


	Defense: +5

Type: Light Armor

Durability: 12/18

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Sell Price: 2 copper





	Worn Battle Hammer


	Attack: +1-2

Type: Two-Handed Weapon

Durability: 23/25

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Sell Price: 4 copper






 

It seemed that the durability of his equipment was decreasing at a slow rate. That made him question why his Starter Pickaxe had broken so quickly. 

Pondering the mysteries of the durability system wouldn't solve the problem though. Without a way to mine coal, Theonix couldn't fill his combustion box which meant he couldn't travel down the right path and finish clearing out the gremlins. However, some of the gremlins did drop coal, and if he waited long enough, there would undoubtedly be a few coming down the mine toward the entrance. All Theonix needed to do was wait for them.

Alternatively, he could go after his uncle and buy the Basic Pickaxe, though that would cause some level of shame—an admittance that he'd screwed up yet again and couldn't solve his problems on his own. It was the quickest way to finish this, but if there was one thing Theonix had learned, it was that the quickest way wasn't always the best. No, he had gotten himself into this mess, and he needed to get himself out of it. 

With a sigh, Theonix stood at the entrance to the right fork listening and waiting. Thankfully, it wasn't long before he heard the patter of small feet approaching. The two gremlin underlings that appeared from the darkness Analyzed as blue and purple. 

Theonix took a deep breath, moving toward the stronger of the two. As soon as it was within reach, he summoned the Mana within him and held his hand out. An almost imperceivable vibration floated through the air, striking the creature in the chest and inflicting Stun. 

The time it took to use the ability was all the weaker gremlin underling needed to reach him. Theonix grabbed his hammer and swung it at the creature, but the monster ducked, sliding under his defenses to deliver a blow to his thigh.

 

Level 3 Gremlin Underling delivers 15 damage.

 

"Shit." He jumped back. The other gremlin had already shaken off the Stun. 

Now standing side by side, it seemed that the gremlin underlings were grinning at him, knowing they had the upper hand. They kept their eyes on their prey, bobbing back and forth as they looked for an opening to attack. Theonix was now completely on the defense, waiting, knowing that as soon as he countered one gremlin, the other would swoop in to land a hit. 

Let's try this again, he thought, doing his best to hold his weapon up with one hand while he made a fist with the other, then slammed it toward the ground. Again, he targeted the stronger of the two gremlin underlings, activating his Bash ability this time. The creature immediately dropped, and the other took advantage of Theonix's off-balance stance to try to attack, but when it saw his hammer falling(admittedly more from the weight of it than anything else), it thought better and retreated.

Theonix quickly gripped his Worn Battle Hammer with both hands again, then lunged forward to slam it on top of the weaker gremlin underling's head. It jumped back a second too late, the hammer clipping its brow and knocking it to the ground. As it desperately tried to scramble to its feet, Theonix smashed the face of his hammer down onto it again, this time landing a square hit and vanquishing his foe.  

 

Defeated Level 3 Gremlin Underling. 48XP rewarded.

 

Quest Update: Rid Ponoisle Mine of Gremlins – 9 of 12 Gremlins slain.

 

The effects of Bash had worn off of the stronger gremlin, and it was in the process of trying to stand. Theonix took a shorter swing at it, just wanting to knock it to the ground again. It rolled out of the way, its claws digging into the dirt so that it landed on all fours then immediately righted itself. The monster hissed at its attacker, then lunged forward. Surprised by the gremlin underling's speed, Theonix was unable to dodge. With surprising power, it latched onto his waist. Sharp claws slashed at his chest again and again, sending blood and shreds of fabric flying into the air. 

 

Level 4 Gremlin Underling delivers 20 damage.

 

Not good. Not good at all. Pain assaulted him, his Health already more than halfway depleted.

Trying to escape, Theonix took a few steps back, but the monster had a relentless grip with its legs. It continued to maul his chest, hissing all the while.

 

Level 4 Gremlin Underling delivers 20 damage.

 

In a panic, he tripped over his own feet, falling on his back with the monster on top of him. It took them both a moment to recover, the gremlin underling straightening itself and pulling its long arms back to continue its assault. 

Theonix dropped his hammer and activated Pummel, punching the creature in its face. The gremlin underling toppled over which gave him the chance to roll away. His flesh seared as dirt clung to his chest. Large droplets of blood fell to the ground when he pushed himself up onto all fours, feeling like it was taking his insides with it. 

A quick glance to both sides showed that his Worn Battle Hammer and the gremlin underling were an equal distance away. The only problem was that the gremlin underling was already getting up. There was no way that Theonix would be able to reach his hammer before the monster attacked again, and with only 42 Health points left, one fatal move could cost him his life.

Making a decision purely based on instinct, he forced himself toward the gremlin underling, shouldering it back over onto its side. As soon as the monster was down again, Theonix reached for its arms. The creature's long appendages flailed at him, managing to scratch him and causing him to readjust his grip further down toward its wrists.

 

Level 4 Gremlin Underling delivers 7 damage.

 

Not the brightest idea. As soon as the gremlin underling had enough room to move, it swung its head up, sinking its teeth deep into Theonix's forearm.

 

Level 4 Gremlin Underling delivers 20 damage.

 

"Gah!" A bellow of pain erupted from his throat. 

One more bite or swipe and he'd be dead. 

Desperation made him lose all rationality. Using the arm that wasn't currently being chewed on, Theonix moved his grip up from the creature's wrists to its biceps, then he headbutted the tenacious thing. Its teeth sunk deeper, delivering 5 more damage and taking off a large chunk of flesh. 

This is it. It's him or me. That was Theonix's only thought as he headbutted the creature over and over again. It grunted when its mouth tore away from him, spitting a clump of his arm into his face. 5 more Health was lost from the injuries that Theonix was causing himself from using his thick skull as a weapon, but eventually, the gremlin underling stopped moving, its smaller frame unable to handle the impact.  

 

Defeated Level 4 Gremlin Underling. 64XP rewarded.

