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1.




Myra




Year 2074




When I lost the race… I lost everything. Being a part of the Tongrave Alliance meant everything to me. And yet I was naive, thinking I could win one of the largest, most dangerous races in Bane. I lost, betrayed by Red, real name Breq, a member of Novum. Now, my avatar is gone and my life is falling to pieces… the beginning of the end. I'm a scapegoat for murder, betrayed by my neighbor on the Raft, locked in a prison cell on the bottom of a sinking barge. They don't care about innocence at all. I can smell blood in the water. I should have known better; never trust anyone that isn't family. No one leaves the Raft at my age, at least not alive, anyway. 




My knee landed in the guard’s crotch, and I laughed, kicking him in the stomach as he folded in pain. Between the two guards standing in front of me now he had always been a jerk. I wasn't about to let them take me anywhere else. The Raft was an ‘island’ of old barges, oil rigs, boats, and  pretty much anything that could float. Justice here meant pulling your weight or disappearing quietly into the night. Not after all the things I've been through. I wasn't going to be another body floating at the bottom of the ocean. No way. That wasn't my style. If I was going to go down, I was going to go down in a fight. 

"We're not here to hurt you," the guard growled. 

It has been just less than three weeks since I was arrested. Silas, one of my so-called friends, had lied to me; had used a cross, an old family heirloom, I gave him to buy drugs; and in the aftermath, he had got himself in a fight with a couple of Raft security. One of which died. Now, I was considered an accessory to that murder. Here on the Raft, charges like this were serious. If I wasn't exiled, I was going to have to work on a prison ship, scraping barnacles off boats and rigs… or worse.  

My brother, Caleb, tried to warn me, ‘keep my head down at all times,’ and I was sure by now he had tried to plead my case. He was going to get me out. I had to believe that. He had already spoken to a family in Natick who were looking for a diver, and I could dive. I was damn good at it. Besides Bane, it was the only other skill I really had. Growing up on the Raft had taught me everything I needed to know about deep water. Caleb was too late, though. I could feel it. The guards came for me after his warning. Pulling me from my room before I could even grab a pair of pants. Luckily, one of them was nicer than the other. They locked me up without even so much as a phone call. Three weeks inside a swanky six-by-six cell that reeks of fish urine and feces. Eating scraps of tuna and squid jerky. All this time and yet I still couldn't stop thinking about Breq, aka Red. He stole from my guild, the Tongrave Alliance, whom I owed everything. And worst of all, he asked me to trust him. I was betrayed. I'd lost everything all in one day. My life on the Raft and my avatar in Bane. I felt cold and bitter just thinking about it. And I wanted vengeance. 




"You got a visitor," said one of my guards, the nice one, eyeing the other guard rolling on the ground. I smiled at him. He had been the one who had snuck me squid jerky. The one who let me put my pants on before they dragged me from my room and made me an outcast. Standing behind him was a slender man in a cream suit. A nice suit. The kind that you didn't see on the Raft, ever. The kind you barely saw on the mainland. The guard nodded without smiling back and stepped back. 

"Are you Myra Song?" the stranger in the suit asked. His voice was deep. He was wearing a pair of sunglasses despite it being fairly dark inside the brig. His arms were inside his pockets. He had slick hair, short on the sides, and a little bit of facial hair. There was a toothpick hanging out of his mouth. 

"Who's asking?" I said, trying my best to still sound tough. I stayed toward the back of my cell. Whatever they wanted, I wasn't about to make a deal. Deals on the Raft were never fair. I was waiting for my brother. Waiting for Silas to tell the truth. I was innocent. All I had done was give an idiot a cross that I thought he was going to sell for food. 

"My name is Xav. I represent Fera Space. We're interested in an encounter you had on the planet Tau with a racer named Red. Red, as we’ve learned, is also known as Breq, the guardian slayer. I'm sure you've heard of him. He is responsible for the deaths of two players in the game of Bane. We're not exactly sure how he did it, but three weeks ago, he ran away from authorities and hasn't been seen since."

I spit on the ground when I heard his name. I was right. Xav had confirmed what I believed all along.

"It's not possible to die in Bane," I said. 

"Actually, it very much is," Xav responded. I felt shocked. He had to be lying. Of course there were rumors. Bane had originally been developed by the military, and no one truly understood all the breakthroughs in technology it took to integrate an avatar into the virtual world; it was like dropping a thousand-piece puzzle on the floor and watching it land altogether. That was one of its biggest draws. An endless world with endless possibilities. 

"I was racing. Trying to earn scrip for my guild. Red offered me an alliance. We locked our ships together in tandem, and because of me he took first place," I said. 

"And that was the first time you'd ever had any communication with Breq?" Xav asked in a monotone voice. 

"Yes. And after I learned he had stolen his ship from my guild, I tried to kill him." 

"Only to find yourself dying in the process. We are aware that you lost your avatar," Xav was grinning now. There was more to this. 

"Yeah. I died in that world," I sat back against the wall of my cell. It was a harsh reminder that I was probably never going back. This was my life now.

"Myra. I would like to offer you a chance at redemption. You see. We've recently discovered a new world inside Bane. A world known as Eda. We’ve been having some issues with an asset there. The asset in question is of great value to us. If you agree to help us get it back, we can guarantee you a full pardon, a full-time job, and maybe even, with some luck, vengeance on Breq," Xav said, taking a small pad from his pocket. On it I could see all the details. He wasn't lying. 

"Why me?" I asked. I was nobody. A street rat from the Raft. Fera Space had dozens of pro players at their disposal, even elites trained for special missions in the game. They were a big corporation. This made no sense. 

"We require someone with your unique piloting skills." 

"And is it dangerous?" I asked, thinking of how he mentioned players could actually die in Bane. It seemed obvious what he was referring to now. 

"The most dangerous," Xav grinned. A moment later the guard was unlocking my cage and I used my thumbprint on Xav's pad to sign a contract with Fera Space. They told me my brother was already onboard and that he, too, was volunteering for the wet work assignment. I wasn't surprised. Of course, I wasn't relieved either. There was a part of me that wondered, if I had stayed, if I would have been able to go free. Truth was, though, this was my out. I was finally leaving the Raft. And the best part was, I was going to go full dive in Bane again. 




Some time later…




 	Darkness Beyond, the newest expansion of Bane, transports players to an alien world called Eda. Known to many as Underworld, Eda, is rich with a magical energy called ether, which humans can convert into mana, natural resources, and dangerous lifeforms. Exciting first-person shooter gameplay combines with resource collection and building mechanics for a truly unique MMO gaming experience. 1 hour = 1 month. No lines, no loading screens, and you keep all the experience. 

	Players must scavenge for resources to craft tools, weapons, and gems to protect themselves from the vicious alien fauna. Quests and crafting mechanics encourage players to brave the dangers of Darkest Beyond to gain experience to create more powerful items. Crafted gear and implants enhance players’ abilities, but teamwork is key.

	Darkness Beyond has multiple levels of cooperative gaming. Grouping with friends to explore the environment increases the odds of survival and of acquiring important resources. On a larger scale, players ally with factions and join large-scale fights for land and resources. In Darkest Beyond, competition is fierce and the rewards are huge.

	Darkness Beyond has no micro-transactions nor in-game purchases. It returns to the roots of online gaming where players earn rewards through skill and determination, not dollars.

	The alpha phase of Darkness Beyond runs on a 'dedicated server' hosting up to 5,000 players in a ‘full virtual world’. New developments in nerve technology let you feel, smell, and taste the world around you in a totally immersive environment. Beware of danger, though, because even the pain feels real, with death resulting in a level reset to 1. The only way to gain back your experience is to avenge your death. Future releases will support even more players per server with various expansions combining elements from your favorite fantasy, action, and sci-fi games.

	The future is now. 

	The future is Darkness Beyond.

 

"That's the pitch, what do you think? Still going to be some time before we're ready, but the gateway we discovered in the Spire is incredible. We've managed to upload several people into the world already," said one of Xav's assistants. Obviously, some PR wannabe. 

The Spire was the largest city in all of Bane, controlled by an advanced alien species called Chel. It was an alien city repurposed for humanity. Home to markets, trade, and advanced technology, even at over a thousand years old it was still a city full of mystery. 

"I think you're full of it, and I’ll see you on the seafloor," I said, spitting on the floor in front of them. It wasn't everyday we had someone from the mainland come aboard the Raft, but they had made a special case out of coming to my so-called rescue. 

"Boss said you would probably say that and I am supposed to tell you that you can either play or we can let you rot BACK on the raft. Not like we're going to throw you headfirst into the pit of fire," the suit said grinning with glee. The whole thing seemed too far-fetched to be real, but staying on the Raft would be a death sentence. Despite my innocence they would have made an example of me. All in all, though, none of it mattered. My brother Caleb had already struck this deal ahead of me. We were Fera puppets; but we were alive, at least. 

I’d spent three weeks in a cage and all my life on the Raft. From the helicopter that Xav rode in on, it looked so small, especially compared to the mainland. Stepping off into the New England Recovery Zone I found myself standing on the edge of a new world. A city rising above the sea. 

"Grab something to eat, orientation will begin in one hour," Xav informed me. It had been the first thing he'd said since I signed my contract on our way here. Luckily, I was starved. 




------




Final upload in progress... 







Day 1




At first,  I felt like I was falling. Everything was solid black. No upside down, no right way up. I felt like I was trapped. I couldn’t move my body. Was I dreaming? A nightmare? Small threads of light lit up around me. Wisps of blue energy, of essence. I could feel them like static as they passed through me… no, as they became a part of me. I was between worlds. Inside the game, inside Bane, only I was floating in space. 




“Hello? Help! I'm not supposed to be here. I didn't log in,” I spoke into the void. I tried to pull up my interface but there was no luck. No interface. No way out. 

“Hello, the game won't log out? Is anyone out there? What the hell is this?"

"Hello Myra, welcome to beta 0-1-0.” 

“Beta phase? What the hell are you talking about? I was just...” 

“We know, Myra,” the voice sounded like a robot. I recognized it as the small floating sphere that was the guide in the Adept tutorial. I had been playing so long now I almost forgot what it sounded like. Been forever since I’d been there at the starting point. Had I hit my head? No. Xav had given me a grilled cheese and some flavored water and… and I must have been drugged. Tricked. They probably dragged me out from the cafeteria and put me in a pod. 




	Slowly I opened my eyes to the world around me. I was inside the game. I recognized the place. It was one of the first levels -- actually, it was the very first. After designing your avatar, your character woke up from stasis inside a starship.  After waking up you would have no memory of who you were, nor where you came from. The very first quest was all about finding some gear, getting acquainted with the system, and getting the hell out of dodge so you could start leveling up. 

This looked different. The gravity inside the starship was different. Less artificial and lighter. I felt like I was already standing on a planet. One with slightly less gravity than Earth. It felt more real than ever. 

I must have hit my head.

I didn’t game professionally, but I did side gigs and beta testing for lots of companies when I had the chance. I was a designer by nature. Making mods, designing artifacts, that was a part of both my game life and real life. I was a problem solver, BUT this… this was wrong. I wasn’t just playing the game, I was in it. 

"No," I reminded myself. This was just a pod. A deep dive. That was what they called it. It made you feel like you were there. All five senses were alive when you dived. Most games only used three, maybe four. Bane was one of the few games to utilize all five. It was meant to feel real. Just because I woke up here and couldn't remember how didn't mean I didn't login myself. Perhaps the drugs they had given me had put me in some kind of trance. Or maybe they put me in while I was sleeping. I'd never actually been in a real pod before; maybe this was some kind of special feature. No. That kind of thinking was wrong. I had been betrayed… again. 

“YoUR body has been transported heRE, please do not be alarmed,” the robot, I forget its name, said, sounding like it was glitching out. 

“PlEASE dO nOt bE aLARMED,” it said, “collaborating, plEASE wait,” it finished. I felt the world go black again. I was back inside the loading screen. Small wisps around my body. I looked up to the sky and I could see the stars. This was different. The textures were off, different from what I had remembered when playing. 

“Sorry Myra, we are still working out some of the bugs,” said a voice. It was a woman’s voice. Soft. Kind, even. Speaking directly into my ear. 

“Can you hear me alright?” she asked. 

“Yes,” I answered, realizing that my voice sounded the same in game as it did in real life. 

	“Look, this is all going to sound really strange, but if we are going to get you out, we need you to listen to us, we need you to follow our guides,” 

“How am I here?” I demanded.

“Right now we don’t have time for that,” she said. 

“I have all the time in the world, it seems, one hour equals one month right? I’m stuck here in this abyss; what the hell is this? This is Eda, isn’t it”?

“Yes and no. You're going through the source, that’s a loose term. My voice is a pre-recording. Though I am programmed to answer as many questions as possible. Much of what you see will be the same, but you aren’t going to have the same skills and abilities that you had while playing Bane. Eda works on a slightly revamped system. All your skills are there, and if you had moved from Bane into Eda with your avatar in check, you would be able to see them. However, as you are now, everything will be new. You are going to have to learn. You can pull up your interface right now and see for yourself,” she said with a slight nerve in her voice. 

“How do I do that?” 

“Will it, imagine it, remember what the interface looked like, and it will appear,” she answered. 

I did what she said, and I saw it in white text before me. It looked the same as it did in Bane. Except this time I had unlocked a unique class. 

 




Name: Myra

Age: 19

Gender: Female

Race: Human

Level: 1

Class: Cryomancer

 

HP: 100 

Mana: 100

Stamina: 100

 

- Bonus Skills - 

Agility: 7

Endurance: 8

Intelligence: 7




Abilities: None

Skills: None

Inventory: Empty




Reputation: None

Alignment: None

Languages: Common (English)







All of my other abilities and skills were gone. Also, I had no reputation, though that was something new. Bane was a dungeon crawler, an exploration game set on a post-apocalyptic alien galaxy with monsters that felt like they were both science fiction and fantasy mixed together. Discovering fallen starships and alien ruins alongside abandoned human habitats, fending off raiders, and exploring the universe. Before I was here I became a member of the Tongrave Alliance after an incident with a group of violent players. I wanted to help others. NPCs and good players alike. When I started playing I never imagined it would lead me here, to this, whatever exactly this was. 

“You can see your old abilities and skills are gone, that is because this version isn’t going to play like a game. I’m sorry, Myra, I’m so sorry, but we need you to be calm, and we need your help,” she said. Xav had mentioned a quest. Some kind of asset. Why was this woman talking about getting me out? Couldn't I just… 

"Logout," I said. Nothing happened. Even with my interface in front of me now. I really was trapped. 

"Please be calm. Everything is going to be fine."

“You still haven’t told me what is going on? Last thing I remember I was in the cafeteria eating? Where is my brother? I was to see my brother, Caleb.” I wanted to scream. I was scared. Nervous not just wondering where the hell my real body was or why I couldn’t log out, but what if something happened to him. I would never forgive myself. 

“Caleb is fine, please. Time is running out, we are only able to speak to you for a few more minutes, we are doing our best to upload as much information into your UI as possible, this connection won’t last long,” she said as if pleading for me to listen. For a prerecorded message the voice sounded very afraid and very present. 

I settled as much as I could, I could feel my pulse beating. I realized now I wasn’t wearing any of my usual gear. I was in a black sweatshirt with a white t-shirt with a red skull on it and wearing the same brown cargo pants I had on before I woke up here. My face wasn’t there. In the game world I had designed my own face best I could with the sculpting tools they had but HERE, this, this wasn’t my face. I was wearing some kind of black mask with four round sensors. I could see and feel just like I was in my own body, but when I touched it with my hand (which looked like I was wearing a black glove) I felt like I was wearing a helmet. My whole body was the same. I was stuck in some kind of pre-made avatar wearing my real world clothes. 

“Everything has been reset: Levels are irrelevant here without the right skills. You are going to have to learn and adapt. Much of the same rules still apply, but pain dampeners have been turned off, and everything is going to feel real. If you get stabbed, you will feel it; if you need to heal, it will take you hours; and if you lose all of your life, you will feel pain like nothing you have ever felt before. Please be careful. There is a possibility of perm death; we have no idea how many respawns you are capable of. The average player inside Eda is able to respawn five times before they disappear,” the female voice paused. “This world is your home now, remember your mission. Survive. We are sending you as many details as we can now,” the female voice stopped. 

“You still haven’t told me what the asset is. And now you are telling me I am trapped?” I shouted into the surrounding void. I was tired of listening to the voice apologize. I just wanted home.  I should have stayed on the Raft. I should have taken my chances with Silas and the guards. 

“Mission assets uploading…” the female voice continued.  

Another voice, the voice of my brother broke through the silence, “Myra, I'm logging in," another voice, deeper, cut them off, "two minutes," before I heard them say "please… please survive.”


2.




PALADIN ONLY




Location: Eda

Environment: HOSTILE

Resources: Unknown







- Quick Lore - 

Eda is a planet found in the ‘Lost Quadrant’ in orbit of a black hole known as The Unicorn, 1,500 light years from Earth. Situated in the goldilocks zone of a red giant, the unique atmosphere and size make conditions on Eda similar to Earth. No records cite Eda directly, instead referring to it as the Underworld.  Reasons unknown. 










Caleb's voice echoed again and again inside my head. My brother. It was his voice that had spoken to me last. His voice told me to survive. That he was coming for me. I had to believe that. I had no choice now. I had to play. Here I was trapped inside the game I loved so much, at least a version of it. I was back inside a starship. My body had just fallen to the ground out of a stasis chamber. I was covered in some kind of clear fluid. The little bit that got inside my mouth tasted like cilantro and smelled like soap. This was definitely not the Adept or any starting point in Bane I was familiar with. A quest appeared in front of me in white text. 

- Quest - 

‘Far Eda, Welcome to the Underworld’

Expected Difficulty: Unknown

Rewards: Food, water, gear.




The text quickly disappeared. I could see that getting annoying really fast. I willed the words back into my line of sight and checked out the details. 




- Quest - 

‘Far Eda, Welcome to the Underworld’ 




- Objectives - 

1. Escape the inside of the alien ship to the wilds of Eda. 

2. Find food, water, gear.

3. Survive.




“Fine, I’ll play along,” I said to no one but myself. I started to look around the stasis chamber. It was dark, and I was wishing I had night vision or access to some kind of starter kit with implants. The lighting was natural, real. Lit in blue hues by the small lights that lined the other stasis pods. Small fluorescent lights hung from the ceiling. The ship’s backup power supply must have kicked on after I woke up. I looked around to get my bearings. All of it was familiar. It should have been. I was just replaying something I had done before. I looked around at the pods around me. Most of them were full of skeletons and other human figures frozen solid. I looked again for the robot guide and found it on the floor. It was shattered. 

Three claw marks across what used to be its spherical face. 

Something attacked it. I’m not alone. There is something in here. “So long, little buddy,” I said, picking up the robot. It was worthless. Even as scrap and yet still I wanted to take it with me. I looked around wondering if I could store it anywhere, but it was too heavy, and I had no idea how far I actually had to go once I was outside the ship. 

 I made my way down the first corridor. The first time I did this, when the starting point was in Bane, I got lost inside the ship for about an hour after taking a left. This time I went right. It led me to an armory. 

“Perfect,” I said aloud. Inside the first thing I noticed was a mirror. I really did look like a robot. It was disturbing. I felt like I was inside my own body -- but this wasn’t it. I was the same height, same build, I felt like I weighed the same but I felt stronger, faster. Behind the mask, I was smiling… happy that part of the game was the same. In real life, I wasn’t in bad shape but I wasn’t my best. I had an athletic build, short hair. I was pretty average compared to most. I had constant pain in my hands, and while I was a pretty quick sprinter, I would be a goner if I had to run a 5k. In the game, I always felt like the best version of myself. 

Faster, stronger, rebuilt. Games were my escape from depression, pain. Now it looked like maybe all of that had backfired. On the other hand, maybe being trapped inside a video game wasn’t such a bad thing. If I could gain my abilities and skills, if I could live long enough to become level 90, I would be like a god here. Nothing would be able to stop me, and I could rule. I wasn’t so unhappy with my life that I could leave it behind. 

I couldn’t leave. I didn’t want to leave. I loved video games, but it was nothing without the people who made my life worth living. My brother, distant as the two of us were at times, was still family. I'd be damned if I left him behind. 




As I stared into the mirror I felt a pain slide across my body. I began tearing at the helmet. It felt cold. Like a hard shell. Everything began to turn to white noise. I felt my skin crawl. I scratched at my arms until I tore away at the mesh flesh that had covered my arms and hands, and then I tore at the helmet, finally ripping it off. In the mirror, I saw MY FACE. Every detail of it. Black goo ran down from my eye like a tear. My dark brown hair hung just above my eye. There were several small scratches and cuts where it looked like the helmet had been grafted to my skin, and there were still what looked like small wires under my skin like veins. I remembered. My avatar wasn’t quite 100% human. I had designed her with cybernetic implants. It felt like the changes were just aesthetic for now. Maybe they would play a larger role later on, once I figured my way out of here. 

The armory was filled with weapons. Some of them looked like they had been plucked from a fantasy novel, while others looked strange and unfamiliar, even knowing I had played the game before. I found one. A hybrid between a great sword and a rifle. I could see two triggers on the hilt. I immediately went to grab it only to be greeted by a warning: “PALADIN ONLY, not accessible at this time, please change class.” Every time I tried to pick it up, I could feel a burning sensation in my hand. At once I grabbed hold of it. Determined to hold it only to feel my HP drop to 80 and my hand feel like it was on fire. I fell to the ground. I had to wait ten minutes in pure agony just to stand up. My HP wouldn’t rise anymore. I guess it was stuck. I had no healing packs, no regenerative health since that was an ability, and no artifacts or items I could use. I hoped, at least, that this was an easy level. 

I searched the armory again hoping to find a weapon that would suit my class. The room was filled with lockers full of weapons; however, they were all the same. The same rifles, pistols, swords. There were a few pieces of scrap here and there. Metal bushings, rusted pipes, gears. I guess, in the worst case scenario I could craft something once I figured out how to get my abilities back; but I had no idea how long that would take, or if that was even possible now. Not to mention, I really had no idea how to craft anything from scratch. Engineering wasn’t my expertise. Neither did I have the patience. 

The game had given me a unique class. This was something special to Eda, or special to the way I had logged in, at least. I was a Cryomancer, so that must mean I was best at using ice weapons and casting magic that utilized the cold. Magic, of course, being the ability to manipulate nanites or the energy of the ether. Ether, the energy that made up all things big and small. 

Ranged attacks and weapons were my specialty. Nothing like that here. Most of the weapons I saw were basic. A bow and quiver, a pistol, a small arms rifle. I looked at the Paladin weapon again and willed my interface up in front of me. From there I imagined I was scanning the item. It worked. I saw the lore of the weapon appear before me…. 

 




Devil’s Sabre 




‘Petty lords of war battle over mystic villages and ruins long lost. Owing allegiance to neither flag nor homeland, the Paladin’s fight without fealty and on behalf of the highest bidder, winning land and titles for benefactors they may never know… there was a time when one was only half of a whole, each deadly on their own but together superior, dominant.  Trick your enemies into melee combat, kill them before they come too close. The Devil’s Saber is a greatsword fused with the energy of a long lost civilization born from dark arts. It is said that in its possession the bearer can hear the whispers of souls lost.’




Damage: 90 (requires level 80)

Class: Paladin 

Weight: 40







I kid you not. One of the most dramatic and coolest things ever and I couldn't touch it. I could barely even hold it. That’s totally how these games are supposed to work, right? 

Probably the worst part of my new unique class as a Cryomancer  was in real life I hated the cold. 

Note to self: If this ever happens again pick a cooler class (no pun intended). 

I scanned the other weapons nearby… 







Light Bow Rifle (Quiver: 20) 

Survivalist. Stealth weapon

 

‘This well-designed light bow rifle has been admirably constructed of long-lasting red oak wood. Its string is made from silver rat fur spun together. The limbs have been decorated with seemingly glowing runes and end in rounded curves ornamented with long spikes. The handle is wrapped in rare leather and decorated with rune-like symbols. The large quiver is made from hollowed-out bamboo and is supposed to be worn around the archer's back.’