 

Quest Update: Rid Ponoisle Mine of Gremlins – 10 of 12 Gremlins slain.

 

Nothing mattered except for the blinking red bar in the corner of Theonix's peripheral vision that was almost completely depleted. He felt like he might pass out at any moment, the blood loss finally getting to him. If he did that, Theonix would undoubtedly die when the next round of gremlin underlings came.

Mustering up what little strength he had left, he dug into his bag for whatever healing items he could grab. Theonix quickly downed a Potion of Minor Healing, then shoved a piece of Dried Gremlin Meat into his maw. A strange sour flavor assaulted his tastebuds as he ground his teeth into it. Chewing was taking way too much effort, so Theonix followed the Dried Gremlin Meat up with another Potion of Minor Healing. 

He laid there as his wounds began to heal, his muscles and skin tingling as he felt the potions going to work. The pain started to subside, little by little mending from unbearable to uncomfortable. Still, Theonix continued to lay there, not wanting to get up. That fight had taken everything out of him both physically and emotionally. His near death was too surreal. 

The pitter patter of feet caused Theonix to fly into a sitting position. Fear the likes of which he hadn't experienced since this whole ordeal had begun filled him. He wasn't sure if he was ready to face more gremlin underlings. Not when he was still so shaken from his last encounter.

As quickly as possible, Theonix looted both of the bodies, closing the item notifications as soon as they appeared.

 

You have received the following items:

 




	Coal


	Uses: Combustion Material

Sell Price:  7 Silver





	Mine Water


	Uses: Drink. Restores 90 Stamina over 90 Seconds

Sell Price: 1 Copper






 

Quest Update: You Know the Drill – 7 of 12 coal mined. 

 

Then he jogged down the path that his uncle had taken.

 


CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Theonix didn't even bother checking what he had received as loot until he was a safe distance away from the gremlin underlings. A safe distance was where he couldn't hear their feet padding towards him anymore. He felt like a coward for fleeing, but that last battle had nearly cost him his life, and he wanted to be better prepared before he faced the enemy again.

Mulling over everything that had happened during that last melee, Theonix walked at a leisurely pace. Screw the time. He kept feeling like he needed to hurry, yet everything in The Realm seemed to be telling him to slow down. Theonix decided to take The Realm's cue.

What had gone wrong? Perhaps it had been attempting to use Stun in the first place. The few seconds it had taken to activate the ability had given the weaker gremlin underling a chance to attack. At the time, he had thought that disabling the stronger one should be his priority. Theonix hadn't even seen the other gremlin underling as a threat. And to be honest, it really hadn't been. Sure, it had evaded his first attack and dealt a little damage, but in the grand scheme of things, it had been relatively easy to kill. 

His second attempt at stunning the stronger foe with Bash had been more successful. It had allowed him to finish off the weaker of the two. Taking that swing at the more powerful gremlin underling as it was recovering was when everything really started to go to shit. No matter how Theonix spun it, he couldn't find the error in his battle strategy, only in his ignorance and bad luck. How could he have predicted that the gremlin underling would be able to make it back to its feet so quickly after it had rolled? Or that it would be able to cling to him with such strength?

The only mistake Theonix could see that was blatantly his was not immediately trying to pin the creature down by its wrists. Now that he thought about it, perhaps it would have been smarter to go for his Worn Battle Hammer. But with his back turned, the gremlin underling could have jumped onto him and slit his throat with its claws. No, he definitely didn't see a smooth end to that battle no matter what choice he had made.

Theonix walked until he came to another fork in the mine. This time, light streamed down both paths. Rygn must have stopped to fill both combustion boxes. That was a bit unfortunate considering that Theonix now had no idea which way his uncle had gone.

"Just my luck," he grumbled under his breath, his eyes moving from left to right.

 

Moldings wrap and gremlins bite.
A good wench keeps ya up all night.
In tha rock, we like ta mine.
This choice will end up just fine.

 

Theonix chanted as he pointed to a different path for each syllable. It was a poem he had learned at a tavern while playing a drinking game, but he figured it would work just as well in this situation. By the end, his finger was leaning to the right.

“Guess this one’s it.” He took a deep breath, hoping he’d chosen the correct path.

About eight minutes in, Theonix heard a sound in the distance that made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. At first, he had thought he had gone the right way. All had been clear. But now he was questioning himself. More than that, he was questioning if he should turn around.

Gremlins of some variety were coming. Theonix could avoid them by retreating, but that didn’t mean he’d be able to avoid the next batch that entered the mine. When he really thought about it, no direction was safe. Whether he wanted to or not, he’d have to face them again eventually. Running now could lead to being caught between two groups of gremlins later. It wasn’t worth the risk. Theonix needed to dwarf up and face the threat head-on.

Every mistake he had made raced through his mind as he readied his hammer and waited for his attackers to come into view. A quick check of his stats told him that he wasn’t quite battle-ready. Theonix set his hammer down and rested the handle against his knee, then dug into his bag for potions. Already, he felt like he had made a grave mistake by not being prepared.

By the time he was able to double-fist a Potion of Minor Stamina and a Potion of Minor Healing, the two gremlin underlings were in view and racing toward him. Shit. He still only had 110 Stamina. How could he have been such an idiot as to not think he'd engage in combat again before he found his uncle? This was a noob mistake.

Tossing the empty vials aside before they had a chance to disintegrate, Theonix took back up his weapon. He was barely able to Analyze both gremlin underlings before they reached him. It was the same setup as before, with the weaker foe on his left and the equally matched one on his right. 

The time wasted drinking the potions immediately put him at a disadvantage. Both gremlin underlings were on Theonix before he was able to ready his weapon. Instead, he had to use the handle to block against the stronger monster's incoming swing. The weaker foe flanked his left side, immediately swiping at him as soon as it was within range. Though not a talented jumper, Theonix was somehow able to dodge the blow with a quick leap to his right, putting both of his enemies in front of him again.

His heels dug into the dirt, and he used the momentum to lift his Worn Battle Hammer and swing it at a wide arch to the left. By some miracle, he caught the stronger foe off guard, hitting it on the side of the head and sending it flying into the other gremlin underling. Both monsters fell over, and Theonix wasn't about to let them right themselves again. Using Rupture and a powerful overhead swing, he tried to kill two birds with one stone. The gremlin underlings were stacked, though the weaker one's head was out of range. If he was able to hit hard enough, he might be able to damage its internal organs. 

The stronger monster looked up just as the face of Theonix's hammer was descending on its skull. It made a feeble attempt to escape the blow, but blindly placing its hand on its comrade, the hand just rolled off, leaving it helpless. Theonix's weapon came down with a sickening thud, but not before the weaker of the two gremlin underlings was able to scramble out of the way. Well, mostly. Its left foot was caught under the weight of its friend's crashing head, and it screamed in agony as its bones were crushed.  

 

Defeated Level 4 Gremlin Underling. 64XP rewarded.

 

Quest Update: Rid Ponoisle Mine of Gremlins – 11 of 12 Gremlins slain.

 

Theonix immediately pushed the notifications away and turned his attention to the gremlin underling that was busy forcing itself up onto its one good foot. It looked afraid, and that made Theonix's chest swell with confidence. He would show no mercy. This was his moment—the moment when he did everything right.

Letting out a victory cry, he put all of his weight into his next swing, pulling his hammer to the right with such force that the gremlin underling's body exploded when it hit the wall. The sack of now lifeless bones and flesh peeled off and fell, leaving a sizeable red splatter behind. Blood dripped down the wall, rejoining the corpse it had come from.  

 

Defeated Level 3 Gremlin Underling. 48XP rewarded.

 

Quest Update: Rid Ponoisle Mine of Gremlins – 12 of 12 Gremlins slain.

 

Theonix's eyes danced from body to body, taking in the carnage around him. His chest heaved as he caught his breath. Perhaps he had been a bit overzealous, but there had been no folly in it, so he wasn't going to chastise himself. For the first time ever, he had engaged in battle with two foes and come out on the other end without sustaining a single injury. It was an incredible feeling, especially when his opponents, combined, had been stronger than he was.

Unfortunately, there wasn't much time to celebrate. More footsteps could be heard in the distance, but these did not belong to gremlin whelps or underlings. Theonix could tell that these footsteps belonged to something much bigger.

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

To run or not to run, that is the question.

Whatever was coming was obscured by a curve in the tunnel. The same thought that had passed through Theonix's mind when the gremlin underlings were approaching assaulted him again. If he did run, he'd likely end up encountering other enemies. Putting distance between him and this larger monster might be a smarter move, though. At least, Theonix knew he could take on the gremlin underlings and win. As for this new threat, he wasn't so sure.

Theonix turned slightly, though his head remained glued in the direction of the footsteps. Having no idea of the creature's speed, waiting for it to come around the bend might not be such a good idea. Gremlins were fast—typically faster than dwarves as far as running was concerned. If this monster saw him, there would likely be no choice other than to fight.

As soon as Theonix saw the creature's shadow, he began walking back from whence he had come. I should have run when I had the chance. He silently cursed his own stupidity. He would likely not be able to make it out of range of being seen before the creature rounded the corner.  Hopefully, Rygn was near enough that he'd hear Theonix if he had to shout for help. Then again, that would likely draw more gremlin underlings to him, too.

Theonix picked up the pace, glancing back every once in a while. Thankfully, whatever lurked beyond the bend didn't seem to be in any hurry. By some miracle, he was able to make it around the next corner before the creature exposed itself. While Theonix should have continued going, curiosity made him stop.

He took a deep breath and blew it out steadily. Had he just encountered the boss monster? Shouldn't he know for sure so that he could inform his uncle?

Footsteps could no longer be heard. Perhaps the creature had turned around. 

Silent minutes ticked by while Theonix mulled over his decision. Follow or keep running. Though he didn't want to be seen as a coward, it was better to be a coward than to be dead. 

If it is the boss, then I won't have to finish the quest to fill the combustion box to light the other path. We can come back here, fight it, and be done for the day.

There was no way to sufficiently plan without knowing what he was up against. More than likely, the monster had headed back down the mine. As long as it wasn't moving in his direction, maybe it would be safe to follow it long enough to see what the threat actually was.

Summoning his courage, Theonix peeked around the corner, and his heart lurched up into his throat as he came face to face with a set of brown eyes. There was no stifling the scream that tore through him. Thankfully, the hand that clasped over his mouth did that for him. But the effort was too forced—the pressure too great—and he ended up being pushed back onto his ass.

The serious expression on Rygn’s face cracked for half a second into a chuckle. Then he shook his head and reached down to pull his nephew from the floor. “If ey had been tha boss, ye’d be dead right now.”

Theonix pinched his eyes together. “You about scared me to death!”

“What in tha heck were ya doin’ sneakin’ around? Did ya clear yer side a the mine already?” He kept his voice low, indicating that Theonix should do the same.

“My fucking pickaxe broke.” Theonix couldn’t hide his frustration.

Rygn smirked. “That’s what ya get fer bein’ ill-prepared.” He tapped his nephew’s forehead hard enough to make Theonix wince. “But it don’t matter anyway. Ey found tha boss.”

“You did?” His eyes widened in surprise.

“Yeah. She’s down that way.” Rygn thumbed back in the direction he had come from. “We lucked out. Tha mine is newly infested. That’s why we haven’t seen any larger gremlins.”

He gave his uncle a queer look. “I’m not following.”

“Tha boss is just a gremlin mother. Mind ya, she’s more powerful than her whelps an underlings, but nothing that ya can’t handle.” 

The second Rygn finished speaking, a notification popped up.

 




	Quest: Defeat the Boss of Ponoisle Mine





	Rygnuhdruhr Madguard has ventured ahead and discovered that the boss of Ponoisle Mine is a Gremlin Mother. She will do whatever it takes to maintain her claim on the mine, so you best be prepared. Defeating her is the only way to rid Ponoisle Mine of the gremlins currently inhabiting it. 