 

Damage: 5

Class: None 

Weight: 5










M7-2 Light Rifle

 

‘Made from rusted parts and refurbished from the M-44 rifles used during the resource wars on Earth. This weapon was originally designed as a makeshift weapon, but it soon turned into a huge mass production project and is now in use by many hired protection forces. Brought to Eda via seed ships. Common.’

 

Damage: 5

Class: None

Weight: 10










Small Pistol




‘Old war relic. Common.’

	 

Damage: 2

Class: None

Weight: 5










Small Sword

 

‘Made by the blacksmiths of the Fragmented village. 

Viking.  Common.’

 

	‘The blade itself is simple. No decorations. It has a narrow, twisted cross-guard, offering plenty of protection to the owner's hands and thus his or her life. The cross-guard has an elaborate miniature sword on each side, this is clearly a weapon not meant to be wielded by a commoner.’




	Damage: 10 

	Stamina Cost: 10-20 (heavy)

	Class: None

	Weight: 5







	So if an enemy had 100 HP I would have to shoot them 20x to kill them with the light rifle, 50x with the pistol, or hit them 10x with the sword which would cost pretty much all of my stamina. Unlike my health, the stamina would at least regenerate. Since I've ‘woken’ up I've already seen my stamina rise and fall depending on how fast I move. I guess I could take my chance with the sword; however, if my enemy has a ranged attack it would be useless. The bow would be a great stealth weapon. That was one of the ways I enjoyed playing the game; however, I wasn’t a bow and arrow type player. I would typically pull a sniper or silenced rifle from my inventory. Inventory. That was another problem. I had no way to store multiple weapons, outfits, potions, even junk. Everything would have to be carried on me at all times. I wouldn’t just be summoning my weapons from mid-air; I would be weighed down by them. Actually, I would be weighed down by everything. 

From bad to worst. I could hear something down the hall outside the door. A buzzing sound and it wasn’t far away. I would have to choose and choose fast. I grabbed the quiver of arrows and slung it over my shoulder and the sword clipped onto my belt. In the corner of the room was a small backpack that could fit over my shoulder. It lined up perfectly with the quiver and felt quite comfortable. I put as much scrap and gears inside as I could. I felt the weight, at least 10 pounds of junk and picked up the bow rifle. Slowly I made my way to the door. I should have closed it behind me. Play smarter not harder, but I thought this was an easy level. 




I looked out into the lit hallway. The creature was a fleshling, a cross between a bat and a dragonfly… only not small. The fleshling’s body was about three feet long, but with its tail, the creature was eight feet long. The tail lit up the room around me, raging like a torch. It was on fire. I could feel the heat from several yards away. It hadn’t noticed me yet, but I could see it’s bat-like ears, cyclops eye, and dislocated jaw and teeth. It was hunting. It used its big bat-like ears to listen intently for its prey. Along its body were several tendrils and limbs. Two short arms came out from the middle of its body and hung limp down by its side. I could see the small black fur and spikes that covered its entire body. 




I accessed my interface and pulled up a quick bestiary. It was one of the things Fera Space managed to gift me with while they illegally drugged me and forced me into the game. 










- Quick Lore - 




'Fleshlings - Normally these creatures are found in swamps like the Valley of Decay, the Fire Shrines, or the Depths.' Not too much is known about these creatures beyond they have two stages. Grub and full grown. They have been known to lay their eggs inside dead bodies, hatching and devouring rotting flesh from the moment they are born. The fleshlings are high in protein content but be warned… highly poisonous. DO NOT EAT. 










So it was weird to see one here, especially inside the ship unless I was in or close to one of those areas. At least that gave me a sense of what this world was like. Just like Bane, it was going to be a brutal uphill battle to survive. 

It wasn’t looking at me so I stood completely still. Slowly, I moved an arrow from my quiver to my bow rifle. The Bow Rifle was a cross between a shotgun and a crossbow. It was also very similar to an air rifle except instead of air it used ether.  In many ways it felt like it was something that you would see in a steampunk game, rather than a science fiction game. 

I began to pull back the bowstring when it turned towards me and entered the armory. It moved faster than I imagined, though I shouldn’t have been surprised. I saw it extend its jaw towards me, its mouth gaping wide with several rows of teeth several inches tall and wide extending outwards. It was going in for a bite when I unleashed my arrow. I hit it straight in the eye and it jutted backwards. I was proud of myself. I had taken archery lessons in real life and spear-hunted fish. Something Caleb and I had wanted to try and found ourselves enjoying on several occasions. It was paying off now. I could only imagine the pain I would be in if the fleshling had actually gotten a hold of me. It looked fierce and with a body filled with spikes it could have easily impaled me or ripped one of my limbs off. The pain I had already experienced here felt so real I didn’t want to think about it being any worse.   

I readied another arrow as the fleshling pulled itself forward and began another attack. It was slower this time. The second arrow finished it off. Its fiery tail turned to small embers and then extinguished into ash as life left its body. On the ground beside it appeared a new item. A crossbow. I walked over to it and brought up my interface. With my will alone I scanned it. 

 




Blunt Crossbow

 

‘Kill the horde with style and stealth. One shot. One kill.’




Damage: 20

Class: None

Weight: 10 







I laid the bow rifle on the ground and studied my new toy for a moment. My arrows fit the crossbow perfectly and so I armed one. I wasn’t going to let anything get the drop on me. It was heavier than the bow rifle but did more damage than anything I had found so far with the exception of the flaming hot sabre I couldn’t use. It would do for now. Once I made my way outside I would be able to find more weapons. If I could gain my abilities and skills back and manage to grab some decent armor I could survive. 

I was smiling when I heard the sound of buzzing again. This time it was louder. I was ready. I began to make my way towards the sound, turning the corner of one of the corridors towards what I assumed would lead me to an exit. There were three fleshlings. They were hovering over something strange in between them. It looked like an alien corpse. The strange creature looked like a cross between a human and a golem. I couldn’t make out any visible features, but I could see it was wearing armor that had been grafted onto its skin, and it had some kind of strange respirator covering its face. The fleshlings had killed it, whatever it was. A new monster perhaps? Maybe it was a new race that players could play. I had read that several new aliens and creatures had been spotted inside Bane. Even that the Spire had sent an expeditionary force into the cold zone. 

I aimed down the sights of my crossbow. The fleshlings were low-level creatures. From what I could remember, most had health around 10-20. They had a second mouth on their body. It was a weak point that led directly to their stomach. If I hit it with 100% accuracy, in one shot I could kill it. 

I let my arrow fly. The first fleshling fell. The two others did nothing as if they hadn’t even noticed.  

Skill increase: Stealth +1 

I felt it. Like chills. Something inside me. 

I took another shot and scored another one-hit kill.

Skill increase: Stealth +1

I felt like I was glowing. I readied another arrow and smirked, taking great care to move as quietly as I could and stared at the fleshling down my weapon’s sight. I fired and tripped backward. I didn’t fall, but I lost balance enough to miss. The fleshling came towards me. I drew my sword as quickly as I could and slashed at its wings. I felt its claws scratch my right arm, and I was bleeding. My HP dropped to 60, then 40. I finally hit the fleshling hard enough. It fell to the ground, kicking its legs back and forth before finally stopping. My world fell silent, and then I was screaming. 

I stood up and began running through the alien ship, trying not to draw any more attention to myself. Screaming was definitely a bad idea. I could hear something growling from far away. Another creature that wasn’t supposed to be here. I tripped over the alien body, scanning it quickly, hoping it might have something that could heal me. Then I saw my health drop again. HP 30. 




Poisoned - 1 HP / 1 Minute




Medical. Every starship was supposed to have a med bay. Right? Why the hell wouldn’t they. I looked around hoping to find a map or a guide… something that would show me the way. The walls were a near solid black and with little light, I felt like I was stuck in a corn maze in the middle of the night. I could see faded lines across the wall. They must have been different colors at one time. Red. Yellow. Blue. I took a guess and followed the Yellow line. Luck was on my side. 

The door to medical opened when my health dropped to 15. I was practically dragging myself into the room when I found a stim. I opened it and found a syringe with a giant needle. My health dropped to 5 before I finally felt brave enough to stick it in my arm. I could feel it tear its way through my skin as I pulled the small trigger on the syringe. A liquid spilled out into my body, and I felt my health rise. When I pulled the needle out my health was back at 90.  I sank back with relief. Finally, something was going right. 




I packed my satchel with a few more stims and medical supplies. Pulling up my interface and scanning items was second nature now. It was a sixth sense. I could pull it up and put it down in a few seconds. A couple bandages and food. Small protein bars that tasted like tofu, even though they said they were chocolate and peanut butter. I also found a few bottles of water. No taste. Hopefully, that wouldn’t be the case for all the food and drink I found in this place. When I really thought about it, I realized how dulled my sense of taste and smell were.  Both were there, but nothing around me was really triggering any of my senses. The dead alien body I saw, the fleshlings, they all should have reeked; but when I crossed them, it was like my senses had been dulled to near zero. I guess that was one thing this world couldn’t replicate well. Everything around me looked, sounded, and felt real, but taste and smell were limited. All in all, I was ok with that. I didn’t really want to smell dead alien flesh or monsters anyway. I had the feeling they would smell like sulfur or rotten eggs. The inside of the starship probably reeked of stale air and dust, and the world outside wouldn’t fare much better. Everyone enjoys looking at post-ruined worlds, but the smell would most likely be garbage. 

From medical, I also found what was probably the most important item in my possession. A map. Eda was a large continent surrounded by ocean. How large it actually was I wasn't completely sure, since the map didn't have any size charts or landmarks to compare it to. The ship, however, was massive and resembled the Adept almost exactly. I was sure it wasn't the same ship, but it was definitely the same class. 

I made my way back through the interior of the starship to one of the chambers I knew would lead me to an airlock and outside. From there I would have to make my way through Hunters Chase and Wildwood before reaching the Hub. I could make my way up the Sundread Coast, of course, but there were Shektahs to worry about… creatures that according to my bestiary were alien fauna that looked like a cross between a cheetah and a shark, fastest thing in the water and pretty fast on land, too. I wouldn’t stand a chance against a horde of those monsters even if I had all my old gear, skills, and abilities. 

I could probably make my way to Arcadia, one of the smaller villages, but if there was any chance of contacting the outside world, the Hub was key. It looked like the place in game where players could interact with one another in complete safety, maybe protected by guardians and force shields like the Spire. Hubs usually had a forum that connected them to other players outside the game. Even despite time dilation, one hour being a month, wasn't it possible I could get a message to the outside world? The Hub was my best bet. A message center that -- if still active -- is my best chance at contacting Caleb and finding out how the heck I can get home. 




	


3.




The Familiar




Home was a small room with my pod, a semi-comfortable bed, homemade pizza, fresh sushi, and of course, my older brother Caleb. To be honest, anywhere we went was home. I didn’t care if we were living in a box; as long as we had one another, we were set. We had both been avid gamers growing up, and while he grew out of it, we shared nearly all of the same interests. Our father passed away in a diving accident when I was just three years old, and our mother passed from the red not long after. We were lucky. Something about our DNA spared us from catching the worst of the red, despite still on occasion catching it and having mild symptoms. It was a death sentence to most. Others managed to find their way to refugee camps or the New England Recovery Zone to get medical treatment. Treatment was always free but limited. You had to be special, essential to get it. The Raft was home to nobodies. Scavengers. We learned to survive on the ocean. Great ships rigged together to form an island. It was, once, before I was born, a paradise. Solar cells, wind energy. The Raft was a hundred percent green. No one expected disease to tear it apart. 

Now, home was far away. I was still wandering the inside of the alien ship. I was trying to remember. I had only played through this part of the game once. I stopped and studied the map. Wildwood alone would probably take an entire day or more to traverse. If I made it to Arcadia by day 3, I could find transport to the Hub, maybe even pick up a hover cycle if I found something worth trading. 

At this point I realized how broke I was. My original avatar had a ton of scrip, but right now my inventory reads 0. I would have to take some side quests or labor if I was going to get anywhere or buy anything. I wasn’t against the idea of joining a guild, but that would take even more time. If there were even guilds here. Given that there were settlements, I have been assuming to this point that there are NPC’s. Hopefully even players. 

I returned to the armory and opened a submenu. Scanning the Devil’s Sabre again I found it was valued at 1000 scrip. With that maybe I could afford some decent armor AND a hover cycle. I wrapped the Sabre in cloth, being careful not to touch it. I couldn’t hold it like a normal weapon. I had to practically drag it behind me with a small rope I fashioned out of some of my medical supplies. Already I had wasted several hours doing this. By the time I dragged it near the exit of the alien ship, I was already running low on stamina. I had no other choice if I wanted to make this work. I took the rope I had been using to drag the saber and the quiver and fashioned a sheath. 

I took five of my arrows and placed them inside my satchel, all it could hold alongside the scrap I had picked up. And finally I ditched the small sword. It was common enough. If I had to, I could use the crossbow as a melee weapon, even if it wouldn’t be quite as effective.  

I think, if I had to guess, it’s been about eight hours now. When I first played the starting point in Bane I was out in two hours, even after being lost half of that. This build, this Eda, felt like a different game. I guess that made sense. Games changed all the time, from one alpha build to another to beta, then back again until finally they would release it and patch it up when they could. Darkness Beyond or whatever the hell this was wouldn’t be any different. Why was it so different from Bane, though? The only possibility I could think of was that this was some kind of alternate dimension. Another realm, a parallel world, my mind was racing full of theories as I lay my head back against a wall. Taking a cloth I had found in medical, I wrapped myself up, but I couldn’t sleep. I started wondering what it meant to be a Cryomancer. Ice powers, surely. Maybe the ability to control the weather? Making it snow could be kinda cool, right? Staring down at my hand, I tried to do something, focusing energy into my fist like I’d heard Tech-Mages did in training. Nothing happened, except for maybe it got a little colder. 

“If I’m not careful I might give myself frostbite,” I thought. I wasn’t sure if my body was capable of handling any kind of ether power. It would be better to find someone that can teach me, train me. Maybe superpowers were common on this world, an abundance of ether could do that. 

Trying again I continued to fail. It didn’t matter. I already fell down the rabbit hole. Maybe I had been falling for a long time. Every immersion, every minute inside these virtual worlds. All of it leading up to this….

I heard the growl of another beast. Another animal inside the ship. I knew just from the sound of it reverberating through the hull that it was no fleshling. It was a boss or at least a mini-boss. Something else that shouldn’t be here but was. 

“Follow me,” said a slithering voice.

“Who’s there!” I exclaimed, taking my crossbow and pointing it outward in the darkness. 

“Down here, below, don’t shoot!” the voice said.

I looked down and saw a golem. It was part clay and part something else, with an elongated head that one moment looked like a corgi and the next a wyvern depending on the angle, two arms with three clawed fingers, two dog-like legs and a scorpion tail. 

“What are you?” I asked.

“I’m the witch’s familiar, I have been sent here to help you,” it answered. 

“The witch’s familiar?” I said, puzzled. That was something new. I didn’t remember there being any witches in the alpha. Then I thought maybe the witch was the other woman whom I spoke to in the darkness. Maybe something to do with the pre-recorded voice? Perhaps the witch was my way out. I didn’t really have many other options. 

“Don’t set your hopes too high,” the creature said, “the witch is waiting in Arcadia, she sensed one of the unchained had found her way inside here, she sent me to help guide you out,” the creature said. 

“How did you know what I was thinking?” I asked in awe.

“I’m Bendi, I know what I know, I hear, I listen,” the familiar answered. The answer was good enough for me. Bane established there were beings with limited telepathy and other supernatural abilities, mostly Psions and Tech-Mages. I could easily see the Witch being one of those. It did bother me that the creature was able to hear MY thoughts. It didn’t seem natural, especially since I was real and it wasn’t. 

“So the witch is an NPC?” I asked, going for it. 

“N…P…C?” asked the creature confused. 

“Non-player character,”

“What is a player character?” 

“Never mind,” I answered. Obviously, this wasn’t going anywhere but it was possible that this creature was sent to help me. Maybe I had opened up some kind of hint or handicap by being lost so long. The witch probably had some kind of psychic powers and was leading me into another quest. 

“OK… follow now, you,” said the witch’s familiar. 

It clung to the walls like a frog moving on all four legs sideways staying just between the lights so I could see its silhouette but not quite make out any of its features. I swear the more I looked at it the more it changed. Perhaps it was some kind of shifter. Part golem, part familiar, part shapeshifter? Wouldn’t surprise me. It was already pretty fierce looking with its claws and tail. 

“Shhh… we wait,” it said. 

I heard the growl again. This time it was ahead of us. 

“What was that?” I said quietly. 

“The Nanook, the master of bears,” said Bendi, the familiar. “We run.”


4.




Nanook




Bendi was quick. I was running out of stamina fast. The Devil’s Sabre was slowing me down. I pulled up my stats. Stamina 10. I could hear the Nanook behind us as we passed through a tunnel that led into the light. My favorite part of any game. That moment you pass from the prologue into the first chapter. That moment after the opening when it gets real. When the world opens up. When the god rays shine bright, and there is a white blur before your eyes as the world outside loads, pixel by pixel and the music hits a high note. My eyes adjust. The god rays blind me for only a moment. I can see the clouds in the blue sky. The forests around me, vibrant and beautiful. Birds in the distance flicker for a moment and fly away. This wasn’t the same world I knew from before; and when I looked back at the alien ship I didn’t recognize the exterior design at all. 

Everything about this game was new. Bane 2.0. BETA. Nothing came as I thought it would. I could see parts of the starship submerged in water, while other parts looked like they were small mountains rising above the tree line. We were near the coast. I could smell the salt water in the air and feel the cold breeze blow towards me with the smell of the great ocean. I was standing at the border between the Sundread Coast and Wildwood.

“I need to rest!” I exclaimed, placing my hand down on my knee and heaving. I felt overwhelmed. Not a single detail was out of place, not that anything ever was. 

“No time,” Bendi said. 

The Nanook appeared behind us. It was a massive undead black bear. I felt its claw against my chest. My health dropped to 20. Stamina 0 as I tried to roll out of the way. My mana stayed at a solid 100. Bendi disappeared into the brush. I was alone. I tried again to arm and fire my crossbow but I was too late. The bear grabbed me and began biting down against my neck. I could feel my body dying. Then I felt nothing. Not even my own heartbeat.

Respawn.




	

Day 2




In the main-game there was a 24-hour period between iterations of respawning. And it wasn't really respawning. It was more like creating a new character from scratch; so learning not to die was a priority. 

This was INSANE. Dying in-game. No forced logout. My body was on fire, and I was heaving. I couldn’t catch my breath, and everything was blurry for several moments. I came to mid-fall outside my stasis pod. I passed out for hours, and when I woke up I felt like I had fallen asleep on a bed of nails. I was back at the beginning. The only real difference this time was that I was no longer a robotic figure; I was me. At least that saved. 

My face, my body, all mine. 

All of my gear, weapons, everything I collected… all gone. 

If the rules were the same here as Bane, I wouldn’t be getting them back until I found my body and recovered them. That meant killing the Nanook, something I had no way of doing, and possibly any Hollows that might appear. The robot guide was still dead on the floor. I figured now that it was the Nanook that had clawed it. I looked the small figure over. It looked very retro. I picked it apart and stored some small gears inside my pockets. They weighed next to nothing. 

I thought about shouting for Bendi but I didn’t want to draw any attention to myself. The Nanook was still alive, still near. It was probably hunting me. The game’s first mini-boss. I took my time and made my way back to medical and found another satchel. Most of the supplies were gone but I took what I could. 3 stims, 1 protein bar, and one box of bandages. I had done a better job cleaning it out than I thought. I returned to the armory next, walking over the dead fleshlings and the alien body again. I examined it. I tried to pull its armor off. Maybe I could use it. No luck. Its armor was grafted onto its skin. My bestiary informed me it was a species called the Argent. That was new. 




	The armory had all the same weapons as before.

	




M7-2 Light Rifle




‘Made from rusted parts and refurbished from the M-44 rifles used during the resource wars on Earth. Brought to Eda via seed ships. Common.’ 




Damage: 5

Class: None

Weight: 10










Small Pistol

‘Old war relic. Common’




Damage: 2

Class: None

Weight: 5







 

Small Sword




‘Made by the blacksmiths of the Fragmented village. Viking. Common.’




Damage: 10 

Stamina Cost: 10-20 (heavy)

Class: None

Weight: 5







No bow rifle. No arrows. I guess that made sense. Nothing new was spawning. I took the light rifle and a sword this time. I wasn’t going to be reckless. I could kill with stealth using the sword, and the rifle would be for the Nanook if it came at me again.

No sign of Bendi. Perhaps he was just as vulnerable to the Nanook as I was. Did NPCs respawn in this world? Did they even respawn in Bane? I know there were a few characters that had insanely high health, but was anyone immortal?

So far, no sign of trouble. I could see the exit of the starship, the light from outside. I moved slower this time, hoping I could sneak past the undead bear and into the woods. I needed to find other people, not mess around. All I had to do was run away. Easy… 

I was barely outside when it attacked me from behind, throwing me to the ground. I felt my ribs break as it crushed me with its immense weight. I had no chance. I didn’t even get to draw my sword, and I couldn’t concentrate with all the pain. For a few seconds, it left me lying on the ground struggling to breathe. If it killed me, I was sure I would lose the items it held. My old echo replaced for another. My artifacts replaced by the low-level rifle and sword. I couldn’t have that. My body was going into shock. I felt colder than ever, as if my powers were trying to freeze over my open wounds. I couldn’t let the Nanook take me. I didn’t want to die a slow death. 

I shot myself with the rifle. The first pulse of energy went in and out of my cheek, I felt my health drop to 20. I shot again as the Nanook began running towards me trampling the ground. I wasn’t going to let it have its kill. I shot myself again and respawned.

I woke up out of another stasis pod again. My body shook as I fell to the ground once again, heaving and holding my chest. This time I was freezing as I tried to catch my breath. My health was lower than it had been before. 90 rather than 100. The game was getting harder. For the third time, I made my way back to the medical bay only to find it was empty. I had taken everything. How did I forget that? I made my way to the armory and counted 5 rifles, 7 pistols, and 3 swords. This time I picked up two pistols and left the rest.

Third time’s a charm right? Wrong. I tried running away, hoping to escape the Nanook who was distracted, guarding what was left of my corpse but no matter how I moved the Nanook grabbed me at the only exit. 

The fourth time I didn’t bother going to medical. I stayed in the stasis chamber, trying to activate my powers for hours. When that turned into a waste of time I went straight to the armory and grabbed two rifles. 3 rifles left, 5 pistols, 3 swords. I made it 10 yards past the ship when the Nanook came after me. Farther than I had ever gone before. I managed to hit it several times and even scanned it. 
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        Level 10 

        Hostile

        


      
    

  








- Quick Lore - 




The Nanook, also known as the master of bears is an undead thing. A monster of mythological proportions that feeds on the living, sometimes devouring them all in one bite. The Nanook is known to be as large as a building though many of those reports have been known to be blown out of proportion, much like the Nanook itself. It is believed that the Nanook represents a vengeful spirit. 







500 health. 500 Mana. 700 Stamina. By the time I used my weapons on myself again, its health had dropped to 475, stamina to 600. The fifth time I woke up with 80 health and there was blood on my white t-shirt. My hoodie was also badly ripped at the sleeves. Damage was carrying over. The female voice said most average players only have five respawns. As new as the feature was, it was an unknown variable… and I didn't want to disappear. This was my last chance now. 

Sitting meditating in the armory I wondered if I could craft something, maybe make some kind of trap. Sorting through the armory I found nothing but more scrap… I was no MacGyver, there was nothing short of throwing nuts and bolts at it I could do. I was a good shot, though, and if I couldn’t escape it, I’d have to fight it from afar. 

I took 2 rifles from the armory again. This time when faced against the Nanook I managed to get even more shots. The creature's health dropped to 425. I woke up again. Six. My health at 60. 1 rifle left. 5 pistols, 3 swords. This time I grabbed the last rifle and one of the swords. I tried again to meditate, to cultivate my ether into my hand, and again other parts of my body, but did nothing but make myself feel colder. 