Difficulty: Hard

Success: Defeat the Gremlin Mother

Reward: 2 silver, 5 copper, 5 Potions of Minor Mana

Will you accept this quest: Yes or No?






 

This was the first Hard quest that Theonix had been offered, which made him a bit nervous, but there was no way he had come this far just to back out now. When he accepted, the notification went away.

“Speakin’ of which,” Rygn continued, “it looks like ya filled yer gremlin quota.”

Theonix nodded, and another notification popped up.

 

Congratulations! Quest: Rid Ponoisle Mine of Gremlins has been completed.

 

The onslaught of gremlin whelps and underlings proved to be a nuisance, but you've cleared your share. You have earned 1 gold and 200XP. You have also received the following items:

 




	Potion of Minor Healing


	Quantity: 3

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Uses: Heals 30 HP

Sell Price: 1 Silver, 1 Copper each





	Dwarven Pants


	Defense: +4

Type: Light Armor

Durability: 40/40

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Sell Price: 2 copper






 

TRING!

 

Congratulations! You are now Level 5! Your base stats have been boosted. You have earned 3 points to assign to your characteristics. Please note that adding points to some characteristics(Vitality, Intelligence, and Strength) will further boost your base stats. You may also advance any 1 skill of your choosing by 1 level. 

 

Congratulations! You have learned the ability Armor Up. 

Mana Cost: 5 

Cool Down: 5 minutes

Increases your overall armor by +10 for 5 minutes.

 

Ohhh, this ability would be super useful.

Time to check out his character sheet to see where improvement was needed.

 




	Name: Theonix  Madguard

Race: Dwarf

Class: Battle Mage

Level: 5, 17% of the way to next level

Health: 125 / 150 

Mana: 52 / 150

Stamina: 105 / 190

Vitality: 11

Intelligence: 11

Strength: 15

Agility: 11

Dexterity: 11

Charisma: 10

Luck: 10

Skills: Analyze Lvl 3; 53% of the way to next level

Two-Handed Weapons Lvl 5; 28% of the way to next level

Gathering Lvl 1; 40% of the way to next level

Battle Magic Lvl 2; 40% of the way to next level

Mining Lvl 3; 33% of the way to next level

Languages: Dwarvish






 

Looking at his skills first this time, Theonix decided to save the leveling ability for later. Everything was too far along for him to want to waste it.

The battle with the gremlin underling that had almost cost Theonix his life made him immediately throw a point into Vitality. If he was about to face a boss, then perhaps it would be better to toss two points that way, but he had a lot of healing items, so he didn’t think it was particularly necessary. What he lacked was Mana, but using a point to increase his Intelligence wouldn’t increase what Mana he had left, so it didn’t feel worth it. Not entirely sure of what he needed most right now, Theonix decided to increase his Agility, and then for the hell of it, throw a point into Luck. He didn't know if he was unlucky or just stupid, but not much had gone right for him since the day had begun.

After Theonix closed his character sheet, Rygn walked up to him. “Ey suppose ya might need ta do a bit a restockin’.”

Immediately, the bartering screen popped up.

 




	Dried Gremlin Meat


	Quantity: 14

Uses: Food. Restores 30 Health over 30 Seconds.

Buy Price: 4 copper





	Mine Water


	Quantity: 8

Uses: Drink. Restores 90 Stamina over 90 Seconds

Buy Price: 2 Copper





	Potion of Minor Stamina


	Quantity: 3

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Uses: Restores 30 Stamina. 

Buy Price: 1 Silver, 2 Copper each





	Potion of Minor Healing


	Quantity: 3

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Uses: Heals 30 HP

Sell Price: 1 Silver, 1 Copper each





	Potion of Minor Mana


	Quantity: 6

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Uses: Restores 30 Mana. 

Buy Price: 1 Silver, 4 Copper each





	Coin Pouch


	Inventory Slots: 1

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Buy Price: 2 Copper





	Basic Pickaxe


	Attack: +1-2

Type: Two-Handed

Durability: 30/30

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Uses: Mining, Weapon

Buy Price: 189 Gold, 9 Copper





	Gremlin-skin Pants


	Defense: +6

Type: Light Armor

Durability: 40/40

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Buy Price: 4 copper





	Rusted Pitchfork


	Attack: +2-4

Type: Two-Handed Weapon

Durability: 35/35

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Buy Price: 9 silver, 2 copper






 

He was surprised to see a few new items added to the list. Finally, mana potions! There had to be some in this gods-forsaken mine. The other two things of interest were the Gremlin-skin Pants and the Rusted Pitchfork. After having just earned a pair of pants from completing the gremlin killing quest, albeit inferior, Theonix was torn about purchasing the better ones. Why couldn't his uncle have found a shirt or some other useful piece of armor that he didn't have yet? The luck of the draw, Theonix supposed. Still, it was unfortunate.

The fact that a Rusted Pitchfork was stronger than his Worn Battle Hammer was almost laughable. A pitchfork? Really? Theonix's eyes did not deceive him, though. 

Screw it. I have the coin. Besides, this is going to be a boss fight. Not these weak gremlins that I've been beating so far.

Sucking back his apprehension, Theonix once more cleaned Rygn out of supplies, leaving only the Coin Pouch, Basic Pickaxe, and Dried Gremlin Meat behind. He could have purchased the Basic Pickaxe and finished up the You Know the Drill quest, but what was the point of lighting the rest of the mine when he already knew where the boss was. Once they defeated her, they could go home. Besides, completing the quest wouldn't level him up again anyway unless he came across more gremlin underlings to slay along the way. And that would just drain him of potions.

Theonix sold his Worn Battle Hammer, Dwarven Pants, and Dried Gremlin Meat to his uncle. He thought about selling the rest of his coal as well but decided to keep it just in case. Once he was done, he equipped his new items. After slinging the heavy hammer around for so long, the Rusted Pitchfork seemed unnaturally light. Hopefully, his unfamiliarity with it wouldn't prove a hindrance in battle.

"Ya should probably fully heal up before we go inta this battle," Rygn reminded him.

Taking his uncle's advice, Theonix drank a Mine Water and three Potions of Minor Mana. The blue liquid inside the small vials was thick and syrupy, tasting of blueberries. He felt no different after drinking them, but a quick look at his status bars let him know that the concoction had done its job.

"I'm ready," Theonix told his uncle when he was done making preparations. 

The two men faced the depths of the mine and proceeded onward toward the boss.

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

The gremlin mother was surprisingly big—as far as gremlins go. Only a foot shorter than Theonix, her wrinkled skin was tinted red. Looking lazier than her offspring, she sat in the middle of a large chamber at the end of the mine, her legs spread out to either side, saggy teets hanging from her chest like sad squashes. They were so long that they almost touched the floor. In her meaty fist, she loosely gripped a large wooden cudgel. The only intimidating thing about her was the fact that she Analyzed as yellow—a challenging foe to defeat. Theonix had fully expected her to Analyze as orange, since this was a hard quest.

“What’s our plan of attack?” he asked as they hid behind the bend that separated them from the path to their enemy.

“Yew take tha gremlin mother, an I’ll handle anything else that approaches,” Rygn told him.

It seemed simple enough. They’d had the good fortune of not running into any additional gremlin underlings on their way to the boss’ location. Then again, there wasn’t exactly anywhere they could have come from but behind.

“Are ya ready, lad?”

“She looks slow,” Theonix noted.

“That's cause she's restin'. It's gotta be hard nursin' a full brood a gremlins. She'll become more lively when we attack.”

His eyes raked up and down the Rusted Pitchfork in his hands, still feeling that it was an inferior weapon. Maybe he should have kept the Worn Battle Hammer after all.

“It won’t be much longer before more gremlins come this way. We should make it quick,” Rygn urged him on.

Theonix nodded. His uncle was right; it was now or never. 

Summoning the Mana inside of him, he activated Armor Up. Theonix's skin grew thicker, becoming an armor of its own. Feeling the added protection gave him courage.

Taking a deep breath, he rolled around the corner. As soon as the gremlin mother saw Theonix, she stirred, her batlike ears perking up. Despite the oncoming assault, she was slow to stand, using her cudgel as a cane to help her rise from the floor. Pulling her ears back, the creature hissed at him, lifting her weapon.

One thing Theonix did like about the Rusted Pitchfork was that it gave him a longer reach, which seemed necessary in this fight due to the gremlin mother’s sheer size. Her limbs were long and lanky, providing a good distance between her weapon and her body. Landing a hit with the hammer would have put him too close-range to her.

Theonix held up his pitchfork, taking a few cursory stabs. The gremlin mother was able to block them easily enough. She looked at him as more of a nuisance than a threat, though she wasn’t particularly hostile either. More than anything, she just hissed at him, perhaps taking her time to find an opening instead of attacking blindly.

“Get in there,” Rygn enjoined, and Theonix soon discovered why. The familiar sound of footsteps padding their way meant that more foes were coming.

He turned for a split second to see how many. That one distraction was all the gremlin mother needed.

There was a searing pain in the side of Theonix's head followed by a sharp ringing noise as the cudgel made contact with his ear and sent him stumbling to the side. 

 

Level 7 Gremlin Mother delivers 35 damage.

 

It was a near fall, caught at a kneel with his hand on the ground. Using the same overhead swinging tactic that Theonix favored, she hit him again, this time square in the back, knocking the breath out of him with an oomph as his chest made contact with the ground.

 

Level 7 Gremlin Mother delivers 35 damage.

 

The next thing he saw was the cudgel flying towards his head. Survival instincts kicked in, and Theonix rolled out of the way. Dirt flew up into the air from the force of the blow.

He quickly pulled himself to his feet, but not before the gremlin mother was on him again. Theonix had to leap to the right to avoid the cudgel slamming into his side, though he lost his balance when dodging and ended up on the floor again. 

The Rusted Pitchfork lay a few feet away. He rolled for it. Not the smartest move, Theonix realized a second later when the gremlin mother kicked him, sending him off course.

 

Level 7 Gremlin Mother delivers 35 damage.

 

His fingertips grazed the handle of the weapon, and he had to army crawl a foot to finally reach it. By that time, the gremlin mother was preparing to swing down at him again. Using all of his strength, he plunged the fork up into one of her teets. It was an awkward angle with not much force behind the stab, but it still did the job. The monster screamed, waving her cudgel above her head. Milky blood leaked from the wound when Theonix pulled back. His stomach turned from the sight of it, but this was no time to be a pussy. He needed to use the distraction to get away and heal.

Retreating to the other side of the chamber as the gremlin mother took time to register the pain she was in, Theonix dug into his bag for three Potions of Minor Healing. It was a difficult task since running with the pitchfork tucked under one arm was awkward. He shakily downed all three potions in quick succession, thankful that his foe was too fixated on her wound to attack. By the time he had tossed the three vials aside, she was over it, and she looked pissed.

Shit. If only he had had time to drink one more. His Health was only healed up to 110 points, but that would have to be enough for now.

Grunts and the soft clanking of metal came from the direction where Rygn was now engaged in battle with the gremlin underlings. It took everything in Theonix not to be distracted by it. His familial loyalty made him want to keep an eye on his uncle to make sure that he was all right, but Theonix had his own fight to worry about.

Now that he'd struck a blow, the gremlin mother seemed much more engaged. She took slow steps toward him, her lips peeled back in a snarl. Theonix shifted his weight, holding his weapon in front of him, refusing to give up ground. Clearly not afraid of him, the monster used her cudgel in a surprising move to knock his pitchfork aside, then swiped forward with a long, clawed hand. Her nails raked across the front of Theonix's shirt, digging into the soft skin beneath and causing him to wince.