“My powers are useless,” I said in frustration. Turning again to the 2 rifles I had placed behind me. I’d go down fighting like I always had but at least the Nanook wasn’t regenerating health. If I could wear it down enough, maybe injure it, even if I respawned I could escape. 

I came face-to-face with the Nanook outside the ship. I could feel the cool breeze as if winter was on the horizon as the beast came at me. I used more than half my stamina dodging its first attack. Like most games I knew I had to play with trial and error. I had to use repetition to gain the advantage. I shot at the Nanook until I was out of ammo, until my stamina was zero. Dodging and rolling past its attack. I even tried to get far enough away I could escape it only managing to get caught by its claw before I rolled back towards the starship. It was about five minutes of cat and mouse before my health dropped to 5 and as a last resort I threw myself on my sword.

I wasn’t trying to kill myself over and over again. Each time I faced the Nanook I really thought I could get away, or injure it more than I had. I needed to get out of this starship. 

Seven. Each time I died there was less pain. Less heaving. Less catching my breath. I still felt a burn throughout my body but it was addicting. I felt like I was even starting to enjoy it. The way you were one place and then another in an instant. My health was at 40 now. I discarded my black hoodie at the starting point. No sense in keeping it. It was so torn it wouldn’t help keep me warm anyway. My senses were dulled. The inside of the ship was probably 30 to 40 degrees. The outside is in the mid-50s with a cold breeze. Eda seemed to be a world full of different environments so I would have to adapt depending on where I went and how long I was here. 

I went back to the armory. I was getting tired. Hungry. I had an idea. I took the last two swords and all of the ammo from the pistols. This would be my last chance. I don't know how I knew that but I could feel it. I'd already passed an average player's limit. On my way to the starting point, I grabbed one of the dead fleshlings and dragged it behind me. I used one of the swords to cut my hoodie into a small tattered bag. I spent the next several hours grinding the bullets between the sword's sharp edges, opening the edges and pouring the gray gunpowder (cordite) inside the tattered bag. I had to be careful not to cut too quickly and create sparks else I would have gone up in flames. I used the thick fur of the fleshling and spikes like a thread and needle and wrapped the bag together as tight as I could. Caleb had spent one entire afternoon teaching me how to sew, and it looked like that quick lesson was paying off. I made a long fuse from the fur of the fleshling, testing it several times by scraping together two pieces of metal scrap I found to create fire. The first time I felt like a cavewoman. I let out a loud shout as the fuse lit and fire ran across it in a blaze of glory. 

A few more times and I was able to create a fuse that would last ten seconds. I wouldn’t win any awards for aesthetics but I made a bomb. I was crafting! Last but not least I cut open the fleshling and stuck my sword inside its throat where it had glands filled with poisonous venom. I could smell it now. The rot. The decay. Like sulfur. The fleshlings design made me think of dragonflies if dragonflies came from hell and ate people. 

I didn’t bother approaching the tunnel exit with stealth. There was no point. The Nanook always seemed to know where I was. It was hunting me, keeping me prisoner, my very own undead fuzzy warden, and would sense me a mile away. The first time it attacked me like a feral beast while the other few times it seemed like it was playing with me. Maybe it was bored out here all alone being undead and all. I was the only player in this area of the game as far as I knew and I had the feeling this part of the world was pretty empty as far as NPCs went. I was a doll, its toy, its plaything. Not anymore. 

Ten feet from the exit I banged my sword against the side of the ship's inner hull and a moment later I saw the silhouette of the beast standing in front of the light. I dropped low and ground the scraps of metal together to create FIRE. It took more tries than I wanted but finally, as the great bear trampled towards me it lit. I didn’t bother to throw it. Instead, I turned back and ran deeper into the ship. It went off right underneath the Nanook. The creature’s fur caught fire. I watched its HP drop to 325 then continue to fall 310, 300, 295, 290, 285… its mana was depleting as well while its stamina read 0. It was disoriented, frenzied. It stopped at 285. I threw one of my swords at the creature hoping it would hit hard enough and stay. It flopped right off the Nanook’s thick hide. Sometimes I surprise myself with how stupid I can be. It came charging straight towards me.

The Nanook threw itself on top of me. I held my sword with two hands plunging it inside the decaying animal. Its HP dropped again to 275, 274, 273, the poison was taking effect, counting down 1 health bar per second. All I had to do was survive a few minutes. 

The Nanook charged at me again, hitting me hard with its claw. Its stamina must have returned close to normal. I was afraid. The first time I played Bane it felt like an adventure game full of exploration and new things to discover and enemies to kill. It was a power trip. Leveling up and raiding, looting, and basically being boss. This time, this game, this world was a horror. This was survival. Every time I died my health dropped 10 points. I wouldn’t make it very far if that kept happening. Not to mention I was low on supplies. 

I felt my body tremble. The Nanook opened its jaws. Its bear teeth were yellow, and I could see the rot around its gum line as drool drizzled down over me. It was going to bite. I held my left arm out in front of me. I had no choice but to let it. I felt the Nanook’s jaw clench down and tear my limb from my body. I was bleeding out. My health was dropping. I covered my wound with my right hand and I felt a strange sensation emerge. Cold from my hand covered and froze my bleeding limb. My health stopped dropping at 20 points. 

I smiled. I held my hand out and concentrated. The Nanook was about a yard and a half away from me still chewing on my left arm. I could see the yellow in its eyes. The undead markings and tattoos under its fur. Something or someone had resurrected the creature and put it here. Maybe the developers thought it was cool; or maybe there was something more to it. The bear stared at me and began to ready itself for another attack. I held out my hand again screaming “come on'' frustrated and upset. Finally, I shot out a blast of cold energy and I felt my mana drop as the hairs on my body stood end to end. My powers had finally activated. My hair turned white and the skin around my hand began to glitter lightly like crystal. The Nanook’s health dropped to 115 and it took off running in the other direction. I moved forward trying to chase it but I wasn’t fast enough. My stamina was near zero, my health 20 points, my mana at 10. I wasn’t going to get my stuff back but I wasn’t going to die either.

I stumbled forward. I saw Bendi come out from behind a bush. He had a small satchel slung around his back and a small red vial in his hand. 

“WOW!” Bendi said, “you defeat the Nanook! I don’t know how you kept disappearing and coming back but that was a cool trick, you look a little mess up, maybe we trade,” it finished. 

“Give me that,” I recognized the red vial. It was a health. I reached for it as I fell to the ground and rolled over on my back. 

“You have to do something for me first, a little quest, you see the woods here are crawling with undead, the witch sent Bendi to kill, Bendi can’t do it alone, thinks the source is coming from somewhere near the Fire Shrine. If you can destroy it, Bendi here can help you to Arcadia and we can speak more to her. She is scared. She says something is wrong with the world, that the unchained is the key, you are unchained, I see for my witch, and if you help Bendi, Bendi helps you,” it finished. 

A small prompt appeared before me…





  
    
      	
        


        - Quest - 

        Investigate the Fire Shrine

        


        1. Kill 20 undead

        2. Destroy the Elemental

        


        YES or NO

        


      
    

  





“What the heck,” I said, reaching forward and motioning my right hand to swipe yes before laying my head back on the ground. 

“Not sure what that was you were doing just now but thank you for accepting,” said Bendi as it opened the vial and began handing it to me. I drank and for a moment I felt like I was going to throw up. The red potion was like a shot of cold medicine burning against the back of my throat. I felt revitalized after a few short seconds. My health, mana, and stamina had all returned to 90.

“If we are going to do this we will need weapons, I used everything I had to fight off the Nanook,” I said, picking myself up off the ground, “I’m also not sure I can fight with just one arm,” I finished. Looking at my wound I felt no pain, no shock, in fact it felt like my arm was still there. It was hard to stand, and I continued to move like it was still part of me. The red health potion had helped speed up my recovery, but this was going to take a lot of getting used to. Mentally I wasn’t prepared. Still, I had already failed seven times and couldn’t risk another respawn. I’d thrown myself at death’s scythe enough times to learn my mistake. 

“Bendi will join you, Bendi will help you in your quest for the witch, Bendi knows a secret stash with weapons, Bendi will show you,” it said. A moment later I saw something new pop up inside my interface.

	

Raid party. Members: 2.







Name: Bendi

Age: ???

Gender: ???

Race: Golem / Familiar hybrid

Level: 10

Class: Healer




HP: 100 

Mana: 100

Stamina: 100




Agility: 10

Endurance: 10

Intelligence: 2

Charisma: 9

Luck: 8

Abilities: ???

Skills: ???

Inventory: Unknown qty herbs and potions

Reputation: Liked

Alignment: The Witch

Languages: Common (English)







I scrolled over to look at my own stats once again.







Name: Myra

Age: 19

Gender: Female

Race: Human / Unchained

Level: 1

Class: Cryomancer







I lost everything to the Nanook. Supplies, lives, and levels of experience.

“What are you doing?” asked Bendi as I used my right hand to swipe side to side, “checking my stats,” I answered.

“What are stats?” it asked. 

“Not important,” I smiled, “don’t worry about it.”

I took several steps forward as Bendi moved to lead the way towards the Fire Shrine and another message came up. 




‘Far Eda’

Quest Complete. 

+1500 XP




I felt the hair on my right arm stand up and a shiver ran down my spine.

	

Some text appears. 'Leveled up. Congratulations on Level 2."




You have 15 points. Skill Sheet Unlocked. 




My base stats started at 5. Unlike the Main Game I didn’t get any starter points to use but I am able to cultivate skills without spending points. My survival skills are already higher, just like my stamina, and tool specialist. I guess it helps knowing how to craft. That will be useful. I also have Ice Resistance and Ice Attack at 50 out of 100 points. I guess that came with my new abilities. Still only 15 points per level. This was going to be tough. To survive in this world I need to focus on certain attributes. I can eliminate charisma from that list. I’ve never been a good cook so I won’t bother with that. Focus helps cultivate other skills so I’ll focus five points on that. Five points on Health Boost. Five points on Recovery. The rest of my skills I’ll train along the way. Adrenaline shouldn’t be hard. Same with my Ice Attack and Resistance. My Affinity with weapons is locked into my class so I’ll have to rely on myself for aiming, just like real life. No shortcuts. Hacking will probably be useless.  Next time I look at my list, hopefully I’ll have added points to new areas without realizing. 





  
    
      	
        


        Adrenaline

        


      
      	
        


        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Affinity (weapons)
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        Agitation
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        Animal / Aquatic Expert
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        Artillery
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        Attack Boost 
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        Blast Attack Boost
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        Blast Resistance
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        Bleeding Resistance

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Botany
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        Bow Rifle Expert
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        Capture / Tame
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        Carving
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        Constitution
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        Critical Boost
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        Defense
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        Detection (stealth)
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        Fortification
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        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Hacking
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        Health Boost
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        Hunger (cooking)
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        50

      
    

    
      	
        


        Ice Resistance
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        Tool Specialist
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5.




Wildwood




I finally got my moment to walk into the sun. The air outside in the forest was more crisp and cleaner than the air inside the ship. The forest was colossal, radiant, and ancient. Its canopy was overshadowed by hazel, birch, and poplar, still plenty of light passed through their crowns for a variety of shrubs to flourish in the moist and fertile bottom layer below. Curving vines dangled from the trees, and a variety of flowers, which grew sparingly, protruded from the otherwise green forest grounds. A medley of noises, belonging mostly to fleeing animals, filled the air, and were accompanied by the sound of the wind blowing gently through the forest. 

On our way to the stash, Bendi led me to some plants. The first one we picked was called an Auricoma, a rare giant plant that could be found in some jungles and forests in Eda. It was in bloom, early winter with thin, sickle-shaped leaves, olive green. It grew decent-sized flowers, which were orange, light purple, and dark purple. Auricoma grew in small numbers, but it was thick with a wooden stem that could be used as medicine. We picked what we could, leaving a few to pollinate and reproduce. Bendi told me that over the next several months, the Auricoma would produce small, sweet fruits. The second plant we found was Cladrastis, an extremely rare, medium-sized plant usually found in dry regions. It bloomed twice a year for 1 week, and we stumbled upon it at the right time. It had large, heart-shaped leaves that glowed with an orange hue. Bendi insisted I taste one, and I gained +10 to my defense skill for 24 hours. I tried eating another hoping that maybe the game would glitch and my abilities would stack, but the second leaf was bitter and I gained nothing. 

Bendi led me like a blind man through the edge of Wildwood to a stash, all right. A small stone casing with a short sword and a rifle inside. 

“So much loot,” I said jokingly. Bendi smiled. I guess he didn’t understand my sarcasm. The rifle was named ‘Bendi’s Rifle,’ very original, with an attack of 20 and a weight of 10. It was styled after an M-1 Garand, only blue with several patches of white duct tape holding it together, along with several other aesthetic markings that looked like runes. The description for the rifle was pretty simple, an old family heirloom refitted for modern times. The short sword was named Requiem, the Ghoulslayer. It was missing a description, and besides a few markings, it wasn’t much different than the regular short sword. 




“Tell me, have  you ever been human?” I asked Bendi.

“Human, no, always something but never human,” it said. 

“How did you get this rifle, this sword?”

“Found it, scavengers lost, lost in a crash, in ruins on the outskirts Arcadia, dried up, made new again. Wanted to give to the witch as gift, give to you now, gift, will save Arcadia, will save the forest, will make witch happy,” it finished.

“What is the witch’s name?” I asked. 

“Not for me to speak, maybe you, once we finish, Bendi not worthy.” 

“Why doesn’t the witch just clear the Fire Shrine herself, if she is so powerful?” I grinned. 

“Not powerful, wise, old, one of the first, the first people,” Bendi answered. 

“One of the first colonists?” I asked. 

“One of the first,” Bendi said again. 




At least from what I gathered the witch was human. If she was an NPC, she was one of the colonists. A part of the background story of Bane was that humans had fled Earth through world gates. Eda, this world was something out of a fantasy novel. Ruins that belonged to elven-like creatures, dwarves, elementals, all of it alongside alien creatures and wrecked starships. Science fiction fused with fantasy in a post-apocalyptic world. Usually, and I had to assume it was the same here, the player character is someone that arrived late to the party, waking up from stasis 300 years after the first ships. After that the game was all about exploration and survival, meeting others and finding a way to rid the world of the dangerous. It was a second life, the world was meant to be a living, breathing ecosystem with an economy that ran on scrip and monster hunting. A world filled with players, guilds, quests, loot, and more. It didn't matter that I was from the Raft, that I was a nobody. In-game I was able to be all that I could. A better version of life. At least, that was what I thought. After my first encounter with other players, everything seemed different. I was abused just like an NPC and yet still, rescued by the Tongrave Alliance. 

I placed the edge of Bendi’s rifle above where my elbow used to be. My body was constantly feeding the ice sheath with mana. I was lucky: If not for these new powers, I would have bled out.. And worst, I would have lost against the Nanook.  I didn’t have enough arm to balance it out, but I had the strength to make it work. Pushing past the dull sharp pain was the hardest part. One moment I felt fine; the next, horror. There was always a way, I just had to find it. Things could have been worse. I had to hang on. My body might be damaged, but my soul is intact. 

“Let me try something,” I said aloud. Bendi was around but not really listening, just watching, trying to make sense of me. I liked the company. It was nice to have a companion, even if it was such a strange creature. 

I summoned all the energy I could moving my hand down my arm and across my phantom limb. From thin air arose a small icicle that came down like a blade as far as my wrist used to be. My mana dropped to 10. 

“This will have to work for now,” I said, letting my hand go. It helped me find balance and the cold dulled the pain even more. My concentration slid as I made the edge of the ice more narrow, sharpening the end. I held the rifle back up and it balanced perfectly across my ice glaive.




I thought about killing myself. Seeing if maybe when I respawned my arm would be whole again. I laid against a tree by the stash for over an hour crying into my other elbow. I could feel my arm like it was still there and it hurt. It hurt and there was nothing more I could do about it. Even Bendi, whose potions I kept drinking to numb the pain, wasn’t strong enough to make it go away. The chance of permanent death was too much a risk to take. I would tough it out for now. It was the strangest sensation. A phantom limb, a phantom pain. I did my best not to think about it. I had too much at stake, too much going on to let this get the best of me. I reminded myself, this wasn’t my body. My body was tucked away in a pod. 




I felt my sixth sense tingle. It was a strange feeling that ran down my spine. I opened my interface to Bendi’s confusion and saw I had unlocked a new skill tree. 




Cryomancer Skills




Ice Blast - Unlocked 

	

Cast an arrow of ice that inflicts damage and has a chance of freezing 	the enemy.




Gust - Unlocked




Creates a strong gust of wind that pushes enemies. When inflicting damage on a frozen enemy, it will unfreeze.




Stasis Shield - Locked




Creates a wall of ice that confines and protects player with a chance of freezing nearby enemies.




Ice Pike - Locked




Make ice spikes sprout out in a line to inflict damage. Has a chance of freezing enemies.




Ice Wall - Locked




Creates a wall of ice that confines an enemy with a chance of freezing nearby enemies.




Subzero Shield - Locked




Create a shield of ice for defense. Inflicts damage after blocking enemy attacks and has a chance of freezing enemies.




Frost Pillar - Locked




Summons a tree of ice on the ground that pulls nearby enemies in and has a chance of freezing them.




Ice Spear - Locked




Summon a spear from the air for a limited amount of time that inflicts critical damage to enemies.




Ice Blast (enhanced) - Locked




Cast several arrows of ice that inflicts damage and has a 90% chance of freezing the enemy.




Ice Pike (enhanced) - Locked




Make ice spikes sprout out in both a line and a circle around you to inflict damage. Has a 90% chance of freezing enemies.




The skill tree also had several hidden powers that showed only as ???




So I unlocked two new powers by focusing my energy. If I had to guess, my skills would only grow as I used powers, and not with my level. A little different than the main game, where each level-up you acquire points to buy new skills; but this would work in my favor for now. I loved that I could focus on training myself rather than fighting, unlocking skills naturally rather than having to look back at any kind of menu. 




Along the way to the Fire Shrine we passed a small stream of water. I was both hungry and thirsty. There were several large fish swimming in the stream. We were at the edge of Wildwood. What better time to test my new weapon. Bendi’s rifle used mana as energy rather than ammo. That was great, since ammo was rare and hard to craft. Not to mention I used all of it to make a bomb earlier. I aimed down at my sight, balancing the rifle on my icy arm and fired. A blast of blue energy erupted from the front. I could feel the heat against my skin. Several fish floated to the top. +5 XP. 

“Sushi it is,” I said, grabbing one of the fish. I stopped to get a drink of water. 

+Double XP bonus (24 hours)

“I should have done that before I made dinner,” I said, almost laughing. Bendi stared at me strangely. Another thing I forgot about this place. Unlike the real world, everything here came with a cost. This water could have just as easily have been poisonous, and I could be losing health right now. Luck really was on my side.  




I spent fifteen minutes prepping my meal, and as I was eating,  I noticed a strange creature crawling in the distance. I used my sixth sense to immediately gain an understanding of it. I could see the words appear before me and disappear as they became a part of me. 

The creature was called a Chuhxi. According to my bestiary, ‘This amazing, but often-seen creature is a type of reptile. It's about the size of a salamander, has four legs and two arms and a long, thick tail. They have a soft, delicate skin covered in small, smooth scales, which is usually either grey or silver or a combination of these colors. They live in high areas and are common. They're herbivores, and their small, thin mouths, their teeth and long tongue are ideal for eating nuts. They're usually nocturnal and rely on their extra sense and taste buds to get around. They do have small, beady eyes, but their sight is not impressive. They have wide noses and small, bended ears. Their heads are fairly small in comparison to their bodies. They make sounds ranging from relatively low-pitched to very low-pitched and have a large range of sounds they make to indicate discoveries, dangers and otherwise communicate with each other. These creatures are very calm, but they heavily defend their personal space. Be careful to stay clear as their bite can be deadly.’ 

I thought about killing it. I could test out my double XP bonus but it didn’t feel right. I wasn’t hungry anymore. Killing fish for dinner was one thing, even killing the Nanook in self-defense; but the Chuhxi was just going about its business. Maybe it was growing up on the Raft, where life was fragile, or maybe it was because I was a part of the Tongrave Alliance, but I had a soft side for creatures, humans, animals in general that were just trying to survive. The world, both real and digital, was already harsh enough. 

I scanned the river bed again. Looking for another fish. I probably should have done so sooner, since my stomach was nearly full of it. I found one. 

They were called a ‘Chunqush’. Their description read… ‘This lovely and endangered creature is similar to an Earth Salmon. It's about the size of a pike, has two huge side fins, a short, streamlined dorsal fin and a long, powerful tail and small back fin. They have a thin, delicate skin covered in thin, coarse scales, which is usually either light orange, light red, brown or grey or a combination of these colors. They live in the depths of the seas and are rare. They're herbivores, and their fairly large mouths and rough tongue are ideal for eating soft corals.They're diurnal and rely on their hearing and sight to get around. They do have long noses, but their sense of smell is a bit poor. They have small, elliptical eyes and pretty much no visible ears. Their heads are long and narrow in comparison to their bodies. They make sounds ranging from relatively high-pitched to fairly low-pitched and have a fairly small range of sounds they make to indicate discoveries, dangers, and otherwise communicate with each other.’ Not poisonous; that was a win. The taste wasn’t quite so bland either. Maybe that was why they were endangered. The fact that it was nearly extinct made me feel sorry. 

“Next time I’ll know,” I said to myself.  

The sun had fallen. We were a few miles away from the Fire Shrine. I could already feel the change in the air. The smell of rot. When we finally arrived, I finished the last of my sushi and climbed up a fallen tree. A wide, worn statue marked the entrance to this dungeon. The Fire Shrine lay just inside. Beyond the worn statue I can see a massive, broken temple. Covered in rubble, dead vermin and dead insects. Explosives and mining equipment are scattered, aged and taken by time itself. Further ahead are two paths, but the right is a dead end. What happened in this place? I guess I’ll know soon enough. Bendi is watching me. I asked him for some rope I could see him carrying. Studying me, he hands it over. It's small but wide enough. I tie it around my waist and the tree. Something that proves a challenge with only one hand and my teeth, but I get it done. I doubt Bendi is going to help much once we actually cross inside the dungeon. 




Tomorrow I’ll kill 20 undead and slay an elemental but first I must rest. 


6.




Fire Shrine




Day 3




Blood, there's blood everywhere. It's drenched my clothes, they're sticky and heavy and red. Red, everything is red, even the ground below me is turning red with blood. My blood. I should lay down, why am I still standing? I'm so tired, yet somehow I'm still standing. It makes no sense. Body, please, I want to rest. Lay down already, it's okay. No, I refuse. I will not die today. I was strong. I am strong. I will make it out of this, you'll see. Somebody will find me and if not, I'll make it on my own. I don't need anybody anyway, I am strong. You'll see.

I'm tired. My entire body is shaking, I can't keep this up any longer. I must lay down. It's okay, I just need to make sure I keep my eyes open. Yes, that's all. This'll save me energy too, I just need to make sure I do not fall asleep. That can't be too difficult, besides, help will be here soon. I hope.

This is the end of the line for me, isn't it? Yes, I will die soon. Alone. Oh god, I'm going to die alone. Why hasn't anybody found me yet? What if they never find me? Oh god, I don't want to die like this, please find me.

I'm so sleepy. I guess I'll rest my eyes for a little while, just a little while. I may never open them again, but we'll find out soon enough. 

It started off as a dull pain within my chest, but it soon spread across my entire body. I felt weak, sweat covering every inch of skin and hands trembling out of control. My mind raced, half-panicked, half-determined. There must be an answer to this pain, there must be a way to make it stop. Several voices echoed through my head. Some telling them everything will be fine, others telling them it won't be. I let out a moaning yelp, part-desperation and part-determination. I had two options: fight or give up. On any other day the voices probably would've gone to bed and rested to make sure I’d heal well and fast, but not today. Today was a day of pushing the limits.




An hour earlier…




Killing the undead went down without a hitch. They were your basic ghouls, dead humans covered in decay and rotting flesh. Probably brought back to life by some kind of nanites. All of them right outside the temple walls. Even with my senses dulled I could smell the rot as I fired blue shards of energy from my rifle. Bendi, to no surprise, did very little when the actual fighting broke out. When the last ghoul fell, I knew I had completed the first part of my objective. 