 

Level 7 Gremlin Mother delivers 11 damage.

 

The advantage Theonix had in the reach of the Rusted Pitchfork now seemed a disadvantage as he found himself retreating toward the wall. He had no choice but to back up if he wanted to use his weapon. Jogging around the gremlin mother, Theonix tried striking at her side. This time, the prongs pierced her right shoulder. Again, she cried out, pulling away.

For all the damage he was doing, none of the hits were critical or even anywhere near a vital organ. He needed to go for the monster's neck. It was the most vulnerable spot on her body that was easily reachable. 

Unlike before, when her pain had stunned her, the gremlin mother rotated as Theonix tried to round her. Holding her injured shoulder with her left hand, she didn't seem willing to switch her weapon over to her non-dominant hand. Theonix stabbed at the creature again, this time going for the sweet spot, but she raised her cudgel in time to block.

The first set of gremlin underlings had fallen to Rygn's ax, but a second wave was already approaching. Theonix wondered how long his uncle would be able to hold them off before he gave in to exhaustion. He needed to finish this quickly.

Damn it! Maybe if I... Theonix activated Rupture, but the gremlin mother was ready for it. With her cudgel held in front of her to block, it only pushed her back. The saving grace was that the sheer force of the attack made her fall over. 

Taking advantage of the situation, Theonix dove in and used Stun. It was a hit! The gremlin mother laid there paralyzed, looking up at him in a panic. Three seconds was all he needed to right himself and plunge his Rusted Pitchfork into the monster's throat. A gurgled cry erupted from her mouth, and the second that Stun wore off, she flailed her arms. Theonix put all of his weight into driving the prongs in deeper, pushing through muscle and sinew and skin to come out the other side. He kept the pressure as he waited for her to choke to death on her own blood. It was a slow death—one he might have felt guilty for had she not landed so many hits on him at the start of the battle. 

Blood oozed from the corners of the gremlin mother's mouth. As she coughed, her body convulsed. Finally, after what seemed like a short forever but was probably closer to thirty seconds, the monster's chest heaved one final time before her body went limp, the glow in her red eyes dulling from the surrender to death.  

 

Defeated Level 7 Gremlin Mother. 140XP rewarded.

 

Exhausted from the fight, Theonix continued to lean on his pitchfork to catch his breath. Moments later, he heard heavy footsteps plodding up behind him. A quick turn of his head showed Rygn coming to join him, his armor blood-stained from fighting.

“Ya did it, lad!” Rygn slapped Theonix on the back.

 

Congratulations! Quest: Defeat the Boss of Ponoisle Mine has been completed.

 

You have defeated the Gremlin Mother. The rest of the gremlin underlings and whelps will now flee the mine from fear of the loss of her protection. The mountain king will surely be grateful for your efforts. You have earned 2 silver, 5 copper, and 300XP. You have also received the following items:

 




	Potion of Minor Mana


	Quantity: 5

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Uses: Restores 30 Mana. 

Sell Price: 7 Copper each






 

TRING!

 

Congratulations! You are now Level 6! Your base stats have been boosted. You have earned 3 points to assign to your characteristics. Please note that adding points to some characteristics(Vitality, Intelligence, and Strength) will further boost your base stats. You may also advance any 1 skill of your choosing by 1 level. 

 

Congratulations! You have learned the ability Pummel II. 

Mana Cost: 10 

Cool Down: 5 minutes

Adds 20% of your remaining Health to an unarmed attack.

 

Upon seeing the level up notification, Theonix remembered that he hadn't even used his last skill leveling ability. Perhaps he'd save this one too since none of his skills had leveled during the boss fight. There was no harm in waiting to use the perk. 

"That was a bit tough," Theonix admitted as he pushed the notifications away and stared down at the body.

"Ey, but I think ya handled it like a champ. Yer father will be proud." Rygn beamed at him.

"I hope so." He offered a soft smile. "This will bring me one step closer to working for the king."

"Indeed. But," Rygn cocked his head to the side, "ya still have a little way ta go before ya get there. There will be more quests in yer future, an ey won't always be around ta protect ya."

"No, you won't. But you've taught me well. I think I can handle myself from this point on."

"That's certainly good ta hear." He patted Theonix on the back a few times before dropping his arm. "Ya just have one more piece a business ta take care a before we can leave here."

"What's that?" Theonix glanced over at him.

A smirk crept across Rygn's face. "Ya gotta collect yer boss loot."

When Theonix looked back down at where the gremlin mother's body had been, there was now a large gold chest in its place. Excitement and greed welled up inside of him as he knelt to unlatch it. This was where all of his efforts finally paid off. This was the good stuff.

 




	Protector's Cudgel


	Attack: +2-4

Type: Two-Handed Weapon

Durability: 35/35

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Sell Price: 3 Silver





	Linen Cloak


	Defense: +2

Type: Light Armor

Item Class: Common

Quality: Average

Sell Price: 1 Silver, 9 Copper





	Teleportation Pendant


	Uses: Can be used to instantly teleport to towns you've already visited. Can only be used once every 24 hours. Soulbound.

Durability: Limitless

Item Class: Epic

Quality: Average






 

Nothing was as fascinating to Theonix as the Teleportation Pendant. It lay at the bottom of the chest; its long silver chain snaked beneath a teardrop-shaped piece of silver about half the size of his palm. In the center was a sparkling amethyst. He picked up the pendant to get a better look at it. Stamped into the metal was writing in a language unknown to him. There were cursive-like qualities to the text mixed in with hard, blocky edges.

"Is this a type of Elvish?" Theonix turned his head slightly toward his uncle, not taking his eyes away from the pendant.

"It's said that Teleportation Pendants were forged by tha gods themselves. Tha language belongs ta all a us but is readable by none, though I'm sure the elves would tell ya otherwise." He grunted, then continued to mutter about how the elves pretended to know everything. "Anyway, ya should put it on. I'm relieved that was in tha box. Now we don't have ta walk back."