I felt a shiver run down my spine. I made it to level 3. 

I loaded all 15 points into my recovery, bringing it to 25. 

I approached the temple with caution. Bendi appeared from out of hiding and walked side by side with me. As long as it had other potions it was vital to my survival. I felt like I was doing its dirty work. The witch had given Bendi this mission but it had failed. I had little doubt the creature was capable. Bendi was quick and a far higher level than the ghouls. The elemental would be the problem. We opened the cracked temple door and stepped inside a large chamber. The temple was burnt and ruined. It looked like there had been an inferno inside. In the center of the room there was a young girl. She couldn’t have been more than ten years old, with short black hair. She looked frail as I approached her wondering if she was an NPC with another quest. Perhaps my elemental was in another castle. 

I was a few feet away when I opened my mouth to speak. I wasn’t trying to sneak. I wanted her to know I was there, that I came to help. She turned around as if in slow motion. Her brown eyes were crying black tears. She lifted her right hand with a palm pointed outwards as if towards someone else, thumb and one finger forming a circle and three fingers fully stretched as if in a gesture to convey that I was not worth her time. Then there was smoke and I was somewhere else… 

I was standing outside a house. I still had my weapons and outfit from the game. From the outside the house looked impressive. It was built with wood covered in render, and it had red brick decorations. Tall, rounded windows added to the overall style of the house. The roof was high and square-shaped and was covered with red ceramic tiles. One small chimney poked out the center of the roof. Several long, thin windows let in plenty of light to the rooms below the roof. The house itself was surrounded by a modest garden, covered mostly in grass, a few flower patches and a small pond. When I walked inside there was a huge kitchen and one large bathroom, it also had a cozy living room, five bedrooms, a cozy dining area, a game room, and a modest basement as I explored further. Nothing about it seemed strange or like anything from the game. The house looked normal. For the first time I felt like I was back in the real world. I entered a room inside the basement. The room was shaped like a circle. This floor had a different style than the floor above. A young girl is sitting in the room. 

“Myra?” She asks, her voice faint. She speaks as if asking a question. 

“Myra,” she says again with confirmation.

“Yes, I’m Myra, are you like me?” I ask.

“Not like you, like others, not like you,” she says, falling back and letting out a loud scream. Her body bends backwards as if she is having a seizure and we are back inside the temple. I see parts of her limbs rot and decay into dead flesh like that of the undead. 

“The Luyten, the elemental, kill it!” shouts Bendi. 

“I can’t, it's a little girl,” I screamed back. 

Her body twists and I see a fire envelop her side as she rises from the ground, floating several feet above the ground. 

She turned towards me. Black tears continue to run down from her eyelids. The ground begins to shake. In the smoke, a trembling of stones, and suddenly I feel myself challenged by a towering beast of blood and smoke. Six piercing eyes stare at me with a petrifying temper, and another rumble surges from its fanged mouth as if a warning or challenge has come my way.

Bellowing smoke and flowing shadows adorn its shrunken head, which itself is glowing faintly in the dark. The sound of a roaring fire escapes the creature's loose nostrils set within a fat nose. Its shrunken head sits atop a massive, heavy body. Chains are stuck within its flesh; the creature seems to take pride in this. The creature strides toward me, its four legs lumberingly carry its demonic body with a serene energy. The creature comes closer and closer, its eyes never leaving my own. The girl is floating above it, her hand moving in several gestures as she commands it.

“I don’t want to fight!” I scream. 

A second creature appears. Two fuming eyes stare at me with a debilitating severity, and another crackle echoes from its concave mouth as it stares me down. Six thick horns adorn its lank head, which itself is covered in small gashes. A wheezing breath escapes the creature's nostrils and withered nose. Its lank head sits atop a broad, sinewy body. Bizarre bulges crawl beneath its skin, but I don't exactly want to take a closer look to inspect this further. The creature moves forward slowly, its six legs steadily carrying its glowing body with a harrowing energy. 

One against two. 

I try to use my sixth sense to get an understanding of the creatures but nothing. Nothing except the word Daemon. I try to get an understanding of the girl. 







Name: Luyten

Age: 11

Gender: Female

Race: Elemental

Level: 10

Class: Tech-Mage

	

HP: 100 

Mana: 100

Stamina: 100

	

Agility: 10

Endurance: 10

Intelligence: 10

Charisma: 10

Luck: 10







I aim my rifle, balancing it on my glimmering arm. I don’t aim it at the girl. I can’t. I aim it at the first daemon. I fire several bursts of energy and watch as it falls back before switching my target over to the second daemon and firing. The first creature comes towards me flashing its teeth. I roll backwards and dodge its jaw. The second creature is already making its move though and I can’t counter. It strikes me in the chest, knocking me back. I hear Bendi shriek and run. I switch to my sword, stand tall, and throw my entire body towards the second creature, slashing as hard as I can with as much stamina as I can use. The blood evaporates into the air. I do this again and again, each time retreating backwards, switching to my rifle and firing at the first creature while my stamina rebuilds. 

Several minutes pass. The girl still commands the creatures from above, controlling them like they are puppets from another dimension. I take one last swing at the second daemon and watch as it bursts into ash around me. I taste it on my tongue. The smoke. The bitter taste of copper in the air and I feel a cold chill around me. The walls to the temple crash down and there is a thunder in the sky, a jangling of chains, and suddenly I’m confronted with a nauseating beast of heat and smoke. Five flickering eyes stare at me with a debilitating severity, and another thunder thunders from its skeletal mouth as if to summon others. Six jagged horns adorn its gnarled head, which itself is almost bark-like. A puff of smoke escapes the creature's broad nostrils set within a meager nose. Its gnarled head sits atop a hard, muscular body. Otherworldly armor covers every inch of it, but what this means will hopefully remain a mystery.

The creature dashes forward, its two legs gracelessly carrying its diabolical body with a composed energy. A long tail whirls behind it, coarse hairs cover it sporadically. Then it stops. The creature no longer looks at me, it has lost interest. The first daemon attacks again, hitting my side and knocking me to the ground. I drop Requiem and grab Bendi’s rifle by the strap. A part of me wonders if I should kill myself now and just respawn. Take my chances later. I’m only a level 3. The girl is level 10… and there is no way my conscience is going to allow me to kill her. 

The third daemon has regained interest in me. I can see flashes of white light from inside its mouth as it opens its jaws. It's trying to eat me. Another loud moan from its mouth as it stares me down. Two meager wings extend themselves fully from its back made from scythe-like bones, and feathers that reach upwards towards the sky. Its eyes are still affixed on me. I can feel its intensity grow with every passing second. It comes at me. Rather than aim my rifle I hold out both my arms and unleash a wall of ice around me. The creature freezes instantly and falls. I move backwards picking myself up and firing blue blasts of energy until all of my mana is gone. 

The first creature stares at me with the same hate as the third. It moves away slowly. The third creature begins to thaw as Luyten fires a blast of fire down from above. A moan in the night, both creatures cry in agony as they merge together. A clamor of metal, and suddenly I’m confronted with a sickening creature of flame and anguish. Two piercing eyes stare at me with a staggering energy, and another moan escapes from its cavernous mouth in pure agony. Spiky protrusions adorn its withered head, which itself carries a perpetual grin. Thick snot escapes the creature's jagged nostrils set within a withered nose. This is the undead reborn. Two creatures crafted together with daemonic energy. Its withered head sits atop a towering, sinewy body. Plates of steel have merged with flesh, perhaps the remnants of an encounter in a different world. The creature strides toward me, its four legs gracefully carry its daemonic body with a grim energy. A blade-like tail crawls behind it, a magma-like pattern flows through it with every motion. Unimpressed eyes still look at me, but only barely. It is tired. I’m tired. We’re both losing. 

“Why are you doing this, Luyten?” I scream towards the girl. 

“Everything must end, this world should never be,” she whispers just loud enough for me to hear. Her voice is frail. I wonder if she is just a puppet herself. Someone is pulling her strings as she pulls on the strings of the daemons. It doesn’t matter now. 

What was once a shirt is now nothing more than dirty pieces of fabric barely held together, hanging from my shoulders like a discarded old towel.

There's a big tear across the backside and holes all over the front, leaving much of myself exposed to the elements. My pants are just as bad. There’s a big tear at the backside and holes across all sides. I’m still wearing ragged shoes as before, though they feel too small and the sole to my right shoe has come loose at the heel. 

I continued to fight the creature. A dull, pulsing pain crept up through my leg, increasing in intensity every second. Ten seconds passed, and then another ten. The pain would soon become unbearable. I was sure it'd all be over soon enough. Pain would never last that long, right? The realization I may be wrong caused a moment of panic. It was all too much to handle; and for a moment, I considered giving in to the pain and giving up. I could respawn. I could come back to this… Something in the back of my head told me I was wrong… there was no coming back from this. Fortunately there were some calm moments, moments when the pain was easy to manage and even easy to ignore, but those moments didn't last. I managed to block out some of the pain as I kept dodging and building my stamina. I kept my mind occupied with other tasks. Staying alive. It wasn't ideal. I had to do something. This had to end somehow. I was staying alive. Even with all the damage I had taken my health had yet to drop below 50 but I was feeling it all. For the last forty five minutes my stamina had yet to rise above 30. 

The pain from my wound flared up with an intensity unlike ever before. Something's wrong, something frighteningly wrong. Cold shivers shot through my body, and both my hands and legs were trembling. The road ahead was a tough one, and right now I wasn’t sure whether I was willing to walk it, let alone whether I would be able to.

It became harder and harder to swallow the pain, to ignore the sensations and the voices telling me to stop. I felt sore all over, the injury was clearly taking its toll on my entire body. I refused to let this day go to waste, so I pressed onward. The daemon hit me hard. I fell back again using the ice wall and froze it before it grabbed hold of me. My health had dropped to 40. Blood seeped from my wound and sweat dripped down my forehead. I felt a dull pain against the back of my head, but it was surely numbed by the adrenaline pumping through my veins. Desperate for some form of relief, I sought out every solution. Ignoring it, working through it, using it to fuel my strength. Nothing seemed to work. I paused for a moment and took a deep breath. I used my powers to numb my body. I felt my body temperature lower as I became numb to all sensation. My health dropped to 30. I yelped again and again. There was blood, blood everywhere. 

Weak, I feel so weak. I can feel blood running along my body, but my head is too heavy to take a look, my arm is too heavy to lift, everything is too heavy. I feel so weak. I should lay down, why am I still standing? I'm so tired, yet somehow I'm still standing. It makes no sense. Body, please, I want to rest. Lay down already, it's okay. How long have I been here? How much longer will this take? This is the end of the line for me, isn’t it. Yes I will die soon. Oh god, I’m going to die. What if I don’t come back? What if no one ever finds me? I’m exhausted. The world is a blur. I can’t win against this daemon. All I can do is shoot. One shot. One shot into the air above. The puppet master pulling the strings. There must be something I can do, right? There must be a way I can still live, I just need to find it. Think, think. There must be a way. 




“The life of a girl has a chance to change, for better or worse, as a strange woman enters her life. The strange woman claims the girl can pick three people in the entire world and that they will die. An evil dictator? Some crazy terrorist? A childhood bully? Pick whoever you wish, these men or women will supposedly take care of it, but there's only 12 hours to decide. Unsure what to think of all this and of this strange woman, the girl agrees to the proposal, it all feels very exciting, as if a big adventure was about to begin. But the woman lied.  No… the girl wasn’t lucky. Her wish came with a price. A life for a life. Everything must burn, the world, this world, this is the lie,” Luyten began speaking… I could hear her clear as day over the sounds of growling from the daemonic beast below. 

“And so the girl chose, she chose three beasts and they died… they died again and again… they died in smoke and fire, smoke and fire, smoke and fire, they burned again and again and the girl pulled the strings again and again, smoke and fire, she chained them, cut them, scarred them, burned them until they were monsters, there was nothing left to make them men anymore, they deserved it, the world deserved it, the world makes monsters, three wasn’t enough. The girl's wish wasn’t enough. The world has to burn,” she finished. The daemon came at me again. I aimed down my sight at the girl. There was no other way. 

“I can’t do it,” I said, lowering my rifle. I couldn’t take the shot. No matter what, I was determined not to kill Luyten. I didn’t care that she was an NPC or that she was cursed, she was a child. From the words she spoke, I gathered that her backstory had been one of abuse. Three men, daemons, had done something horrible to her and she wanted revenge. She got it here in this place by making a deal with something… my guess another elemental or a witch... and now she was trapped. Her existence brought the dead around her to life. She had come to this fire shrine looking for sanctuary, but in turn had caused nightmares to appear in the surrounding woods. The shrine somehow amplified her powers. 

The daemonic creature charged me. I wasn’t ready for it. It knocked me towards the door to the shrine, and I began to run. It chased me outside, breaking through the wall as we entered the clearing where I had fought the ghouls. It knocked Bendi’s rifle from my hand. I ran towards the mining equipment, wondering if I could get it to hit one of the explosives. Red barrels always go boom. I lured it in and dodged. The barrel exploded but did nothing to the creature. Fire elemental, right. The daemon came at me again. On the ground I saw a plasma cutter, a mining tool that the first colonists had brought with them. I grabbed the piece from the ground. It had the grip of a pistol with the shape of a nail gun. I took a second to study it. Damage 40, weight 20. Perfect. I pulled the trigger and watched as energy built up in my head. The daemon took the full blunt shock of the weapon. I didn't let go, instead letting the energy spill forth from the weapon until finally it stopped working and broke down. 

Using my time wisely, I strutted towards Bendi’s rifle, picking it up off the ground. I fired it at the daemon using all my mana. It stopped moving. I felt my experience jump. +5000 XP. Level 4. +10 Focus +10 defense +10 Evasion +5 Fire Resistance  + 100 XP bonus. 

It wasn’t over. A new quest appeared. 




- Quest - 

Defeat Luyten’s Wish

Expected Difficulty: Novice

Rewards: Unknown




The creature began to transform again…. Its bones broke and it changed shape. It looked painful. Like a butterfly breaking from a cocoon. Dark ebony eyes sunken within the creature's long, scaled skull. Several horns atop its head, just above its large, warped bat-like ears. Large fan-like skin and bone structures ran down the sides of each of its jaw lines. Its nose had two wide, rounded nostrils and there were small crystal growths on its chin. A few sharp teeth poked out from the side of its mouth and showed a glimpse of the terror hiding inside. A long neck runs down from its head and into a muscular body. The top was covered in crystal-like skin and rows of crystal growths ran down its spine. Its bottom was covered in small scales and colored differently than the rest . of its body. Four bulky limbs carried it and allowed the creature to stand illustrious and dignified. Each limb had 5 digits, each of which ended in keen talons seemingly made of obsidian. Massive wings started from just below its shoulders and end at the middle of its back. The wings are almost butterfly-like: A specialized layer of seemingly color-changing skin makes up most of the wing, and each bone structure ends in a curved, yet blunt tip. Its narrow tail ended in a sharp tip and was covered in the same crystal-like skin as its body. It was a dragon. 







Name: Luyten’s Wish

Age: 0

Gender: None

Race: Elemental

Level: 10

Class: Daemonic Dragon 

	

HP: 500

Mana: 500

Stamina: 1000

	

Agility: 10

Endurance: 10

Intelligence: 1

Charisma: 0

Luck: 5








7.




Luyten's Wish




Dragons weren’t real, not really. The creature, something like a dragon out of a fantasy world, was actually some kind of genetically engineered monster.  Probably one of the reptiles that lived in this world. Still, it took to the name well; if this world wanted to call it a dragon, it was a dragon. Wings, fire breathing, scales as hard as metal, there was nothing stopping it. 

I almost leveled up again just shooting at the dragon. My Affinity grew by 3 more points. Even my Artillery skill grew another 2. Each shot farming more and more experience than the last. It took to the air and I dodged as it flew down towards me. Rolling on the ground again and again. 

My health was down to 30. I was getting better at playing the game. Timing my rolls and attacks. When I felt like I was cutting it too close, I would throw up an ice wall and duck for cover. The dragon was hellbent on killing me. I could see the girl laying on the ground, just inside the temple, near the edge where the daemon had broken through to the outside. She looked frail and broken, as if almost all of her life had been snatched from her. 

She was no longer in control. There were no strings. 

“This ends now!” I exclaimed. 

It had been twenty minutes of back and forth. Each shot took the dragon's health down, bit-by-bit. It was a grind waiting for my mana and stamina to recharge again and again. The dragon was scary and powerful, but it was predictable. It fought with the ferocity of a feral animal backed into a corner. I leveled up to 5 quickly, adding 15 points into Recovery and another 15 into Focus and felt a surge of energy as my mana and stamina jumped to 100%. I unlocked a new skill. A spear made of ice formed in my hand, and I threw it instinctively. Adding another 5 points to my piercing skill. It hit the dragon in the chest, freezing a part of its crystal hide. It fell to the ground, and I slung my rifle back around and fired again. Its health had dropped below 100. 

I was determined not to let it escape as I had the Nanook. I walked towards it firing shards of blue energy until finally the beast dissipated into the air. I found an audio log where it lay. I picked it up with shaking hands. 

I wasn’t ready to listen to it yet. I walked towards the girl. She was scared as I bent down and held her in my arms. She was dying. The rot and decay on her body had turned to black flesh. What was once a white dress was now merely a dirt-stained piece of fabric, hanging down from one of her shoulders like a discarded old towel. It was filled with tiny holes, leaving much of her skin exposed to the elements. Her pants were in terrible shape, as well. Dirt stains, holes, tears scattered all over. She had nothing to protect her feet, which looked like they were swollen. She was no longer crying black tears, but regular ones, as if whatever had taken hold of her had let go. 

Bendi appeared from behind. 

“The Luyten, she is young?” Bendi said. 

Bendi moved towards us, putting one of its claws inside its satchel. I was prepared to defend the girl with a gust of ice or ice blast if Bendi tried anything. He pulled out a health potion. A small red vial like the one he had given me before. He opened the lid and poured it into her mouth. She coughed again. It didn’t work. As I held her in my arms I could see different cybernetics had been grafted into her skin. Not that it made her any less human. “Someone did this to you, who?” I demanded. She didn’t answer. I didn’t say anything else. I knew she wasn’t going to answer. I looked into her brown eyes. I could see the pain she had felt for so long. I knew the end had come. The two of us sat there in silence sharing that moment. She fell asleep in my arm, her hand clinging to my shirt and her head tucked deep into my chest. 




I held her as long as possible until she faded into the wind. 




Quest Complete




+5000 XP 

+1000 XP Bonus

+ 10 Health Boost

+ 10 Stamina

+ 10 Mind’s Eye




Leveled up. 

Level 6. 




I added the 15 available points into Survival. If I keep trying to max out my generic skills, I am more likely to cultivate others. In this way the world feels organic. Real. It's like learning martial arts and using it in your day-to-day life, like doing the dishes and practicing Tai Chi at the same time. 

The Daemon didn’t drop anything, not that I really spent much time looking. I wanted out of the Fire Shrine soon as possible. 
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Edge of the Woods




Bendi gave me some of the Auricoma we collected and ground it into a medicinal powder. Even though I had leveled up and my health had jumped back to 100, it was steadily dropping as I bled out. With the powder I managed to stop most of the bleeding before night finally fell. 

We didn’t speak a word until we reached the edge of Wildwood. Bendi used an old rusted flashlight to light our way. It was close to midnight, and I was still tired but determined to go as far as I could. In the trees, I saw a small starship. On the side of it I saw the words SSF Javelin. It was old, maybe 100-200 years. Smaller than the colony ships, it looked like it had once been a cargo freighter or large dropship. Looking at my map I could see near the Hub there was a large colony ship half-buried. The Hub had been built around its massive hull. The hub I imagined was everything here. Guilds, merchants, bounties, government and forum. It looked large enough to rival the Spire. This small ship could have easily fit inside the hangar along with ten others. 

I held my rifle up in a ready position across my icy nub as we moved closer towards the entrance. Bendi lit the way for me. We opened the door together, and several amphibian-like creatures scurried out. I used my sixth sense to learn more about them….




- Quick Lore - 




‘This clever and incredibly rare creature is a type of amphibian called a Dust-eater. It's about the size of an earthworm, has no legs or arms, like a snake and a short, thick tail. They have a thin, rough skin covered lightly in mucus, which is usually either light pink, light brown or pink, or a combination of these colors. They live in hot areas and are common. They're herbivores and their relatively small mouths, their teeth and rough tongue are ideal for eating mushrooms. They're nocturnal and rely on their sense of smell and taste buds to get around. They do have gorgeous eyes, but their sight is relatively poor. They have tiny noses and short, pointy ears. Their heads are long and narrow in comparison to their bodies.’ 




Danger: low




	

When we knew the area was clear we crept inside and found a small room to sleep. 




Day 4




5 hours of sleep. Not the best night’s rest I ever had, but it wasn’t the worst. Honestly I preferred the inside of the ship to my cage back on the Raft. Morning came and we began to search the ship. We found a few small stashes of medical supplies, and I was able to repair the satchel I had by crafting a new one near a workbench. The ship also had a small armory. I never picked up Requiem, the ghoul slayer after I lost it inside the Fire Shrine, so the only weapon I had been carrying with me had been Bendi’s rifle. At the work bench I was able to use some of the small gears and parts I had collected from the plasma cutter to upgrade the rifle to 30 damage. +1 for engineering.

“Scavengers,” Bendi said. Scavengers were NPCs that wandered various parts of the world, looting different places here and there. 

“They must have been infected by Luyten’s wish,” I said aloud. 

Whatever they had been up to, they had abandoned this place. 

‘Hope is lost, abandon Eda,’ and ‘should have stayed on Earth’ written across the walls and other runes I couldn’t decipher scattered throughout the hull. Some of it was old while other words looked like they had been painted on not long before I arrived. The inside of the SSF Javelin was easy to navigate given its size. After I upgraded Bendi’s rifle I got to work scavenging what was left behind. I scanned the armory. The scavengers had been using it to store armor and weapons. 

I had hit the jackpot. Loot, loot, and more loot. 

Most of it was the same, but there were a few uncommon items. 

The MK1 scavenger had a hood with half a face guard, shaped like the eyes of a tiger that reached just below the eyes. Attached to the forehead area were layers of spiked leather, creating the appearance of horns. The shoulders were pointy, wide and huge, decorated with three small horns on each side, curved towards the sides. The upper arms were protected by rounded, half covering braces which sat well under the shoulder plates. The lower arms were covered by vambraces which have a layer of chain mail covering the outer sides. The breastplate was made from many v-shaped layers of leather and fur. It covered the entire front and back side, but the attachment straps left the sides under the arms exposed. The upper legs were covered by a skirt of horizontal layers of leather and fur reaching below the groin. The lower legs were protected by leather shin guards, which had a masterfully crafted dragon's upper jaw attached on the outer top sides. 

MKII. This set of armor had a pointed helm with a rounded, t-shaped opening leaving the eyes, nose and mouth exposed. Attached to the forehead area were two small crossed swords as an ornament piece. The shoulders are fairly squared, short, and large in size. They're decorated with intricate gilded design patterns, possibly in the shape of a sigil. There were more runes like the ones I saw inside the ship stitched throughout. The upper arms were protected by rounded, layered metal braces which sit nicely under the shoulder plates. The lower arms were covered by vambraces which have layers of rounded leather on the outer sides.The breastplate was made from many v-shaped layers of leather and fur just like the MK1. It covered almost everything from the neck down, it narrowed near the groin, and it too left part of the sides exposed. The upper legs were covered by a skirt of circular layers of leather and fur reaching below the groin. The front was open. I hated that. The lower legs were protected by leather boots which had a masterfully crafted bird's upper beak attached on each outer top side. The bird’s beak looked like an eagle. Thick cloth pants were beneath this all.

The third set, the MK3 had a rounded helm with the face guard of a laughing face on one half and a crying face on the other. It was called ‘the Joker’. Attached to the top was a thick layer of animal fur covering every piece of the armor's surface. The upper arms were metal and made in a similar fashion to the others. Underneath the fur was a metal breastplate made to resemble dragon scales. 

I took the thick cloth pants that belonged to the MKII armor and the other parts from the MKIII, leaving the face guard behind. The MKI was too raider-like for my taste, and I never liked face guards anyway. The armor was hard to get on with just one hand, but I made do. It fit comfortably, like it had been made to fit my body. I threw the pieces I didn’t need along with my tattered clothes on the ground. I couldn’t part with my shirt just yet. It looked like white, tattered rag with a red skull. I felt a sentimental attachment to it. It was similar to a shirt I owned in the real world, and I wasn’t ready to give it up. I put everything on over it. The armor weighed very little and gave me 100 resistance, basically an extra 100 HP. My HP now stood at 210. That was a major boost considering most armor in Bane was useless. These pieces acted as artifacts, increasing defense and health. 

I smirked, and Bendi shook his head. 

“Look like scavenger now, not like unchained,” it said. 

“I’m not sure looking like an unchained is something I want right now,” I said. 

“Unchained rare, rare to see, people will notice unchained. People not like scavengers, like rats, you are not rat, you hero,” Bendi said.

“Hero? I’m not a hero,” I said almost laughing. 

“You are champion, unchained, you came from the stars, you killed dragon, broken curse, you are hero,” Bendi said. In a way I guess I was. If we made it to Arcadia and news spread of what I did, that would increase my reputation. I smiled at Bendi and politely nodded, saying “Thank you”. 

There were several weapons inside the armory to look at as well. The first was a very short and wide-barbed blade made of steel, with a grip wrapped in white snake leather called ’Seethe’.  Another larger blade, a two-handed greatsword called ‘Haran’ stood up against the wall. It was large with a straight cross-guard. I’m sure if I had both hands I would have picked it up. The third blade I found was a vibro blade in the armory called the ‘Vesta Anoron’. I picked it up. It was a bit longer than the small sword had been, with a damage of 30 and a weight of 10. There wasn’t much lore on it, other than it was ancient and had been cast from carbon. Something about it called out to me. I felt sure that, had Caleb been playing, it would have been his weapon of choice; and something about that made me want to hold onto it. 

While still at the SSF Javelin, I scavenged some food. Bendi found some creatures called Dwarfthorn. They were a type of invertebrate about the size of a wasp with two clawed arms, two legs and a short, thin tail.

They had a thin, delicate skin which is usually either dark grey or dark red or a combination of these colors. Dwarfthorn lived in forested areas and were fairly common. They were small herbivores with their fairly small mouths and rough tongues ideal for eating fruits. They tasted bland but were a good source of nutrition. 

I sat down after eating and listened to the audio log as I let my stomach settle, and what I heard left me uneasy…. 




The voice of an old woman spoke.




‘Subject 06, Julie Luyten, age 10. Kidnapped and abused. She was found in critical condition when police killed the three men that had been keeping her held against her will. At first she was a perfect subject, but the longer she stayed inside the game the more we lost her. Outside the game, she was a wreck. Nightmares, seizures. She wouldn’t eat real food. The game world was the only place she spoke to anyone. I thought for sure we would be able to bring her back… grant her wish, help her resolve her trauma. Maybe. Instead I think we made it worse… the real world became just too much for her, and her ghost was starting to develop on its own. She was creating new code. I wish I could show her… show her it's ok… she has nothing to be scared of anymore. Maybe I’ll go in myself. Maybe I can reason with her. Her father keeps blaming himself, saying if not for his ‘position’ none of this would have happened. I know he’s a good man, but maybe putting his daughter into a game like this wasn’t the best idea. I guess he felt there was no other choice.’ 

The audio log ended. Was she a player? The audio log made it sound like she was. That would mean she would respawn. Maybe she was whole again at the Hub or back at the crashed ship. If she was, I had to find her. 

Could something like that happen to me if I didn’t watch myself? Curses, glitches, new code? What was this place?

“Bendi, where would I appear if I died now?” I asked.

“Dye not appear,” it said. 

“You don’t know what I’m talking about, do you, like when the Nanook killed me and I disappeared and came back,” I said trying to explain. 

“Unchained, you start over, wake again another, not you, same memories but not you, body goes to the ground, stomach of Nanook, body reborn,” Bendi answered. To him I was a different person than who I was when I died by the Nanook. His words bothered me though…. When I thought about it, it made me feel that every time I died, I was transferring my consciousness to a new body. Had something happened to my body in the real world? Did they do something to my consciousness? Was I still me without my body? Was I a copy? A clone? Was I subject 07, 08, or 09? Why did they lock Julie here in this hell, a world between life and death, and how could they let her become that if they were trying to save her? I made a promise to myself right there that I would find answers, I would return home, I would reunite with Caleb and save Julie if she was still alive. 




Fifteen minutes later Bendi and I set out into the woods. Our destination Arcadia. Before I could keep the promise I made to myself I had to speak to the witch. I had to get help. 


9.




Truths




Cryomancer Skills




Ice Blast - Unlocked 

	Cast an arrow of ice that inflicts damage and has a chance of freezing the enemy.




Gust - Unlocked

Creates a strong gust of wind that pushes enemies. When inflicting damage on a frozen enemy, it will unfreeze.




Stasis Shield - Locked

Creates a wall of ice that confines and protects player with a chance of freezing nearby enemies.




Ice Pike - Locked

Make ice spikes sprout out in a line to inflict damage. Has a chance of freezing enemies.




Ice Wall - Locked

Creates a wall of ice that confines an enemy with a chance of freezing nearby enemies.




Subzero Shield - Locked

Create a shield of ice for defense. Inflicts damage after blocking enemy attacks and has a chance of freezing enemies.




Frost Pillar - Locked

Summons a tree of ice on the ground that pulls nearby enemies in and has a chance of freezing them.




Ice Spear - Unlocked

Summon a spear from the air for a limited amount of time that inflicts critical damage to enemies.




Ice Blast (enhanced) - Locked

Cast several arrows of ice that inflicts damage and has a 90% chance of freezing the enemy.




Ice Pike (enhanced) - Locked

Make ice spikes sprout out in both a line and a circle around you to inflict damage. Has a 90% chance of freezing enemies.




“I need to go back to this ship,” I said as we started walking towards Arcadia. I couldn't escape the feeling that I was leaving Julie behind. It wasn't right, I was strong enough with my Cryomancer powers, my new armor. If I ran up against the Nanook again I would slay it. 

“We are at ship?” Bendi whispered, stuffing his face with some kind of red mushroom. 

“The starting point, I’m actually not sure what it's called,” I said. 

That was weird. I felt like I should have known that. The starting point of… I trailed off.

“Sanctuary!” said Bendi, “you want to go back to Sanctuary!” He spoke like a child in the early morning of Christmas.

“Yes! That’s the place!” I exclaimed. I was feeling just as excited as he was hoping that I would find Julie in that place. 

“We are so close though, Arcadia, not far, not far, we can walk day, maybe two, no, we can walk in day if we hurry,” Bendi said. 

“It is not something I can do yet, I have to see if she is there.” Bendi nodded its head. I think it understood. It was a part of my moral code. I hated seeing kids hurt, it was the worst. I had seen some bad shit, but holding her in my arms and watching her fade away like she had was bat shit crazy. I knew I was going to have nightmares about it. I felt it, like a seed planted in the back of my mind that maybe this place was some kind of hell…. No one at that age deserved to feel the pain that she had been through; and if I could help, if somehow there was a chance she had come back, I had to take the risk. 

“To Sanctuary,” I made a gesture with my hand pointing forward. 

We had rested long enough. The SSF Javelin was set between Hunter’s Chase, Wildwood, and the Fire Shrine. It would only be a few hours before we reached starting point, and Bendi knew a shortcut. The only thing we had to worry about was the Nanook, if it was still around -- but I felt confident now. I had slayed a dragon. I had leveled up. The Nanook was a boss but it was the first boss… 




“Where did Sanctuary come from?” I asked as we started down our path in the woods. I was curious. I knew from my experience before in Bane all the lore, and both Caleb and I had been active in game forums and groups. We had other friends that played, too, and we were constantly reading the in-game lore to one another when we actually had time to hangout. But here I was IN-PERSON with an NPC. What better way to discover more about this world than discover it firsthand. No books, no online media, no apps, no holos. It was real. This was my reality at the moment. It didn’t make sense, this land of swords and sorcery fused with lasers and rocket ships, but it was my world. 

“You know, you should know, I don’t understand how you can’t,” Bendi said before taking a long awkward pause. He was looking into my mind again. 

“Stop that,” I shouted, bearing a closed fist. I wasn’t actually angry, more annoyed. Bendi apologized and began to explain, “Bendi not mean to cause harm, Bendi reads minds to understand, to help, to heal, to better Bendi’s self.” It paused again. “Two hundred years before Bendi, before first humans, seeds, Sanctuary, Javelin, Hub, and others fell from the sky. They come from a place called ERTH, witch’s homeworld, many others’ homeworld, your homeworld?'' it said as if asking a question. Bendi was just as curious about me as I was of it and this world. 

“Tell me more about Earth,” I said, pronouncing it correctly.

“Earth, humans’ home, sick and dying, humans ran, new Genesis, Exodus, left in great seeds across the stars, several found the rift, came through, fell, here,” Bendi’s words were broken. Maybe it was the fact that its tongue hung somewhat out of its mouth as it spoke or that it just never had to speak so much.. But Bendi’s words made sense. The rift… that was the world gate. 

“Tell me about the rift,” I asked. That was something I hadn’t read about before. Something new that I wanted to hear fleshed out. I had always been a big gamer, and the word rift usually meant portal of some kind. That made sense to me. 

“Rift was, is, a scar, a fracture that bleeds our realm into others, ideas, histories, only seeds can pass through rifts, daemons, unchained,” Bendi said. 

“You keep calling me unchained, what does it mean?” 

“Witch’s words, not sure, that you are special, human, like her but special,” Bendi said, trying his best to articulate and sound out the words just right. 

“So humans fled Earth into space, came through the rift, crashed here two hundred years ago and established several colonies and outposts throughout the world, but you also said daemons can pass through the rift, why were they never on Earth?”

“They were, always, secret, secret worlds, secrets, secrets, secrets,” Bendi started to stutter. For a moment I was afraid I had said something wrong. Our conversation was teetering on the edge of the abyss. It made the game feel immersive. For a moment I felt like this was home, this was my world, that I had always been a part of this. 

Bendi made a gesture with three fingers.With its left hand he raised one claw towards the sky. Its three fingers crossed and the other two on its right hand fully clenched. It moved them forming a circle and then fully stretched its other three fingers outwards like an explosion. It raised its hands and used one finger to form a circle before stretching its fingers out in a gesture of kindness. It was language. The language of the familiars. A type of sign language. It was retelling the story it had just told me. 

I’m not sure how I knew I just did. I asked anyway. 

“There are others like you?” I asked. 

“Many, the witch made some, mages, others, our souls bind.”

“How do I understand you, it seems to me that you speak 'perfect' English.”

“Common, Eda, language, most everyone speaks, Bendi just learned, not very good, not bad, language common,” it said. 

“Are you a boy or a girl?” I asked. 

“Not sure what it means?” Bendi said.

“Never mind,” I smiled wondering if Bendi was reading my mind. There was something innocent about the creature. I was wondering if maybe the witch was the same way. Most of the time when I thought of witches I thought of villains, the bad guys, some kind of boss I would have to fight or watch out for. This witch seemed different. She had sent Bendi to me. She was guiding me. She may be an NPC or she may be a player; but unless there was something sinister she had planned, she was my guardian in this world and I was grateful for her help. 

We approached a clearing as we neared the horizon. There was a cliff. 

“This doesn’t look like the right way,” I said.

“Is right, is short. Must be careful, Luyten gone but still pain,” Bendi said, sliding further back towards my side. It began crouching down lower to the ground. Bendi said it knew a shorter way… we were just outside Wildwood. I feel like I should have seen this place before, but Eda was large. A game the size of a continent. The clearing was covered in small broken fences and ruins that were grown over. I could see goat-like and sheep-like animals frolicking in the quiet pastures and passing around many of the overgrown structures. The trail we had been following stopped, and an immense ranch stood before us. It was fairly new and in great condition. A humble stable that could have housed several horses was overgrown in lush flowers. 

There was an abandoned pen that could have once housed chickens, rabbits, and other small animals almost hidden in the corner. The farm had a homey feel, even though it was abandoned. A combination of tranquil landscape and horrifying isolation. There was a house. Short and shaped like a U. It had two extensions linked by wooden sunscreen structures. I loved the design. It was minimalistic and modern. It had a second floor smaller than the first that looked like a rooftop garden. 

“We need to check this out,” I said motioning for us to venture inside the abandoned home. Bendi followed behind me as I crept around the corner. I didn’t draw my rifle as I kept it slung around my side. I held ‘Vesta Anoron’ in my right hand. +5 Stealth just for playing the right way. 

Inside the house we found an empty loft. A dinner table with scraps of old food. The food looked like it had been rotting for days. Cockroaches were the same here as they were in the real world. They probably came from the seed ships and adapted to this world. Bugs were ferocious for that. Even on the Raft in the middle of the ocean we had cockroaches and rats. I had to hold my palm up against my face to block the smell. The first time my sense of smell didn’t feel dulled. I entered one of the bedrooms. A part of me expected to find some dead bodies. I think that would have been better. 

On the bed lay a red dress. The waist was narrow, slim fit, A cloth ribbon had been wrapped around it. A pair of platforms lay straight on the ground. Someone had been planning something nice. 

“Whatever happened here happened fast, we should leave this place in peace,” I said standing up tall. I looked around the room for signs of some kind of struggle, but there was nothing. Hanging on the wall near the backdoor was a shield. A powerful round shield made of ebony steel. It looked like the edges were reinforced with metal studs each hand decorated with inscribed runes. Its center was adorned with symmetrical paintwork and several purple gemstones. It was a shield never meant for war. I couldn’t even pull up any stats on it, and that wasn’t just because I wasn’t a paladin. 

I took a closer look. There was a crest drawn on the shield.  A painting that depicted a regular-sized shield with a symmetrical, angular-shaped top and a symmetrical, squared bottom, supported by a tiger on either side resting on a snowy landscape. A fairly small crown, or coronet, rested atop the shield; it's a crown of broad tines and two rows. The purple gems decorate the outer sides. On top of the coronet sat a frog-mouth helm, which itself supported the crest, a boat. The coronet and crest were decoratively bound by a roll of fabric, or torse, which carried the main colors used on the shield.  The shield itself has 3 colors which are painted in a wavy pattern. 2 suns serve as the emblem, or charge, and a majestic ribbon, positioned just below the supporters, carries the motto, which read: "Strength, prosperity, perseverance.".

“The woman that lived here must have been an artist,” I smiled. 

“Caleb would have enjoyed seeing this,” I said aloud. Bendi looked up at me.

“Gabeb?” it asked. 

“You aren’t reading my mind right now?” I said. 

“I am, I don’t see, blurry, out of focus, not understanding,” Bendi said.

“Good, that’s for the best,” I smiled. Caleb was the one thing keeping me sane. I had to survive this place, whatever it showed me, whatever happened. 

“You never asked my name,” I said looking at Bendi.

“Names not worthy,” Bendi said. 

“I’m Myra,” I smirked. 




Two hours later we reached Sanctuary. There was no Nanook. No Julie. I made my way inside crouching and keeping my rifle ready. I prayed that we would find her, but I was terrified at the same time. What would I say, what would I do? How would I react if she attacked me? I had never been great around kids, especially strange ones that had gone through such traumatizing events. A part of me didn’t want to find her. A part of me prayed that she was gone. Free. Maybe she was back in the real world and she could get the help she needed. Whoever put us here in the first place. They owed her. They owed her big. I didn’t want to think that way. I couldn’t. I was nearly in tears when I found the stasis pod I had started from.

“There is no one else here,” I said. I banged my left arm against the glass, shattering it and breaking the icy limb I had created. I could feel the itching, the burning again where my arm and hand should have been. Bendi hid from me. I felt even worse. 

“I’m sorry, I just… I really thought she might be here,” 

“I know,” Bendi said. 

Bendi came out from hiding as I hit my knees. 

It put its arm on my shoulder and I wept. 




An hour passed. I searched the rest of Sanctuary hoping I could find something. As we neared the starship’s exit I heard a roar. It was the Nanook. It had returned. I held Bendi’s rifle up in front of me. I had repaired the ice around my arm. It had several more sharp edges around it. +5 Attack. It was the middle of the day now and the Nanook stood in front of the sun. It was taller than I remembered. Maybe I wasn’t the only one that had leveled up. Could NPCs level up? If I survived this assault I would have to ask Bendi who was already hiding in the bushes. Quickly.

“Not today, not now, not ever again,” I said, staring down my rifle. 

+10 Capture / Tame

The Nanook didn’t attack me, though. It dropped from its standing position to all four and slowly moved away. I could see it more clearly now. The rot and decay that had covered half of its body had begun to disappear. The bear-like creature was returning to normal. Where it stood lay the Devil’s Sabre and the other gear I had lost.

	

When the Nanook disappeared over the horizon back into the forest towards the Fire Shrine I lowered my guard. Bendi picked up the bandages, food, and water for me, along with all the gears and scrap I had collected. Together we set the Devil’s Sabre upright in the ground like a standing cross. I had Bendi give me half of the supplies. I didn’t need them. He was my healer, and I had already learned how to craft better medicine anyway. I laid the supplies down next to the cross in a satchel. I used the gears to spell out ‘Julie Luyten, brave and loved’. 




	She deserved better. 
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        Pilot

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Poison Attack

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Poison Resistance

        


      
      	
        


        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Poison Duration

        


      
      	
        


        5

        


      
    

    
      	
        


        Psionic

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Recovery

        


      
      	
        40

      
    

    
      	
        


        Stamina

        


      
      	
        40

      
    

    
      	
        


        Sheath Speed (reflexes)

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Strength

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Stun Attack

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Stun Duration 

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Stun Resistance

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Survival

        


      
      	
        40 

      
    

    
      	
        


        Tool Specialist

        


      
      	
        10

      
    

    
      	
        Training

      
      	
        


        5
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A Stranger




“Please excuse me, traveler. I'm in need of your assistance.”

“Hello?” I said as a stranger wearing light leather armor approached me. It was a young boy no older than 15, maybe 16. 

“I think I'm lost. No, I know I'm lost. Nothing looks familiar here and I mean at all. Oh I should've never left our camp. I know our camp is near a lake and we came into the forest from the North, but I have no idea where North is, I have no idea where anything is. Hero, please, you've got to help me, help me find my way back to camp, I don't want to be in this forest anymore, I want to go home,” he said. 

“Where is home?” I asked. I was a little concerned he had called me hero, but then again he was young and figured if I was a scavenger, raider, or daemon he would be dead without getting a word in. He took his chances talking to me. Kid had guts. 

“Arcadia, I’m a part of Deep Infantry, I’m a healer, I was collecting herbs when I heard a daemon in the woods and ran.”

“What's your name?” I asked, wondering if this was some kind of trap. 

“Ethan, if you help me out I don’t have much but I can get you some scrip when we get back to my camp or Arcadia,” he said. 

“Ok, Ethan, I’m actually on my way to Arcadia myself to meet the witch and my friend here,” I pointed towards Bendi who was poking out from behind a tree, “knows the way.” 

“The witch, she is the one that sent us out here, the daemons were attacking the outskirts of the city along with the farms for days but just this last day they seemed to disappear,” he said.

“You can thank me for that later,” I smiled, “I’ll help you.”

I studied Ethan for a moment and checked his stats. I got a ping that stated that he had joined my party. 3/3 Myself, Bendi, and Ethan. 




	

Name: Ethan

	Age: 19

	Gender: Male

	Race: Human

	Level: 5

	Class: Healer / Tech-Mage (Apprentice)




HP: 100 

	Mana: 100

	Stamina: 100




Agility: 6

Endurance: 5

	Intelligence: 7

	Charisma: 7

Luck: 10




	Abilities: Natural Herbalist

	Skills: Herbalist

	Inventory: Herbs, Small Sword, Small Pistol, Grimoire




	Reputation: Liked

	Alignment: The Witch, Arcadia, The Hub, Deep Infantry

	Languages: Common (English)







	“I'm Myra. Hold on, I forgot to ask Bendi if this was alright,” I said.

	“Bendi happy to help Ethan, Ethan good, know witch, know help us,” Bendi said standing next to us now in the woods. 

	“Long time no see,” said Ethan.

	“Long time… grow,” said Bendi.

	“I haven’t seen Bendi in years, the last time I saw him I was maybe ten, I was sick and my parents brought me to the witch for medicine, she saved my life and ever since I have been studying herbs and healing,” Ethan said. 

	I smiled, “it will be good to have another healer in our party.” 

	“I’m more than a healer, I know some martial arts too, I may not be able to take down a daemon or a troll but I can hunt and defend myself. I've been studying Jothe martial arts since I was 10 and I earned my black belt last season,” he said. 

	“Jothe, how did you earn another class?” I asked.

	“What do you mean? Why can’t we be two things at once?” he asked, responding to my question with a question of his own. A second class. It made some sense I guess, why limit players - or perhaps players were the only ones limited and NPCs could be more than one thing. Ethan was already teaching me new things. He continued to explain the three types of martial arts taught in Eda. Two of them were offensive while Jothe, the one he studied, was defensive. 

	

	The three martial arts of Eda are as follows:




	Lantirmai is an offensive martial art that focuses on demolishing your opponent through a series of incredibly swift attacks. The primary focus lies on both side steps and foot sweeps, and it often relies on the agility and strength, or lack thereof, of your opponent. The biggest strength of Lantirmai is its brutality. It's fierce and contains moves illegal in most other arts. By exploiting the sense of balance of your challenger your opponent is likely to exhaust themselves, allowing you to capitalize on your biggest strengths. On the other hand the biggest weakness of Lantirmai is that it often requires the opponent to make the first move. If you're facing an opponent that doesn't, you'll have to rely on a different bag of tricks.




	Guthwou is a mostly offensive martial art that focuses on beating your opponent through quick and swift strikes and utilizing different centers of gravity. The primary focus lies on both quick movements and throws and it often relies on the endurance and reflexes of the attacker. The biggest strength of Guthwou is an incredible close range power and agility. By capitalizing the shifts in the centers of gravity of both fighters your opponent tends to tire out pretty quickly, which is a huge advantage in and of itself.

On the other hand, the biggest weakness of Guthwou is that this is a purely one-on-one style. When facing multiple opponents your weaknesses may suddenly become very apparent to your opponent.




	Jothe is a defensive martial art that focuses on exhausting your opponent with a minimum expenditure of your own energy. The primary focus lies on both open-hand techniques and deflection and it often relies on the speed and strength of yourself. The biggest strength of Jothe is being able to keep distance between you and your opponent, but all while still being able to strike. By profiting from the blocks of both fighters your opponent often lacks the knowledge to respond well enough, giving you the opportunity to gain the upper hand. On the other hand, the biggest weakness of Jothe is a common feeling of being in control even when you might not be. When you're overconfident, you could quickly end up overpowered.




	All three were interesting. If I had time I would have to study them more and maybe pick up a few new skills. Guthwou interested me the most.

	

I was happy to have some company. Listening to Ethan explain the different types of martial arts in this world was fascinating not only because it was so similar to home, but because he spoke about them with such passion. We had been hiking for several hours and were beginning to near the end of Wildwood and enter the area of Arcadia. Inside the forest we saw many different creatures as we spoke. Some were strange flying birds, others looked like ant-eaters, raccoons, colorful, non-venomous snakes and some kind of squid-like creature that clung to the side of trees. As we came to the end of our journey Ethan began to slow down. 

	“Excuse me, I have another favor. The undead have disappeared, but hear me out. The outer farms have still been coming under attack by vicious trolls. Once we reach the outskirts, it would help Arcadia a lot if we can clear them out. Well… if you can clear them out. Most of them are pretty strong. You don’t have to kill them, just let them know they can’t keep destroying our farms,” Ethan said. 




A new quest appeared.