"How do I use it?" Theonix placed the pendant around his neck. Instantly, he felt like he would never be parted from it again. This was the item's Soulbound quality.

"Simply think about home, and ye shall be transported there."

"Think of home," Theonix parroted, grasping the pendant firmly in his palm as he held it over his chest.

"Ya might want ta—" Rygn's words were chopped off as Theonix closed his eyes and became lost in thought.

Home should be the small village of Starpoint up in The Motionless Mountains. That's where he had been born and raised. Yet it wasn't. As he tried to remember his home, his mind became warped and confused. A staticky image of his straw mattress was replaced by a strange bed of metal and memory foam. As the image began to clarify, Theo realized that it was the former that was strange. Why would he ever sleep on a straw mattress? What were these remnants of a memory where he lived in a hovel filled with earthy scents and the chill of mountain air? That wasn't his reality at all. Theo lived in a high-rise in Austin, Texas. It was hot as hell in Austin and smelled more of exhaust than clean air.

Oxygen sucked into his lungs to the point that they burned, and he shot up into a sitting position. His head felt heavy, and there was a stabbing sensation in both temples that quickly spread into a full-blown headache. The sound of beeping to Theo's right amplified, and a woman in a nurse outfit quickly rushed to his side.

"Calm down. It's going to be okay. You're okay," the nurse soothed him as she helped him take the helmet off.

He glanced over and recognized the Radical Interactive logo on the front of her stark white scrubs. Then everything came back to him in a whoosh of information. What Theo had just experienced hadn't been real at all. It had all been The Realm. 

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

Nancy. I failed her.

Theo stared at the sleeping bodies still locked inside of their new realities. A few of the beds were empty, the participants having woken and moved to the cafeteria for breakfast. He would be permitted to join them as soon as he felt ready. Then it would be back to the small conference room.

Mostly, Theo was angry. While everything had seemed real at the time, he hated that his entire identity had been stripped away as soon as he had entered the simulation. That wasn't the level of immersion he had wanted. Wasn't he supposed to have gotten a choice? 

It was a lost opportunity, and Theo couldn't even tell if it was his fault or not. Numbly, he dragged himself to the cafeteria. As he ate, he listened to the excited chatter about how amazing the game had been, but he didn't feel that way at all. Sure, leading a completely different life had been interesting. Many would see it as the best gaming experience ever. But having gone in with a goal and feeling like he had no power over accomplishing it, Theo considered The Realm Online more a prison than an escape. Perhaps his personal interests were getting in the way, but he couldn't help but think that there was something nefarious about the game. 

Looking past the fact that he had little control over his location or the course of the story, Theo had a lot of other gripes. It was clear that what he'd gone through had been a tutorial of sorts, yet he felt that there was too much left to ambiguity. How could he have possibly known that he was going to need more sticks than the two he had been sent to collect for torches? Or that his pickaxe was going to run out of durability? Or that he was going to return to his own world whenever he used the Teleportation Pendant? The list went on and on. Hell, he hadn't even been able to finish looting the boss monster before he was sent back. Had he known what was going to happen, he would have stayed in the game much longer. 

Not wanting to bring everyone else around him down, Theo kept most of his thoughts to himself. It was clear that the rest of the group was looking for the ultimate escape, and this was it. No one else had gone in even wanting to think about the outside world. Of course, they'd all be satisfied.

It took a while for the remainder of the participants to wake up. Theo had been one of the first, probably because he hadn't taken the time to fully explore his surroundings or kill excess monsters. That was clear by the bragging he heard from those who had reached level 10+. Maybe VRMMOs just weren't his thing. He was too used to fast-paced MOBAs. Perhaps, subconsciously, that's why everything had seemed like it needed to be rushed.

When they all returned to the small conference room, Crystal Fedler was waiting with a look of nervous anticipation. "How did you guys like it?" she asked once the demo participants were seated. "It was fun, wasn't it?"

A chorus of agreement rose from the crowd.

"I've been given five minutes to answer your questions. After that, you will be required to fill out a questionnaire. Now," Crystal clasped her hands together, "is there anything you'd like to ask about your experience or the future of The Realm Online?"

Almost every person in the room shot their arm into the sky. Theo groaned internally at his competition. With so many people wanting to ask questions, the odds of her picking him before the window of opportunity closed was slim.

Not surprisingly, the first person she chose was one of the investors. Also not surprisingly, his question had nothing to do with the gameplay. The next opportunity was given to a younger investor. Theo remembered him from the cafeteria as one of the participants who had managed to reach level 10. "I think that everyone here would agree with me that the game mechanics are very lifelike. I played as a human ranger, and I just so happen to have archery experience in real life."

Get on with it, Theo thought impatiently. Time is wasting.

"My question is, will skills within The Realm Online translate into real life. For instance, if I had never shot a bow before, but I learned how to do it inside The Realm, would I also be able to use that skill in real life."

"The answer to this is two-fold," Crystal began.

No. No. No long answers. Just yes or no, please. Of course, it wouldn't be that quick.

"Radical Interactive has strived to make every real-world skill as realistic as possible. As you all know, many other games currently on the market have done this as well. The problem with practical application remains the same. You are using the skill inside of your mind which means that your muscles are not being trained." She paused for a moment to think. "I suppose what I'm trying to say is that you will never become a master swordsman simply from playing. The knowledge of the techniques that you learn inside the game can be brought into the real world. The stances. The way you should move your body. But you would need to practice with an actual weapon to become proficient."

"So the medical technology contained within the Felote adds no benefit to learning such skills in real life?" The man followed up his question with another which pissed Theo off and probably everyone else in the room who was still waiting to ask theirs.

"Not entirely." Crystal cocked her head to the side. "One of the medical benefits that the Felote provides is that it helps boost memory retention. This quality is unique to the Felote. With that said, theoretically, the odds of you mastering a skill that you learned inside The Realm Online faster than you would playing other games is certainly possible."

"But it hasn't been tested yet?" the man added.