- Quest - 

Trollhunter 




	Objective:

	Stop the Trolls on the outskirts of Arcadia by either killing them or 	pacifying them. 




“I accept,” I stated aloud. Bendi and Ethan both looked at me funny. I laughed thinking how strange it was that I could see these words and look at things no one else could. They must have thought I was a little crazy. Better be careful who I did it around; I wouldn’t want anyone getting the wrong idea. 




Bendi led us to the outskirts of Arcadia, “The farms that are under attack are going to be our first priority; after that we’ll get Ethan home and speak to the witch,” I ordered motioning with my one good hand that we move forward. We made our way down through the woods as Ethan told me more about Arcadia. It was a small village surrounded by a great wall with less than 100 people and a handful of shops. Most of the people that lived in Arcadia actually lived outside the main village in the outskirts as farmhands. They traded with the Hub using ships that sailed across the great ocean as a means of fast travel. That was my answer. I could pay my way onto one of their ships and ferry myself to the Hub to find my answers. I could be home in less than 48 hours if I played my cards right. 

We were creeping up on the first group of undead. More nanite- infused zombies. Everything was going so good until something blunt hit me in the back of my head. I was knocked out. 




I awoke to see Bendi, Ethan, and myself tied up in the back of a large hovering vehicle. 

“How do you like the ride, scavenger? Think you can walk in and take what’s ours,” said a voice coming from in front of us. The wind blew in front of my face, dust stinging at my eyes. I tried to move my one arm and realized I was tied up. The icy spike I had been using for my left arm was gone, along with all my weapons and my satchel. My legs were wrapped in rope too. I pulled as hard as I could hoping I could break free. Strength - Fail. I even tried to use my Cryomancer powers to freeze the ropes but nothing happened. Skills - Fail. 

“Tricks won’t work, the ropes are sealed with runes,” said Ethan motioning towards the small design drawn onto our ropes. 

“Trolls,” said Bendi. Both of them were just as tied up as I was. Bendi a bit more because of his small wings. 

Shitty luck. We had been attacked and taken prisoner by trolls? Not quite. The Trolls were humans that had mutated. I wasn't sure if it was because of some weird radiation or something else on this planet, but their skin had grayed and their bodies were nearly hairless. Some of them looked like they had tumors growing below their skin. Their most distinct feature, though, was their sharp teeth that looked like they had been filed down. The 'Trolls,' as Bendi and Ethan referred to them, also covered their bodies in tattoos that looked like a circuit board. 

My best guess is that they had been a group of engineers that tried to repair the ships; scavenging for parts, they lost their way and developed on the fringes, separate from the other colonists on this world. Instead of farming they hunted and scavenged… and judging by how they had captured us, I was pretty certain that cannibalism was something they had no problem practicing, as well. 

“Let us go,” I ordered. Charisma - Fail.

“No chance, starving, we are going to eat good,” said one of the cackling trolls. There were two of them. One was steering the hover barge while the other was guarding us. They started laughing. I wiggled as much as I could until finally I broke my one good arm free of the rope. 

Luck - Success. 

I undid the rope around my legs and felt my powers return. 

“What the hell!” the bigger guard yelled. 

I cast an ice wall around myself, freezing both of the trolls. I found a small blunt pipe on the ground and grabbed it. 

	




	Steel Pipe

	Melee type weapon

	

	Damage: 10

	Weight: 10







“Good enough,” I said and swung at the frozen troll. He shattered into a million pieces. Slowly everyone began to thaw. I only had a few seconds to hit the troll that was steering before my luck ran out. It did. The troll swung around towards me. It thawed fast and grabbed me by the throat. The hover barge began to turn sideways out of control. I felt us hit the ground and slide. The troll and I fell into the dirt that surrounded us. We were in an open field. They had taken us all the way back to Hunter’s Chase. 

	The troll still had his hand around my throat when we both realized we had crashed. I felt it squeeze. My health began to drop. My armor wasn’t resisting, I guess it was only good as far as damage hitting it but the Troll’s hand was around my bare skin. 

	The troll was green. It looked more like an orc than a troll but I guess that didn’t really matter. It was probably some kind of mutant anyway. I could see a small pistol on its belt. I reached for it and the troll laughed. 

	“You want this,” it said mocking me, moving its hips backwards and motioning towards the pistol. It lifted me up off the ground. 

	“Augmeniate lightorous!” yelled Ethan making a strange gesture with his hands. The troll swung side-to-side and then let go of me moving backwards towards the wrecked barge. It landed against the barge hard, its arms against it in the shape of a cross. There were wisps of violet and silver in the air. The troll growled cursing looking towards Ethan and then towards me. 

I walked over towards the troll. I was angry. Angry we were so far from Arcadia, angry all my loot had been stolen, angry for what he had done to my new friends, angry he was going to try and eat us. I pulled the pistol from his side and aimed it at his head. I pulled the trigger several times until his health was almost depleted and screamed. My mind flashed back to my confrontation with Breq… this was what I should have done the moment I managed to pick myself out of my wrecked racer. 

The troll had 10 health left. Ethan walked up towards me and put his hand on my shoulder. 

“Stand back please,” he said.	

I did as I was told, I was seeing red. Just barely calm enough to listen. 

“Lagindo Torch!” Ethan said with a very straight face, moving his hands in a circle and casting a lilac, glowing wave outwards towards the troll. The troll screamed and dissolved piece-by-piece as his flesh disappeared into a void. 

“I didn’t kill him, if that is what you are thinking,” said Ethan.

“What did you do?” I asked.

“I cast him into another dimension, he may have a chance,” he said. 

“Another dimension?” I guess anything was possible. The rules of this world seemed to be changing all the time; but then again, this was a game, and anything was possible. 

“I didn’t know you knew how to do that,” I said.

“I didn’t want you to know, I’m more than a healer, I don’t like doing it though, look,” Ethan then showed me his arm. It was bleeding red with several runes, “each spell costs me something in return, this rune speaks to me. This time it was a part of my life force, years that will never return.  If I use too many spells, I will die,” he finished covering up the bleeding rune with a small rag. 

We found Bendi and the rest of our loot. I picked up my gear and examined the cargo hold of the barge. Inside were several paladin class weapons, including a chainsaw sword I didn’t dare touch. There were tasers, pipes, small swords, pistols, shotguns, pitchforks, and plasma cutters. It looked like the trolls had been scavenging old mines and stealing from farmhands. 

“We’re near the troll caverns. Currently we are in an undiscovered country," Ehtan said.

"Not Hunter’s Chase?" I asked.

"No, though both look much the same. The caverns lead into the Valley of Decay,” Bendi added, clear as day. I thought it was strange. Whenever something seemed scripted he always sounded so clear. 

“I guess you want us to go to the Valley of Decay and pacify the rest of the trolls, right? Wrong! We need to get to Arcadia now! I’m done with this,” I exclaimed. 

“We have to stop the trolls. If we don’t, Arcadia will never allow us to enter; they are far too scared of outsiders,” said Ethan.

“You didn’t mention that before? So this quest is a mandatory, not a request,” I yelled in frustration. I was close to Ethan’s face now. I was still seeing red. I was ready to punch him. I wasn't about to let an NPC order me around like I was a puppet on a string. I was angry we lost so much time. Angry that I lost so much time. 

Already I had been stuck in this world for 4 full days. 

“Five,” said Bendi. 

“Five what?” I yelled.

“Five days, it is next day since trolls attack,” Bendi added. 

I had forgotten Bendi was somewhat telepathic and could pick up on certain things I was thinking. Five days… Five days lost. Five days gone. Five days without speaking to anyone real, without any answers. If I stayed trapped here, I was going to lose my mind. 

Ethan looked at me, “I’m sorry, but please, you have to help us. I hadn’t told you before but there is a prophecy, the witch has spoken of it, spoken of you. ‘The day the last one is reborn, a challenge shall bring a time of serenity and a time of peace.’”  He paused. “When I saw you in the woods, I knew that you were last of the reborn, the unchained, everything about you was different, I could see it in your eyes, that is why I called you hero, that is why you are Arcadia’s champion and I beg of you to help us,” he finished. I shut my eyes and took a deep, frustrated breath. Of course there was a darn prophecy. 

“Fine,” I said, “let's get this over with.” 




We approached the Valley of Decay at dawn. Two statues stood outside the dungeon entrance. For miles there were mountainous walls that stretched high around the Valley, encasing it like a dome. That was what the Valley was after all. It was a dome. A stadium the size of a small landmass for players to enhance their skills. It was a raid dungeon. A large area filled with trolls, daemons, and other alien creatures that were mid- to high-level. 

This was not fun, these people were not my friends, and I didn’t like the idea of being at such a low level and entering such a messed up place. 




The first statue was that of Vudione. Vudione was a much-adored and vastly trusted goddess. Advice, family, and existence were but a few elements this divine being is associated with, and most would describe her as charming and caring. Often depicted as a human with the body of a bear, Vudione is usually worshipped through atonements and pledges. There's a few main places for those in pursuit of the aid of Vudione, but natural shrines and carried symbols were a good way to show your dedication. Worshippers were quite numerous and tended to come in the form of elderly and hunters, but if in need, all others were welcome to seek the guidance of this goddess. But only ever if the right atonements and pledges were adhered to. Vudione had countless lovers, but the main one was Mineas. Of course this changed nothing as to the guidance Vudione could provide, but love could be a distraction.

The second statue was that of Gatrix. Nightmares, desire, and hatred were vital elements this divine being was associated with, and most would have described her as punctual and focused. Often depicted as a humanoid llama, Gatrix was usually worshipped through gifts and offerings. There's no preferred place for those craving the power potentially given by Gatrix, but shrines and altars were typically found to be a good place to start.

Worshippers are in the majority and tend to come in the form of outlaws and rangers, but if in need, all others are welcome to seek the guidance of this goddess. Even when the right gifts and offerings cannot be made. Gatrix has a handful of lovers, but the main one is Tomos. This just empowers the guidance Gatrix could potentially provide, but love brings about all sorts of emotions, and not always the good ones.

The two statues were yin and yang. One represented dreams and the other, nightmares. Vudione stood facing outward, while Gatrix faced inwards towards the center of the Valley. From the outside, the Valley looked like an empty plain; but once you walked past the statues, you would be transported into a maze-like environment filled with randomly generated elements, such as rivers, mountains, transitional environments, etc. Nothing could prepare you for what was on the other side. The people of Eda believed that the Valley was protected by some kind of dark magic or that radiation had somehow destroyed the place. Some kind of reality bomb. 

“You’re first,” I said, insisting that Ethan cross. He did and disappeared before my eyes. I followed, with Bendi close behind. 

There was a shrill in the chasm, a compressing of air, and suddenly we were greeted by a miniature creature of darkness and death. Two violent eyes stared at us with a bellowing fury, and another shrill pierced the air from its jagged mouth in pure agony. Four curved horns adorned its muscular head. Like other daemons I had seen in picture books, it had glowing tattoos. Runes, runes, and more runes. A lofty, greasy body. Spikes covered its shoulders, suggesting this being's definitely not alone. A creature with spikes was always prey to something larger. 

The creature, the daemon, dashed forward. Two legs sturdily carry its diabolical body with a sedated energy. A whip-like tail writhes behind it. Its movements are playful, yet determined. 

Two narrow wings extend themselves fully. Visible bones, and nothing but flames stretch upward, and side-by-side. The creature continues to glare at us with a vicious smile on its face. 

“I have this one,” Ethan shouts. He utters something I can’t hear with the creature coming towards us, and I see a glowing red spear of fire appear in Ethan’s hands. He brings it down hard on top of the daemon, and it begins to glow blue. The spear and the daemon meet, and both disappear in a wave of yellow light. Another rune appears bleeding on Ethan’s wrist. 

“I’ll take care of the next one,” I said, slinging Bendi’s rifle up onto the pike of ice that I am using for my left arm. 

“A great mage named Ariane taught me that one. I studied with her when I was 13. She came here looking for a way to increase her power, but she never returned. I wonder if we might find her here,” said Ethan. 

“Doubt I, no survives in this place,” Bendi said. 

“Do you doubt we will survive?” Ethan asked.

“We will survive; we’re not no one,” I answered. I didn’t want to explain; how could I? This place was meant for players like me. That was obvious. It was like being dropped into a battle royale. Bendi was looking at me strangely. His face was full of confusion, yet somehow I felt like he was beginning to understand. 

	“Conjuicus vex, augment vexation,” said Ethan. Another bloody rune. I couldn’t stand watching him hurt himself.

	“Stop that,” I shouted. 

	“It’s ok, that one doesn’t cost much. We are concealed to those around us now,” he said smiling. I didn’t thank him. I didn’t ask him to use his mana. 

I nodded my head and began looking around. We were underground in some kind of lost ruin. 




	

	


11.




Valley of Decay




In-game quick lore had the Valley of Decay as a massive dungeon that changed every time it was entered. Probably, randomly generated terrain with randomly generated monsters. At least that was what I thought. Not moments after we were transported underground, Ethan pulled out a Grimoire and from that, a folded up sheet of paper that looked like an old map. Turned out even my insight skill could be wrong from time to time.  

“I got this from my grandfather; my family has a long history of being scouts: We were a part of the first branch that went out and defended the Hub from the first daemons that emerged,” he said proudly as we started examining our guide. “From what I gather, we are here,” he said, pointing towards the top of the map. In-world they believed the Valley had been created by some kind of rift. An area torn up by some kind of reality bomb. Basically it was magic. It was also home to many daemons, trolls, goblin-like creatures called Lurkers, fleshlings, vrax, and thousands of different variations of monsters. For the last hundred years the Hub had been sending scouts into the area, and piece-by-piece they had been mapping it out. The Valley was a large area filled with many dangers, but none of it was randomly generated like I thought. The only thing random about it was where you ended up once you walked inside. The opening was like a gateway, placing you and others at a random spot inside. We were actually lucky we landed so close to one another near the Crystal Caves. 

“From here we just have to make our way down towards the Deadlands and back up through the goblin kingdom into the troll kingdom and the mountains of Douvre just south of the Chasm. There are several forts set up for scouts, so we might find some safety there at Blackwall or Fort Estes,” said Ethan. It sounded like we had a long journey ahead of ourselves, and he could see the frustration across my face. 

“We could always cross the red lake,” he shrugged. “There are piranha men to worry about though, and serpents, fissures, and other creatures,” he said a half a second later. I began to shake my head. Obviously, I thought about it. All that separated us from the troll kingdom was a body of water. Once we were outside the cave the mountains would be visible to us. 

“It's going to be a two-and-a-half-week journey,” he finished. I slammed my fist against the wall of the cavern. 

“You have got to be kidding me!” I shouted. 

“Keep your voice down,” Ethan shouted. Bendi was hiding behind his leg. 

“Am I really that scary to you? I’m sorry, I just… this is really frustrating,” I said trying to make an apology to both Ethan and Bendi. I knew it wasn’t their fault. They weren’t the reason I was stuck here. That fault belonged to Fera Space, Xav, and even the elders at the Raft for selling me out. 

“No, that’s not it, I understand, you have every right to be mad, you woke up from stasis in this insane world and you aren’t even here a week and you are running from undead, fighting dragons, and being kidnapped by trolls, I get it. I’ve been training my whole life for this… you were probably planning to wake up in some kind of paradise,” Ethan spoke in a whisper… “I might have concealed us from sight but they can still hunt us by sound. I’m sure the monsters in this cave are pretty darn good at that, so I need you to please keep your voice down; the darn shouting will draw creatures to us,” he finished. I cursed under my tongue. I had let my emotions get the better part of me. Ethan shouldn’t have wasted his magic trick on us so early, at least not until we were really in some kind of danger. All I wanted was to get home, and if that was going to happen I couldn’t just click my heels together, I had to play by the game rules. 

“I’m sorry, it won’t happen again,” I said. Bendi came out from behind Ethan. I looked down at Bendi and smiled. 

Walking through the wet Crystal Caves, water dripped from the ceiling, and we could see the ancient stalagmites all around us. Ethan and I started playing a game finding shapes and figures and naming the stalagmites like they were monuments of some kind. Each time we stopped we would come up with an elaborate backstory. For an NPC he showed an amazing amount of intelligence. He was coming up with stories better than I was. It felt real. Every moment of it. Artificial Intelligence was a thing, but no programs had true consciousness. Not yet. Maybe they had cracked it. 

	A cold chill blew against my cheek through the tight corners of the cave. We must have been pretty deep underground. There were so many areas we had to crawl. The cold felt like fuel. I could feel it make me stronger even as Bendi gave me herbs to deal with the pain I felt in my arm. Well, where my arm used to be. Every once in a while, the shock of having lost a limb kicked in. I felt scared. Terrified. Would I ever get it back? If I made it back to the real world, would my arm still work? I had been doing my best to adjust to it but every minute felt like a mile. I was constantly going to use my arm when I couldn't and had to find a work- around for even the simplest of two-handed tasks. I had taken my body for granted. At night I found myself alone crying, taking as much medicine from Bendi as I could to sleep. 




	It took us two days to reach the outside of the caverns, passing several monsters along the way. We were nearly ambushed by a group of yetis as we came outside on top of a very large mountain. The yetis looked like furry humans in costume. Ethan suggested we hunt a few for their fur but I refused. He seemed like he was such a kind kid but he could be pretty savage sometimes. Their fur would have kept us warm but it wasn’t necessary. The strongest among them was a level 5. It wouldn’t have taken much. For the most part we were able to scare them away. Maybe I was just being selfish, but I couldn’t prey on the weak. 

I felt at home as we walked through the snow, down a mountain path outside the caverns towards the rocky valley below. Ethan had his magic to keep him warm, anyway. As far as food went, Bendi had packed several rations in its satchel, which seemed small but never-ending. Even so we were slowly running out. Not to mention the bland taste was driving us crazy. Bendi was the only one that never complained during breakfast, lunch, or dinner.  Ethan told me of a spice dealer in Arcadia. Spices were the best way to give food flavor in this world. He even promised once we got back he would buy some for me.  

The third day in the Valley of Decay we reached the bottom of the mountain. All in all, things were going fairly well except for the fact that I felt dirty. I hadn’t properly bathed since I got here. I would kill for a shower, a bar of soap. I'd even dive naked into the cold ocean right now if it meant I could feel a little clean. My boots crunched the dirt with each step, trying to keep my footing as best I could while walking along the raised path. The sun bore down on my back, but I ignored it; Ethan's magic had worn off that morning and we were visible again. I knew he should have saved it. He was going to cast it again, but I directed him not to. I couldn't bear the burden of letting him lose more mana than he had already. For every spell he cast I felt guilty. Not enough to let him kill a yeti guilty, but still guilty. 

Ethan was naive, and I felt like it was my responsibility to watch out for him. The Valley felt strange: The wind was chilled and cold, but it was hot and humid. I kept feeling nauseous. Occasionally I would feel out of breath. Bendi was fine, but Ethan was having just as hard a time as I was. He wore a full set of leather armor, with the majority of his face covered as the orange and silver armor protected him from the elements, yet at the same time allowed him to be mobile and quick. He was wearing his sword rested on his back, his go-to weapon for when 'wyverns' attacked, so he said. He was lying to me, and I knew it. He was here for a purpose, some other reason than just to guide me on a quest. 

Turns out I had been right. On our fourth night he told me. Ethan was hunting a fellow Hunter. So long had the people of Arcadia been prey. Ethan was ready to turn the tables, and he just had to drag me into it. He could remember the urgent quest he was given; that Deep Infantry was given, actually. Even the Hub was made known of this severe threat, and they rarely resorted to drastic measures. Rumor had it that a group called the Five had been sent to the Valley. Maybe if we were lucky we could join with them. I needed scrip bad. The few things I had were valuable, but from what Ethan had told me, it would be 100,000 scrip for passage to the Hub. I had maybe 100 worth of junk plus another 50 for Bendi's rifle and maybe my cursed sword, Vesta Anoron. The Devil’s Sabre would have been worth more, maybe even half but it was serving its own purpose. 

On the fifth day we arrived at what looked like an abandoned village. It wasn’t named. It wasn’t on the map. We were nearing the Deadlands. Maybe a few days away. This was near where Blackwall was supposed to be located… south of this village and some unnamed caverns. Blackwall would be a safe place. At least it was supposed to be. This village was questionable. Ethan pulled his sword off his back and started walking; I could see he had wrapped his arms, just in case; if something popped out at him and tried to kill him, he would use magic. We were walking through the town; Ethan was able to see and realize this place had to have been desolate for at least a decade… no bodies, no bones. Not even the dead. It had been picked clean. 

We did see a few strange birds and a couple fleshlings flying around. They scattered the second I took aim and fired into the air. We continued our trek through the ghost town… until we came across a cavern untouched by time and ancient, judging from the stalagmites in it. We continued to walk, descending into the cave; we had to explore. It was too close to the village for there not to be any answers. Ethan used his magic to create a wisp of light that flew around us, lighting our way. Deep breathing finally ringing in our ears… like a large creature was resting.

We weren't alone. Were we ever? Ever since I woke up I felt like I was being watched. Some kind of experiment being observed. 

The end of the cave came before us and we went still when he saw what was making those low growls: a giant snake dragon. The winged beast had deep yellow scales with orange flecks at the tip of each of tail with two iconic horns across its forehead. What the heck did it need those horns for, I wondered. Its scales all lowered as an indication that the beast was asleep. Bendi pointed out an interesting quirk with this one: Where it should have vivid red or ebony scales across its stomach, it instead had deep sage-colored ones… something that made this one rare. Its torso rose and fell, tail curled up; the snake dragon twitched every so often, the beast's claws curling and uncurling. Then it woke. I grit my teeth and prepared to fire, hoping and praying the wyvern’s demise would be swift and it wasn't as menacing as it looked. 

"Garrick, stop." An aged, weathered voice called out from the light of the cavern's entrance, and astonishingly the wyvern complied; lowering its wings and backing away, slithering into the corner, giving us the chance to back up and stand closer to the one who had somehow saved our lives. 

The one who stood there stepping out from the shadows was taller than me by almost a foot, with broad shoulders and a muscled look. He was at least 7 feet tall with a bald head and a reddish-brown beard. He wore armor fashioned from old combat gear, no doubt, but blackened and with red lines along it, covering his entire body and giving not an inch of what he looked like without it; the armor caked with slashes and scratches to indicate it was almost as old as time. On his back rested a sheathed Charge Blade, fashioned from Shektah scales. Damage 50, weight 10. It was super light-weight for a sword of its size. What level was this guy? He also carried with him a charged rifle; simple yet dangerous. On the ground beside him sat a wide rectangular case. He looked like he stepped straight out of a space opera. What's more was how insane it was that this old man had somehow commanded this beast not to kill us. 

"Thank…" I started but was cut off as the old man held up his hand, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath, shaking his head. 

"Do you have any idea what an individual goes through when named Croon? I'm going to go with a resounding no. Why? Because I am the only one with the name Croon. And let me tell you...it is one hell of a name. People think its funny to ask me what it is like, lowering their voice. Croon, yes, the name of a bard, God, I hate my name. I can't stand the others my age in all of Arcadia. The only friend I have is that witch, and she is about as eccentric as you get, so I don't even get to see her that often because she always has her head stuffed in a book or neck high in tech with her newest invention, or rather, reinvention of something old. Seems tech breaks down pretty darn fast in this world, so if you have it sell it, sell it fast," he said in almost one breath. None of us had even asked his name. Croon was interesting for sure. 

Things got even more strange as Croon opened the case and took out a blood-mountain-colored 8-string guitar. He placed his rifle down on a rock and stared meticulously at Garrick, the wyvern, and then he started playing. 

"So what do I do? I hunt monsters to keep Eda relatively monster- free. Believe me, there is no shortage of them, either. But, because of how physically demanding a job like that tends to be, I found it really hard to wake up in the morning. So I stopped hunting and began playing. I found ways to tame a great number of the beasts like Garrick here. None of the daemonics, of course; doesn't seem to work well on them, found this gem in storage inside Sanctuary. Seems the ship was full of artists, musicians, barbers, and craftsmen alike. All the making of a civilized society, the Hub too. That town is full of it. 10 scrip for a trim, 100 for some fancy clothes,” he said slowly beginning to hum, "don't get me wrong I still hunt monsters but some of them... like Garrick, I have grown attached to," he smiled. The guitar had a built-in amplifier, as he began strumming the strings along the frets hitting open chords and descending along the neck 3-7-7-0-7-3-5-7-0-0-10-9-5 before fingerpicking C majors with D minors. 

As if on cue the smell of bacon and toast seemed to make its way to my nose...naturally my stomach reacted to this and beckoned me to buy whatever Croon was selling. 

"Alright, alright..." I grumbled as I stumbled onto my feet. I nearly lost my balance standing back up, and before I knew it I was sitting down beside the others listening to Croon continue to play. 

I always felt surprised when I heard live music. There was something about watching someone pick up an instrument and play live that recordings couldn't capture. My eyes and ears were alive. And all my other senses as well. The bard played for another half an hour before pulling some rations out from a secret compartment inside his bag. The source of the smell. Croon pulled out several strips of… something that looked just like bacon. Ethan set up a campfire and we sat around it in a circle together. Garrick stayed tucked away in the corner sleeping. Croon assured us he was perfectly safe. Occasionally Bendi would walk over towards the creature and it would wake, and the two would stare, eyes locked like they were having a conversation. 

"Here you go...make sure you get plenty to eat. Ariane has her big unveiling of her newest invention later at Blackwall with the Five. That is why you are here, right?"

"Ariane is alive!" Ethan exclaimed.

"Of course she's alive; who the hell do you think gave me all this bacon? I’m a bard, I can’t cook worth a darn,” said Croon. 

"You will have to excuse my friend, Ariane was a mentor of his and she disappeared into this valley a few years ago. He has been missing her since. I'm new here, can you explain to me what the five are?”

"Ariane has had her nose in that darn invention for so long I'd forgotten she even existed until not too long ago," Croon grumbled and grabbed another piece of bacon as I topped some bread he had given me with butter and some kind of sweet syrup. I guess I wasn't the only one that found most of the food on the Eda bland. It was nice to have something with real taste. As far as I was concerned this made Croon a godsend. 

"So I was a little bitter… but I hadn't even really talked to her in over half a year… and even then it hadn't been for very long. Seriously, she can't even take time to say hello, I'd be damned if I knew she had taken an apprentice," Croon said smiling.

"Now you know how important this is for her. She has been working out here in the Valley for quite some time," he struck a few chords on his guitar, "not as long as I have but quite some time," he finished. 

"Yeah, good for her. She sounds fantastic, that's not really why we are here," I muttered as I took a big bite of the bread and quickly chowed down dinner, "you also haven't told me anything about the Five." 

"Slow down, Myra," Ethan scolded for a moment as he was biting his own piece of bread. "You might not need scrip to get to the Hub if Ariane is willing to help us, she's basically royalty. All of the five are. They are the strongest warriors in all of Eda," he finished stuffing his face with more bacon.

Bane was a world all about survival…. Having a functioning society was counterproductive to that. Sure, there was the Spire but that was really it. Guilds each had their own rules and laws. There had to be a lot of pressure related to that. Sure there were in-game mechanics that involved buying and selling, and clans with leaders and all that, but no real functioning society. The Tongrave Alliance, the group I myself had been a part of, was established out of a necessity. I had no way of understanding what kind of society was here on Eda, if there really was one at all. Politics were not my cup of tea. All I did was practice my skills, race, and hunt monsters to sell items. And besides racing, I wasn't the best hunter out there by any means. That was just how I enjoyed spending my time. Grinding. Exploring. 

“I could earn scrip on my own. I'm sure this troll quest will pay well. We all have to make a living... no point in getting on the bad side of potential customers. As soon as I have enough saved up I can start covering other aspects of the game and getting out. I’m not wasting any more time. I can start by being a bodyguard, and the amount of money I can get will increase, taking more quests, hunting monsters; I just want to get to the Hub,” I got up as I finished my meal. I was tired and too stubborn to beg for help. I knew the rules: Growing up on the Raft, it was always quid pro quo. Just because this was a game-world didn't mean it was any different. 

"Speaking of which, 200 scrip for the meal. Now I don't want to hear you complain. I want you to go and actually enjoy yourselves so we can just say it was a loan and we'll compound 10% interest daily. That seems fair... It isn't every day you get to relax and do a little celebrating," said Croon smirking. Fighting him on this wasn't a battle I knew I could win. I'd lost the moment I smelled bacon. 

"Don't give me that look… now just go enjoy yourself for once... I have more bacon and tell you what, it's free of charge for the rest of the night.”




****




I fell asleep and dreamt of my best friend. Ellie. Less than three months ago she disappeared from the Raft. Caleb said she was offered a position playing Bane on the mainland. A sponsorship by Keen Industries. I knew he was lying. Ellie had the red and it was getting worse everyday. 

She was a year older than me. She had been the first to help me put together my pod. All our nights together. Of course I was thinking about her now. Wondering what she would do if she were in my position. We both started playing Bane around the same time. Everything about this world felt so strange and yet, familiar. I knew I was inside a virtual playground, but at the same time nothing about it was virtual at all. 




Ellie and I. I wake up and look over at her. She was the most beautiful woman I have ever seen. We didn't move for a long moment, and we didn't break our gaze from each other. Finally, she quickly got to her feet and rushed over to me as if she was at fault, but I know I hadn't been paying attention either. Still she started to apologize.

"I'm so sorry! Are you okay? I wasn't really paying attention and," her eyes grew big and her hand went against her upper chest, grasping for something that clearly wasn't there. "My pendant! Where did it go?"

I got to my feet but decided to talk with her first, "Hey… are you okay?

"I'll give you a hand," I offered, although she had already begun to frantically search around. 

I took a moment to look at where we had been when we collided, in case the clasp on the pendant had come undone. Then I spotted it under a pillow and I rushed over and grabbed it. The pendant was a simple chain with a turquoise colored gem… or was it a pearl? Either way, despite its simple look, I imagine it was quite old. I walked back over to her. She was still frantically looking all over, so I placed a hand on her shoulder and she turned to me. She was a little startled but quickly recovered.

"Yes?"

"Is this it?" I held it out in front of her.

I could see a wave of relief go over her, "Oh thank goodness! You found it! My pendant doesn't look like much, but it has a lot of sentimental value."

I put the pendant in her hand, "I can tell, you should probably put a new clasp on it, or just be careful when stumbling out of bed."

"Well I've never done this before, so I was kinda looking at everything and not really watching where I was watching...and I noticed that we already slept through most of the day," She seemed somewhat flustered. 

"Say… what are you doing tonight? Any plans?" I asked.




—————— 




"I wish I had a chance to watch you. I've never really seen someone use an M-44 rifle like that ...and you seem to be really fast with it," I commented, which immediately made Ellie smile. She was a better player than I had been. We were playing a horror game. Not Bane. We still didn't have all the necessary parts for our pods. The game we were playing was called ‘Moon Fire’. An older VR game predating Bane by at least five years. This had been our second date, and we learned we were a great team together. 

"I wouldn't mind you watching me, but I think it's more fun fighting together… like a team," Ellie said as she reloaded her rifle. I smiled and said “You are right; come on, we need a lot more points, so let's get to beating this next creature," I said with a smirk. She smiled. 

I could tell it was going to take time to get used to her, but her smile had a way of making me want more. I wanted her to smile… and I found myself growing more and more comfortable with her being around. Fortunately we still had plenty of time before the day left. 

	

—————— 




I woke up wanting to scream. My dreams, my memories. I felt like I was only half a person. Croon was sitting next to Garrick, singing in a low voice. Crooning, as was his namesake. Bendi and Ethan were asleep on the ground, dreaming. Bendi kicking its leg. What is real anymore? 

I stood up and walked over to Croon, drawn to the sound of his guitar as he played the lowest strings slowly in a rhythmic pattern. He strummed an open chord six, maybe seven times before placing his right hand over the second fret, then playing it just as many times, slid down the tenth fret. He repeated the pattern playing soft and slow, sliding again to the fifth fret before sliding back up to the seventh. Repeating the chords with several small variations, moving his pinky finger two frets over across the third string. When he noticed I was studying him he smiled and stopped. 

"I'm becoming an old man. I've been doing this a long, long time. And I'm tired. Tired of people never truly understanding the truth. These beasts are a part of nature; they’ve been here long before us. Some can't be tamed or domesticated, but many can. The daemons that have been appearing, spilling forth from out of the realms, they aren't natural. They are abstract, improbable,” Croon's posture changed, ”I have something for you,” and he handed me a pendant with a pearl colored gem. It's the same one that belonged to Ellie in the real world. A pendant I learned had been passed down to her from her grandmother. I could feel it in my hand, but even now I still couldn't believe it. It was like I had discovered an artifact. For a moment, as I teared up it felt like the game lagged. 

"Where did you get this?" I asked holding the pendant tight.

"Get what?" Croon asked, puzzled, before ignoring me completely and continuing to sing towards Garrick. 

	


12.




Wyvern




I dodged backwards and threw a gust of cold wind into the air. I drew Bendi’s rifle and fired. The creature in front of me was staring at me with its ghastly eyes. I couldn’t move or break free from its gaze. I felt like I had been forced into a trance. Had I been a weaker player or an NPC, I was sure that I would have gone insane looking at the creature's eyes. Ethan had been knocked out of the fight. His health was near 10. Bendi hid, of course, because that was what it did. My health was starting to drop. I was already down to 40 HP, with my mana and stamina constantly dragging. The creature, a daemon, stood with two immense wings fully extended, jagged bones, and feathers wide open. Its flesh was grafted with chains. It was a wyvern boss. A creature similar to Garrick; but this one couldn’t be tamed. It was named Fanden, the devil wyvern, and beating it was the first part of completing my quest in the Valley of Decay. 




Both Croon and Garrick disappeared by the time we woke up. That whole night felt like it was some kind of mirage. I tied Ellie’s pendant around my neck, hoping that I would find answers soon. Every time I started to lose myself in this reality, something brought me back. 

I had been lost in this world for ten full days now, and I was level 9. Putting my skill points into defense, affinity, attack boost, focus and survival. Nothing else seemed important, and the survival skill-set was one that encompassed others. Even various resistance skills and botany had both increased on their own. I wouldn't be the greatest at those other skills, but it was a nice crossover. The longer I survived, the more I became acclimated to this world’s environment. 
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We began making our way towards Blackwall when we were ambushed by several low-level daemons that looked like rabid wolves with horns on the tops of their heads. Daemon wolves. They each had blue and white fur and red glowing eyes. Pretty cliche but what adventure game wouldn’t be complete without wolves and dragons. They were slightly bigger than real wolves. Ethan and I stood back-to-back and took care of them carefully. Our plan was working perfectly until the wyvern appeared. 

When we first saw it, it was a dark spot flying across the sky. Then it attacked us from above. We ran into the forests to try and find cover, but we didn’t have much luck. The daemonic wyvern was kicking our rears. Level 30, 5,000 health. 5,000 Mana. 10,000 Stamina. Most of its stamina was used for flight. It spit fire from its mouth… mana. Its health. It was the highest-leveled creature I had seen in the game. On par with a Vrax mini-boss. 

“What is it doing so far from the Deadlands?” screamed Ethan, trying to catch his breath. 

“I don’t know, hunting?” I said, trying my best to keep my eyes on the creature as it dove down again towards me. I rolled and blocked with an ice wall. My mana dropped again. It was nearing zero. I wouldn’t have enough for another magic attack. 

“It doesn’t need to hunt, eat, it is a daemon, it's supposed to be trapped in the Deadlands by rift energy,” said Ethan.

“I don’t need a history lesson, just how do we kill it or get away from it?”

“We can’t; once the Fanden sees you as its prey, it won’t stop until it has devoured your soul,” Ethan answered.

“Soulbreaker!” shouted Bendi.

A line of blue light shot out from the little creature's hands and hit the wyvern’s left wing. It plummeted towards the ground. Dust flew up into the air as the three of us dodged pieces of debris scattered from the impact. The ground was cracked wide open. Once the dust had settled and I could see my target lift its neck from the ground, I hit it with everything I had. I aimed for its wing hoping that I could tear it apart. 

My rifle stopped firing. Jammed. I clocked it again and again but it did nothing. Bendi’s rifle wouldn’t fire anymore, so I slung it down by my side and picked up my sword. I was going to rush the creature. I had to give it everything I had. I concentrated on boosting my stamina. 

“Don’t do it,” shouted Ethan. 

A wave of purple light appeared in front of me. It blocked me from moving forward. A second blue light appeared around my ankle and held me to the ground like a chain. I kept moving. I pushed my sword into the purple energy wall and watched as it started to crack. I wasn’t going to let Ethan or anyone stop me. I was red with rage. My stamina turned to zero, my mana replenished. My health began to drop. 35, 30, 25, 20… I finally broke through and felt a surge of energy unlike anything I had ever felt before. Fanden took to the sky again. His wing had already begun to heal before our very eyes. I could see his health was going up again too, drawing from its own mana to replenish its life force. 

“Soulshield!” shouted Bendi. The little guy had finally joined our fight. Bendi shot a beam of green energy towards me. Unlike Ethan who had tried to stop me, Bendi was giving me strength. Using its skills as a healer it was transferring its own health, mana, and stamina to me. It left Bendi nearly depleted. I lunged forward with my sword slamming into the Wyvern's chest just as Bendi fell to the ground.  




A black fighter flew down from the sky. It fired blue wisps of energy at the wyvern’s back. As it turned towards this new threat I swung at its chest and dragged my sword downwards across its stomach, breaking through the scales and chains that had been grafted to its hide. The wyvern screamed and began to bloat. The jet circled around and fired again and again without stopping. It was an energy-based weapon. The jet resembled an arrowhead as it hovered in the sky. It didn’t let up. Even as Fanden screamed and tried to escape. The creature tried to heal itself again this time, pulling from both its mana and stamina. It did little. Each blast of blue energy took only 1-2 HP from the creature; but it was a never-ending attack. Each second the wyvern was losing more and more health. 

I fell to the ground. My health was back up to 90 thanks to Bendi. I let go of the sword and watched the jet and the wyvern battle across the sky. The wyvern tried to attach itself to the ship and use its claws to rip through the hull. It was trying to pull out the pilot inside. The creature didn’t have much luck. The jet flew upwards and then back down, crashing into the ground with the wyvern hitting the earth head first. The beast and the jet twisted together as a figure emerged from the cockpit of the jet holding a large greatsword. The figure was dressed in black combat armor from head to toe. There were no patterns, no runes, no strange sigils, it was almost a completely flat black bodysuit, minus a few pockets and straps here and there. The figure buried its blade into the wyvern, which turned to ash. 

“My name is Molto, I am one of the Five,” he said, “you must be Myra, I’ve heard a lot about you from Croon, he said you owed him money and were kinda strange but he didn’t say you were crazy,” said the figure standing over me. His voice was low. He was well-built and when he took off his mask, I could see he had bright red hair that came down over his eyes. The sides of his head were shaved as well as his face. He placed the giant greatsword across his back. He was also carrying an M7-7 Ki-Rifle. He smiled and pulled me up from the ground. I stood there for a moment. My entire body felt like it was on fire. 

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to hurt you or your friends,” he said. 

“What are you here for? Why did you save us?” I asked, barely able to speak. I had lost my voice screaming so much during battle. 

	“I’m a friend,” said Molto, “but for now let me be your guide. You have met Croon, he’s back at our base in Blackwall. I guess he got ahead of you guys by riding Garrick all the way down. He probably didn’t tell you. He’s one of the Five too. Not that he actually cares. Something strange has been happening in the Deadlands: Both the goblin kingdom and the troll kingdom have been gathering their armies,” Molto said. So Croon had been one of the Five all along. Ok. That was fine. I guess that explained why he was so strong he could tame a wyvern like Garrick. I was pretty blown away, though, that Molto had said he rode the creature back to Blackwall, their temporary headquarters. 

	“Your ship,” I said, turning and looking at the smoking pile of rubble half buried in the ground. 

	“It's ok, I have another one, it was worth it, see this?” he said pointing towards a white gem, “this will go for 20,000 scrip at the Hub, Fanden dropped it on its way out, finders keepers,” Molto smiled tucking the gem inside one of his pockets. It seemed to disappear. I tried to get a scan on Molto but I couldn’t read him. I knew his level was somewhere near 50 if he was one of the Five, and that he was using powerful gear, but I couldn’t get a fix on his class or inventory the same way I could read other NPCs. I was starting to wonder if Croon had even been an NPC. I had assumed but now, both he and Molto gave off a different vibe than Ethan. 

	From the distance another ship was coming towards us. It was another jet, not a dropship. It was just a bit longer than the one-man jet and could hold several passengers. “Our ride,” said Molto. The dropship came down towards the ground like a helicopter. The engines roared as a group of soldiers came out, each heavily armed in black combat armor and holding long rifles I couldn’t get a fix on. Molto picked up Bendi’s rifle and handed it over to me. “Might want to hold onto this, it's worth a fortune,” he said. I grabbed the rest of my gear and slung both my rifle and sword to my side. The soldiers helped carry Ethan into the dropship as Bendi and I were last onboard. 

	“It's about time,” said Molto towards the pilot. 

	“Kept you waiting, huh,” said the pilot’s voice. 

	“I’d like you to meet Jace, he’s our tech guy, another one of the Five,” said Molto, pointing towards the pilot. He was young, maybe about 17 or 18, black hair similar to Molto’s. They looked like they could have been brothers. Jace was wearing the same combat armor as Molto, only covered by a blue military-style jacket with a dark gray fur lining and hood. Jace looked back at us. “Nice to finally meet you guys, we’d been following you for awhile,” he said. 

	“You couldn’t have stepped in sooner?” I asked.

	“We wanted to see how far you would make it, pretty darn good for noobs,” Jace said as we lifted off from the ground. There was no way an NPC talked like that. Molto closed the dropship hatch as soon as we were high enough. 

	“Can you take us to the Hub?” I asked. I was hopeful, maybe all my problems had been solved all at once. Molto obviously had plans to return there, I just didn't know when or how. 

	“No can do, we’re actually kind of stuck in the Valley for now,” Molto answered. Turns out once the Five, their Army, Ethan, Bendi, and myself entered the Valley of Decay we were all tethered to this place. I knew it was because we each had some kind of quest to fulfill and that it was a part of the game but to them it was some kind of supernatural barrier. They had tried everything to get out. Molto called it being ‘soul bound’. 

	

	We flew for several hours across the Valley below. I could see dozens of different creatures ranging from hippo-like omnivores the size of trucks to giraffes with huge tusks across their bodies instead of spots and giant fangs. We passed over several ruined campsites and structures that looked like they had once been small villages or towns. Lost settlements. 

We finally arrived at Blackwall and I found myself staring at a futuristic base camp. The town had been surrounded by a great wall with turrets, and the inside of the camp looked like a hangar with several barracks that made up a mess hall, barracks, battle center, and a training yard. There were several dozen jets and at least three more dropships and shipping containers surrounding us. On the far side of the camp I saw a giant mech, standing several stories tall, guarded by several smaller mechs with massive rifles that looked like they were six feet long. 

	“We’ve been putting together an army; it’s small but it’s home: outcasts, remnants, scouts that have gotten lost. For many who cross into the Valley and survive long enough for us to find them, this is home,” said Molto. 

	“Yeah, sorry if it's a bit of a mess,” said Jace. 

	“This place doesn’t look bad at all, not the sword and sorcery setting I've seen so far. This place looks advanced, I thought there was a problem with technology decaying?” I said.

	“New technology, most of this is 200 years old, we do our best to keep it looking new,” said Jace proudly. 

	“So you can’t just make another jet?” I said, looking towards Molto.

	“Well… the Hub is built out of a crashed starship, and inside were hundreds of jets. The merchants’ guild established by the settlers kinda keeps a foothold on them, selling them to the highest bidders. They are rare, but so far we’ve barely depleted half their stock; it takes a lot of skill to pilot one. Same with the mechs; almost nobody can integrate with that big one there, and the smaller ones need good pilots, another rarity,” Jace said, pointing towards the giant mech. 

	“I would like to try,” I said confidently. 

	“That one is mine, but give it time, maybe, you just got here and there is a lot to talk about,” said Molto stepping in. “We’re taking Ethan to the infirmary, he lost a lot of blood from using that magic of his; poor kid, Ariane should have taught him better. I feel partially to blame for that; if I hadn’t called her out here then maybe he would have more self-control,” Molto finished. 

	“Speaking of Ariane, where is she? Where is Croon? I still have some questions for him about where he found this pendant,” I said, putting my hand around the pendant on my neck. 

	“Ariane is missing, she went to get something for her newest invention and disappeared. We sent out a search party around the same time we found you, there are others still out there looking, we have reason to believe that she may have found a way home,” said Molto. I wish that he knew what home meant for me. We all wanted the same thing here. To escape this valley. Whereas they were trapped in a world within their world, I was trapped completely outside my own. 

“I have something for you,” said Jace. 

"An arm? I can't," I said. 

"Take it, it's a gift. We were watching you fight. You're compensating way too much when it's costing you stamina. This will help."

He handed me a cybernetic arm and helped me attach it where what was left of the elbow was. It was a little larger than my right arm. 

I felt a sting as tiny tendrils inserted themselves inside me. I started screaming and then I felt both of my hands move to cover my face. The pain wore off and I was whole. And yet something about it didn’t feel right. I knew it wasn’t my arm, and I wasn’t moving it like it was my arm. I was moving it with my mind. 

“What the hell did you do to me?” I said making a fist with my new cybernetic limb. 

“Temporary fix, the metal will decay in a few days but we can have a new one made for you by then. It's a cybernetic limb, Ariane’s design,” he said. 

Molto laughed and said he liked it the way it was before.  

Many things could be said of Molto. The two traits most people enjoyed the most were that he was capable and forthright. Of course he was also humble, resourceful, and brilliant. Far less strongly and often mixed with being deceitful as well, just as all the Five were known. His capabilities, though, he was loved for. There were many times when friends counted on his innovative nature in times of need. The Five and their army were struggling. Ariane was missing. Something was stirring inside the Deadlands. Nobody was perfect, of course, and Molto had plenty of character faults too. He could sometimes let his excessive ambition get the best of him. 

“Ethan’s injuries will take a few days to heal. Wash up and then come meet with me in the battle center so we can talk, I’ve never met an unchained before,” Molto said gesturing with his hand which direction I should go. 

	

And so my party disbanded with the exception of Bendi and myself. Ethan was down for now. I had the feeling he would be back. I knew he wanted to find and rescue Ariane, but given his current state that was impossible at the moment. I moved towards the showers in the barracks and washed up. When I came out I found new clothes waiting for me. A black tshirt, cargo pants, and a scraggy, worn blue jacket. I dressed slowly, looking over my body, I had new scars I hadn't noticed before. I was thinner, too. 

Bendi and I made our way to the battle center and waited half an hour for Molto, admiring the detailed maps and blueprints that were hanging on the wall. The battle center looked like the inside of a starship. Scavenged pieces of tech were used to monitor the area around us, and there were several officers sitting down with headphones tracking the creatures outside our walls. Molto finally arrived. He was wearing normal clothes. Nothing special but he looked smaller than he had in his military gear. 

“It's the little things that matter most, don’t forget,” he said, lighting a cigar. He offered one to me and Bendi. Bendi took it and put it inside his satchel while I refused. 

“Where is Croon?” I asked, wondering.

“Disappeared again, he only comes here when he has to, he’s kinda the black sheep of the Five,” Molto said. 

	“You said he was going to be here.”

	“I’m not his keeper, Croon and I disagree on a lot of things and he tends to keep to himself a lot. He’d rather be out there with the monsters taming dragons and speaking to lurkers than defending our walls,” Molto said.

	“Bendi like Garrick,” Bendi said with a kind of half-smile. I almost started to laugh but Molto’s face changed. The room grew quiet. I knew what he was about to tell us was pretty serious, so I listened carefully. 