Fuck's sake.

"No, it hasn't been tested yet. Not on that application," Crystal admitted. As if fearing he would ask something else, she turned her attention away from him. "I have time for one more question."

Please let it be me. Please let it be me. Now Theo was one of the people frantically waving his hand in the air. He was so desperate that he was rising from his seat to gain height on everyone else. 

Crystal ignored him in lieu of one of the few women in the room. She asked about The Realm Online's immersion system, pointing out that she had also lost her identity to the game.

"Isn't that the point of playing games—to be someone you're not for a while?" Crystal smiled. "I'm sorry, but that's all I have time for today. If you have any more questions or concerns, feel free to leave them in the space provided at the end of the questionnaire. You should be able to access it from your wrist comp now. Thank you all for participating in this demo. Your feedback is very valuable to us." She bowed her head in appreciation, then made for the door at a quick pace.

Panic raced through Theo as fast as Crystal's footsteps. Within seconds, she'd be gone. He could ask one of the other staff members his question, but he doubted any of them would know the answer. She was the main representative for this demo, charged with speaking to investors and other important people in the game industry. It just made sense that she would have insider information about Radical Interactive. 

Words blurted from Theo's mouth without restraint, rising above the soft conversation that had enveloped the room as soon as Crystal had announced her departure. "What about the secret version of The Realm that Radical Interactive has been working on? The one for coma patients. At any time during the demo, did we have access to that version?"

All eyes flew to Theo, and confused murmurs filled the room. 

Crystal stopped, glancing back at him. "I have no idea what you're talking about."

Then like that, she was gone.

He wanted to run after her, but he was bombarded by questions from the other participants. Theo knew better than to talk. What he had just asked about was classified information. Hopefully, his words wouldn't have serious repercussions.

Playing it off as a rumor that probably wasn't true, Theo quickly delved into his questionnaire to get everyone off of his back. The room quieted down, and the rest of the participants got to work giving their feedback.

He scowled at the digital form, feeling like he'd accomplished nothing. This entire experience had been a waste of his time. Blowing out a breath of frustration, Theo raced through the questionnaire. Most of the questions were standard. One asked if the player preferred instant subconscious customization over the old style of character customization that took forever. Another asked if players preferred for spells(which had been called abilities in his version of the demo) to be bought or earned with experience. Basically, what aspects of the gameplay did the player like and not like. How intense was the immersion? Did they feel like they had received enough guidance through the tutorial?

The very last question asked if he would buy the game when it came out. Theo had fully expected to receive a free copy. Perhaps that was a little presumptuous though. As a professional gamer, companies often sent him pre-release versions of their games. He had close to a hundred on his account that he hadn't even touched yet. Whatever the case, it looked like Radical Interactive wouldn't be so generous. Theo had half a mind to tick the no box, but he didn't want to be excluded from any future demo opportunities. Grudgingly, he placed an x in the yes box and moved on to the space at the end of the questionnaire where he could leave his comments.

He spent a good thirty minutes typing in his gripes—gripes that most other players would probably say were the game's strengths. It was difficult for him to think about it objectively. He typed so much that he ran out of space. Apparently, a 3,000-word limit wasn't enough. 

Participants were excused when they finished the questionnaire. The urge to poke around the facility was strong, but Theo was no detective. Hell, if the private investigator he had hired couldn't find anything out about Nancy, then why should he be able to?

Feeling utterly defeated, Theo submitted his questionnaire and trudged out of the room. As he was leaving the building, he saw Crystal walking toward her car. With a spark of hope reignited inside of him, Theo took off at a run, catching up just as she was opening the door. Hopefully, she wouldn't slam it in his face.

"Hey!" he said to get her attention.

She glanced up at him. "Oh, hi." Enthusiasm didn't reach her eyes or her voice.

"Sorry about the disturbance in there." Theo thumbed back toward the building.

Crystal's mouth opened as if she was about to speak, but she said nothing. Then her gaze fell to the inside of her car. The interruption clearly made her uncomfortable.

He placed his arm on her door so that she couldn't close it. "I know this is sudden, but I was wondering if you'd like to go out for lunch." What time was it? "Breakfast," Theo quickly corrected himself. Hadn't they already had breakfast? He had, at least, and it was definitely closer to noon. "Lunch," he corrected himself again.

"I'm sorry, but no." There was a touch of amusement tinted with rudeness in her tone.

"Hey, listen," he firmed his grip on the door as she slid into her car, "I really need to know something." Theo's eyes shifted from side to side, making sure that no one was within earshot. 

"Whatever you need to know, you'll find out whenever The Realm Online is released." It was now abundantly clear that she was annoyed with him. Crystal grabbed the door handle and tried to close it, but Theo didn't budge.

"My best friend... I think she's trapped in The Realm. She was in a car accident and is in a coma. If you have any information..." Desperation filled his voice.

Her hand went limp on the door handle, and she gave him a brief look of sympathy. "I'm sorry about your friend, but I truly don't know what you're talking about."

"I know it's confidential information," he said before she had a chance to try to shut the door on him again. "We can pretend that this conversation never happened. But I need to know. I need to know if The Realm can save her." It was a lie. All Theo wanted was to know if the rumor was true. Was Nancy Shelton trapped inside of The Realm Online?

Crystal's jaw set as her features hardened. Her gaze fell to the floor for a moment, then she looked back up at him. "I'm sorry, but I can't help you."

This time, she used enough force to jerk the door out of Theo's grasp. He heard the door locks firmly click into place. She didn't even glance at him as the car's autopilot kicked in to back out of the space.

As he watched the car turn out of the parking lot and disappear in a line of traffic, he analyzed the brief conversation. It had been tense and uncomfortable. Crystal had been too curt. Shutting him down. Avoiding the question. Maybe she didn't really know the answer, but he felt like she did. She was hiding something. All of Radical Interactive was. And Theo refused to stop searching until he found out exactly what they had done with Nancy Shelton. 

 

THE END...or is it?
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