	“The troll kingdom and the goblin kingdom have been amassing their armies. Both kingdoms already have about 10,000 troops. The troll kingdom has been kidnapping people from both Arcadia and the Hub, I’m sure you already knew this… in fact I believe that is why you are here, Ethan has been going on and on about Deep Infantry and their mission to defeat the troll king; well, it's a bit more than that at the moment. The troll king is planning a takeover of all of Eda, believing it is his right to rule over all. Trolls are unruly creatures with little intelligence, but they are strong, especially in large numbers. If the troll kingdom and the goblin kingdom unite against us, it will be all out war -- and we won’t win,” said Molto. 

	“What can I do about that?” I asked.

	“You are unchained; we’ve heard stories about unchained before. I believe, after watching you fight, that you could be our greatest weapon. Since you’ve awoken you have grown stronger and stronger every day. Give us a month, a year and you’ll be just as strong as any of the Five; give us two years and you’ll be among the strongest in all Eda,” he said just as Jace walked into the room. 

“Ethan has disappeared, he cast some kind of spell that healed most of his wounds and then another and we couldn’t find him,” he said. 

	“Conjuicus vex, augment vexation,” I said, “it turns the caster and his companions invisible. 

	“Darn kid must have overheard one of our soldiers talking,” Jace said.

	“Talking about what?” 

	“We think we’ve located Ariane in the Deadlands: There is a small dungeon there and she may have gone after some kind of cursed weapon; she had been experimenting with cursed items, using them to power our tech,” Jace said.

	“I have to go after him,” I said.

	“You won’t stand a chance, not out there; most all the monsters in the Deadlands are just as powerful as the Fanden. We’ll get a party together and go after both of them when the time is right,” Molto ordered. 

	“I don’t take orders. I’m not part of your five or your army,” I said, standing up. 

	“Detain her,” Molto shouted. Jace stood back as two guards with heavily armed rifles grabbed me. I kicked one in the face and the other in the stomach as I moved past, running outside. Another set of guards were waiting for me. I felt an electric shock against my spine. 

	“Don’t make me do this, kid,” said Molto. 

	“Don’t be so harsh, she only wants to save her friend,” said Jace. Did I? Was that why I was doing this. I had only known Ethan a few days and he wasn’t real, none of it was. Why was I worried about him? What was I trying to accomplish by leaving this place? If I fell in line I could work with them to kill the troll king, get to the Hub, maybe find out what the asset Fera Space wants me to recover is. 

	




“She’s an unchained, we need her,” said Molto. “Lock her up in the brig, she’ll come around,” he finished as two guards began taking my gear. 

“So much for us being friends,” I said, spitting on the ground towards Molto. 

“We don’t all get friends in this world, not when we are fighting for our lives,” he said as the guards carried me off. 




Three hours passed as I sat in total darkness. 

They had taken my weapons and my armor. I still had my magic, but it wasn’t strong enough to defend against them, and we all knew that. I heard a knock against the prison wall. The brig was located underground. Beneath the barracks. It was night now, and everyone was beginning to settle in for the night. I could hear their footsteps. +10 Focus. 

“Look, Myra, I know Molto can be harsh sometimes, but he’s led us all through a lot of troubled times. It's hard for any of us to say, but sometimes he’s not always right.” It was Jace. He came closer holding a light. Bendi was beside him. “There is a lot more going on here than you think: This world, it’s only one of many realms. Right now there are eight others bleeding through the rift. I know you aren’t from here and you sure as hell didn’t just wake up from stasis onboard Sanctuary. I’ve been through there a dozen times and I know for a fact nobody in any of those pods was alive,” he said. 	

“You got me,” I said, clapping my hands silently in a mocking fashion. 

“Bendi here explained to me that you need to see the witch, that you are trying to get to her as quickly as possible, I hate to say it but if Molto has his way, it will be years before you even leave the Valley, you’ll be stuck here like the rest of us.”

“Are you going to help me?” I asked.

“More like I forgot to lock the door back after interrogating you in private,” Jace smiled and threw me some bread. 

I ate silently and waited another five minutes before making my move. Bendi went in front of me. I wanted to take a detour and grab my weapons and armor, but they were under close guard. Molto had taken a liking to my cursed sword. I couldn’t risk being caught. Not now. I crouched and snuck through the base camp until I found one of their jets unattended. I felt myself level up. Level 10. +10 Stealth, +5 Focus. It felt good. Like a shot of adrenaline straight to my heart. I moved inside the ship. 

“I don’t know how to fly this thing, do you Bendi?” I asked.

Bendi shrugged and climbed in beside me, practically sitting on my lap. 

The jets were smaller than I thought they would be. It looked huge against the wyvern but it was just a little larger than a full-size car. I began studying the controls. They were actually pretty simple. I felt it all click into place as I started the jet’s engine. We began hovering on the ground. I could already hear the soldiers outside shouting. They were firing at us when I started to steer us upwards towards the front gate. 

The giant mech activated. Molto’s mech. I could see its eyes glow red as it turned on. The whole thing looked like it was controlled by some kind of daemonic energy. He had said that Ariane was using cursed weaponry to power their tech. The giant mech must have been a part of her experiments, her latest invention. It swatted at us like we were a fly. It didn’t look armed. Molto was determined to try and take us alive. 

I fired several shards of energy at the mech and watched as it fell backwards. 	I took that moment to scan it. 







Large Mech

	Doom Collar 5000 




Health. ? 

Mana. ? 

Stamina?

 

	Abilities: Jinx of the Moon, Hex of Storms, Curse of Passion, The Demon Curse, The Forge Curse, The Silence Cure







	And I got a good look at Molto with my insight… 







	Name: Molto

	Age: 37

	Gender: Male

	Race: Human

	Level: 53

	Class: Paladin

	

	HP: 700

	Mana: 200

	Stamina: 500

	

	Agility: 10

	Endurance: 10

	Intelligence: 8

	Charisma: 8

	Luck: 5




	Abilities: None

	Skills: Augmentation, Frenzy, Dragon’s Bane, Dread, Curse of 		Growth




	Inventory: M-44 Rifle, Dragon’s Fang (great sword), 7-1 Echo 		(pistol)




	Reputation: Neutral 

	Alignment: The Five, Arcadia, The Hub

	Languages: Common (English)




	

It was bearing down on Bendi and I, when Jace jumped up over the top of one of the walls and fired his rifle at Molto’s mech. The weapon he fired was a rare artifact rifle, a weapon originally designed as a secret technology project. Its official name was the 2-ULX, but it went by ‘Lightning’. A beam of light hit Molto’s mech, sending it backwards towards the ground. Jace had betrayed the Five to save us. He waved as soldiers surrounded him, and we flew off into the distance towards the Deadlands. Bendi used one of his three claws to turn on a map on the jet's HUD. 

"Thanks little buddy," I smiled and gave Bendi a nice pet. In return Bendi marked the spot of the dungeon where we were most likely to find Ethan and Ariane, and the two of us flew into the night sky. 




My piloting increased by +5 skill points. Leaning back against my seat I smiled. I was free. 
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Wandering Heights




CALEB




The Real World







Caleb sat with a cup of coffee held tight in his right hand. It was 3 am and he couldn’t sleep again. He was back at the research center inside Fera Space. In the main office, the director was overlooking genetic mapping of a human genome. A computer terminal showed several strands that controlled intelligence, athletic ability, healing, and immunity. All genes the director had told Caleb could be manipulated, a type of augmentation. There was just one thing they needed, subjects. The director had toyed once with the idea of snatching children, elderly, but no one took those ideas seriously. They probably should have. 

Caleb stared at Myra. Her body. Her real body was sitting inside a prototype pod that looked more like a stasis chamber than anything that would be used for VR. 

“This is going to change the world, you understand that, when we find a way to pull Myra out,” the director stopped. She had come down to check on Caleb. It was with his permission that they had gained access to Myra. Caleb had to sign hundreds of confidentiality documents and had basically taken a job at Fera Space. Nothing more than an observer, though he was assigned to take care of Myra's physical body. Most of the time this involved cleaning and shoving liquid down through a feeding tube. Also none of the scientists or staff had any trouble sharing information with her. It had been fourteen days since the bombing on the bridge. Now, her body was currently being kept alive by Fera Space but it was only a matter of time. 




Caleb knew the moment Myra was late logging in that day. It wasn't just that his sister had stood him up. He knew something was wrong, and when he got a call from the hospital it became the worst moment of his life. Worse than finding out his little sister had been arrested, worse than when their parents died. Seeing Myra as she was now, he wondered if he was actually doing the right thing; but they had convinced him. Bane was the future, the key to their survival in the now, as well as far, far into the future. 




Day 1




“This is the first day of private trials for Darkness Beyond, no, god I hate that name, let’s just call it… Project Genesis, ok, ok, a continuation of Project Starlight,” the woman was a bit reserved. She looked at Myra as she lay in a coma on life support. 

“This is a part of Bane, though? The game we have been playing?” Caleb asked, trying to follow along. 

“Yes and no, you see the game is based on…” she paused, “let’s just say it can help Myra here. To be clear, these trials are not a part of Bane, nor are they like any other so-called game you or she might have played. This trial is being conducted at the request of Fera Space, I believe Myra did work for them just before her..." She was about to say demise but stopped. Myra was alive, though barely. "Their source code comes from STEM and well… Myra is unique in that her synchronization rate is nearly 100%, based on information gathered from Bane,” she stopped, “I’m sorry; can you sign these,” she pulled out a large folder filled with dozens of documents. All top secret, confidential. Caleb signs and agrees, taking the steps that will bring his sister back to life.  

“As Myra's older brother and only living relative, you have been given power of attorney, authority by the state as to what happens to her. We also have a job offering for both of you,” she began. “We are testing, the artificial interface is still in its early stages but we believe that we can access a virtual world based on data we have collected, and this is the part that will be important to you. Myra can live in this world and grow.” She paused letting the words sink in as she smiled. “We have a transport ready, it will take both of you to our best facility in New Dublin and we will make life better for her… and you. We have the best doctors, the best staff, we’ll be able to monitor her every step of the way,” she smiled. 

Caleb agreed, signing another contract. 

They were flown to their new home within just a few hours.




“Plug and play, we just interface with the cerebral cortex and there,” the woman with the glasses smiled. She laid a visor down over Myra's head. It looked like something out of a comic book, a near-solid black helmet and visor with a dozen wires running back towards a wall. Myra was still on life support. Several IVs plugged into what was left of her body, along with electrodes and monitors grafted to her skin. 

"Wouldn't it be easier to place her body in a pod?" Caleb asked. 

"We will, soon. Right now we are just running some preliminary tests. She won't actually remember any of this happening when we uplift her consciousness," the woman smiled, as if that somehow should make Caleb feel better about his sister being a lab rat. The word 'uplift' bothered Caleb but he wasn't about to protest. He knew what they were after, the same thing all those who come into absolute power seek: immortality. 

To Caleb his sister looked like a corpse. 

Her legs, her right arm, gone. Her hair had been shaved away. Her skin was covered in scorch marks. She was nothing like the girl he remembered. They were monitoring more than her heart rate, though. 

“All systems are functional, she should be waking up any second now,” 

“What is it going to be like for her?” 

“Like playing Bane, only more real than ever; eventually, she won’t be able to tell the difference between that world and this one. Not that she is ever going to wake up back in this world again. There are some complications, though. She will feel pain like it is real. She has the ability to respawn but we have no idea how many times it will work. Our best guess is eight, given her synchronicity rate. Each time she dies in the game her body here will want to die and we’ll have to resuscitate. If she doesn’t do her best to survive… well.. You remember that game, it can be pretty violent,” the doctor said.

Caleb tried to listen but as he looked down at his sister he wondered if what he was doing was right. Was he just imprisoning her inside a VR world for eternity? Bane was far from a virtual paradise. Would his sister even be happy living out the rest of her life there? He slammed his fist against a wall. 

“Calm down; you signed, remember? It's the only game we can do this with, the only way we can keep her from going brain dead, you don’t want Myra to be a vegetable, right? Think of this as a kinda in-between. She’s in limbo, eventually we’ll find a way to pull her out but in the meantime we have to make sure that she’s taken care of,” the woman snarled. 

“Can’t you control the NPCs in the game? Make them nice or harmless?” Caleb asked.

“It’s the source code, we have no control over the game environment. We can open up some shortcuts but that's really all we can do.”

“Rerouting memory allocation,” she said. 

“What does that mean?” Caleb asked.

“We are backing everything up. She won't remember the wreck or the other missions we had her running in Bane. We'll erase everything up to her joining Fera Space and taking a meal in the cafeteria."

"That's almost three months of memories wiped away," Caleb said frustrated. 

"We're aware. But trust us. It is better this way. Your sister has already proven herself a valuable asset to Fera Space, and as a scout she reached level 27 in less time than most elite players. We're confident she can do it again.  Myra is our only link to the other side. The game world is evolving, it’s constantly in flux, like a living world. We are also going to be accessing parts of Myra's brain that were not previously available. To her it's going to be like she’s using magic.”




————




Day 4




Caleb sat next to Myra's side reading a book. It was based in the world of ‘Moon Fire’, her second favorite game. The game she used to play with her best friend Ellie, who died three months before everything went south. Caleb regretted not having the heart to tell his sister about it. Questioning just why he had chosen to lie. Maybe, he thought, things were just that bad on the Raft; learning someone close had died instead of getting away just made it seem that much more hopeless. 

Fera Space was paying Myra well for what she was doing. Now that was doubled. Not that she didn’t love what she did. Caleb was happy he didn’t have to spend anymore time on the Raft. But watching over Myra now was strange and scary. Caleb was afraid almost every moment wondering if she might go into cardiac arrest or that something would go wrong with the program. The doctor said the data they were collecting was beyond amazing, and that Myra was doing great, but the real test hadn't started yet. Once Myra was logged into Bane, she would be uploaded into a special program called underworld. A world known as Eda where one hour was one month. They said it was key to the success of their program. Really it was just another mission they needed her help with. 

All he really wanted was to see. See for himself what the world she would be living inside was like. What dangers she would face, what she ate, what she was wearing. He worried she wouldn't take care of herself. How many times had he had to remind her to brush her teeth, to eat. 

The book Caleb read was called ‘Promised Dawn’ and told the story of a stranger that claims an elderly man is host to an alien being, one who is still benign right now but could take over the human brain when it grows to full maturity. Fortunately there’s a way to get rid of it and potentially unlock the key to get rid of all the aliens. Believing both the situation and the stranger, the elderly man agrees to the operation. It reminded him how he had agreed to Myra's situation. 

The summary of the book went on… What if this stranger speaks only in lies, what if the situation is worse than it appears? How could the elderly man know the truth about what was happening, if anything was happening at all? Myra had said it was a good book, part psychological thriller and part science fiction horror. The actual game ‘Moon Fire’, one of Myra's favorites, was set 200 years after the novel and focused on the war between the aliens that had infected the man and humanity. In a way he knew it wouldn’t have a happy ending; so did Myra. Sometimes it was the journey that mattered most, not the beginning, not the end, just the journey. 




“Hey feelings are you ok?” Rebecca asked, staring towards Caleb.

“I’m ok, Are you sure this is going to work?” Caleb asked. The two were standing inside the dark hull of a starship. They were inside one of Fera Space's massive starships. It was the only place safe and secure enough that Rebecca could run her experiments in Bane, though Xav had already talked about moving the project to Cambridge. 

“Yes, preliminary tests show the subject… I mean Myra, as stable. I know it is a lot to take in. Are you really sure you are ok? I’m pretty sure most people would be losing their minds right about now,” Rebecca smirked. “No, not you; you and her, you really are special, she’s going to be in there fighting to find a way home, and you are here fighting to find your way inside.” 

“It's bigger than that, and you know it,” Caleb said, “though I wouldn’t be doing this if I couldn’t see my sister again.” 

“Yeah I know, the whole exploring the galaxy thing is a pretty cool incentive, not to mention settling a new world, but if this works you won’t wake up in this world again, this reality…” Rebecca paused. “God, this really turned science on its head, didn’t it, I never should have signed up for this.” Rebecca finished smiling, “You love it, I’m sure I’ll see you in there,” said Caleb. 

“You’re right, if I was compatible I would be there in an instant,” Rebecca said, a tear rolling down her eye.

“You’re getting soft on me, I thought you were a cold-blooded lizard,” said Caleb smiling. 

“I am, it's just something in my eye,” said Rebecca, taking a needle and jamming it inside Caleb's arm. He hadn't slept in days and he would need to be at his best when they logged him back into Bane. 

“Sleep now, prince; you’ll see your sister soon,” Rebecca smiled. 


14.




Deadlands




Myra




	On our way out from Blackwall Base three drones came after us. I hadn't even thought about Molto using drones when Jace helped me escape, but here I was, racing for my life again. I lowered our jet close to the ground. Dangerously close and started to steer us into a canyon. I felt like I was racing across Tau again, except this jet wasn't as well-equipped as my starship. I could feel gravity pressing me back against my seat as I pulled us up and over several rock formations. One of the drones crashed and blew apart in a blaze of glory, and I drifted around the side of a tall ruin. I could feel the engines stall out as I struggled to flip the ignition back on inside the jet and pulled up on the throttle, just before another drone crashed below me. The last drone had an expert pilot behind it and continued to follow us for several miles as we barrel-rolled to dodge its blue energy beams. 

The drone was silver with yellow stripes and two guns on each of its wings. It looked similar to a starship, but smaller, with no place for a cockpit. The front of it was spherical, and it looked like it had one giant eye focused solely on us. I imagined Molto himself was behind the controls as it flew through the air, chasing us just like he had the wyvern the day before. As we started to fly over a large patch of water, the drone began to slow down. We were nearly out of range as a blue shard of energy clipped our wing. 

"Is there a self-repair button?" I asked no one in particular, scrambling to keep us straight in the air. The drone continued to come after us as we flew lower towards the water below us. 

"Repair self, no, run way," Bendi said, its voice more frantic than ever. I felt bad that the little familiar was scared, but I had been in worse positions than this. When I flew missions for the Tongrave Alliance we were constantly under threat of raiders. Once I even fought three Crimson Kings off all by myself while protecting a courier. If I could do that I could do anything. 

The jet's wing caught on fire and I slowed. The drone began to catch up with us, and I wondered what Molto was using to boost the signal. Probably he was bouncing it off a relay in one of the settlements. 

I turned our jet on its side, nearly falling out of my seat as I lost control for a moment and skidded against the water. It was like hitting concrete. Parts of the wing tore off and bounced behind us like a rock skipping across water. On the bright side, the water that splashed upward had put out the fire. Not the kind of gamble I was used to taking when flying. And definitely not a gamble I was wanting to take with my life on the line. 

I pulled back on the throttle and we started ascending into the sky. After about thirty seconds I could see the mountains where we had entered inside the Valley of Decay, and far into the distance I could make out a ruined city just beyond Blackwall base. The city glistened in the morning sun as it began its climb into the sky. It looked like it was buried in sand. The Deadlands were ahead of me. The entire surface of the world looked like it had been covered in broken bottles of glass that scraped against the landscape. What wasn't glassed was sand. 

"Out!" I heard Bendi shout pointing to my right side as we passed a giant, floating whale-like creature in the sky. It looked like a gigantic humpback whale and blended in with the clouds with an almost transparent body. I could see its mouth opening as it began to absorb the clouds around me, and several dozen small squid-like creatures with wings splattered against my jet like bugs against a windshield. It was feeding. 

The jet stalled again as I turned downward, watching as the drone hovered waiting below me. It fired several dozen shots as I managed to ignite the jet again, burning through the air and falling faster towards the shards of glass below me. I knew I couldn't panic. Panicking was bad. Panic is what got people killed. I relaxed my body and let my instincts carry me as I rolled in a downward spiral towards the drone. Pulling back at the last moment and straightening myself up, I started to ascend again. 

The drone began to chase us again, firing three shots that hit the back of our jet. Smoke bellowed out behind us, creating a smokescreen that blinded both us and the drone. For a moment it stopped firing. And as I turned sideways, flying up one of the shards in a sixty-degree angle, I heard it explode behind us. 




Bendi and I crashed hard into the ground. We rolled three times before stopping. We were in the middle of the Deadlands in some kind of desert. Luckily I was far from the glass shards. Luck was on our side as we both emerged from the crash unscathed. 

	I could feel the circuits on my arm wearing thin. The metal bits were already decaying. “I wish I could just tear this damn thing off,” I said. It moved like my arm, but it was slower; and most importantly, it didn’t feel like my arm at all. I felt like I was holding something… like the cybernetic arm was covering my limb. It was a constant feeling as if something had attached itself to me and I couldn’t get it off. I felt like the metal arm was eating me piece by piece, and I began to wonder if I had somehow been tricked. Bendi gave me something for the pain as I worried I would need a tetanus shot.  

What was once a shirt was now torn, a dirt-stained shadow of its former self, only barely able to hang from my shoulders like a discarded old towel. Both sides were torn and worn out, leaving much of my body exposed to the elements. My jacket was still in fairly good condition considering how it was when I received it. A few tears and stains but at least it was some protection from the sun. The pants had seen better days. The left side was torn up and nothing more than a bunch of shreds. At least I had shoes to protect my feet, albeit a little grimy and ripped on one side. In the jet I found a scarf. It probably belonged to Jace. I wrapped it around my neck and face just below my nose. It smelled nice, though it was torn slightly and stained, but otherwise in decent shape. I covered my head with it as well. Scavenging the jet I also found a small sword. A charged knife with a damage of 10 and weight of 2. I already missed my old gear. 

	It felt like someone had erased my game and I was starting from scratch. All that hard work and twice now I’ve been screwed over. Bendi gave me a knowing nod and the two of us crept forward. We were near the dungeon when we crashed, and we could make the rest of the trek on foot. 

	No food, no water. We were guided by our natural instincts to survive. I held onto the pendant around my neck. The only thing that hadn’t been taken from me. We wandered through the desert for hours until we found ourselves staring at an oasis. It wasn’t a normal oasis. In fact it was a graveyard. Bleak morass marks ran across the entrance to the dungeon. Beyond the graveyard we stood in a scanty, grimy room inside a ruined structure that looked like it had been an office building. Bendi found two torches for us covered in small bones, rubble, and dirt. We used oil that was seeping down off the walls as a fuel. I scraped the charged blade against stones until, finally, a spark sprouted and brought our two flames to life. 		

Further ahead we found a single path. Its twisted trail led past countless rooms until we soon entered a timeworn area. There were several braziers scattered around, and somehow they were lit on fire. Burning and burning again. As we continued forward deeper into the dungeon's secrets, we passed several different rooms and countless passages, each with their own twists, turns, and destination. 

	Eventually we found what we assumed was the final room. A wide wooden door blocked our path. Ash and soot all over it, untouched by time and the elements. I stepped forward to inspect it, and slowly it began to open on its own…. Did something move just behind the door?

	Inside the room there was a chest full of gemstones. I looked over each of them. I held a sunstone with an antique cushion, cut the size of a lemon, in my hand. These gems were in high demand in Bane, a fairly rare gemstone that contained ethereal properties which made them great offensive weapons. Another was a snowflake obsidian with a square cut in it the size of a grape, in excellent condition just like the rest of them. These gems were common, with amplifying properties that made them useful to magic users. There were several dozen more common gems in the chest, and I studied them closely. Someone had gathered these. But who? And why?

	“Why are you touching my stuff?” said a woman’s voice. 

"Who!" I shouted, turning with my knife in hand. 

	“Get away from there,” she shouted, ignoring my threatening pose.

	A woman appeared in front of us wearing a dark purple cape that covered what looked like a set of armor with a squared helm with a face guard shaped in the face of a boar. Attached to the top is a long, curved metal blade which curves forward and ends in a sharp point. The shoulders were squared, tall, and fairly small in size. They're decorated with intricate gilded design patterns, possibly in the shape of a sigil. The upper arms were protected by pointed, half-covering braces which sat quite well under the shoulder plates. The lower arms were covered by vambraces which have intricate gilded design patterns covering everything.

	The breastplate was made from one large piece of leather with edges of fur, which sat perfectly just under the shoulder plates. I could see the woman had her breasts covered in a red fabric. I thought it was beautiful. The rest of the leather piece covered almost everything from the neck down and ended at the groin, but the sides were only covered near the bottom. I could see her upper legs weren’t covered at all showing off her pale white skin.  

	The lower legs were protected by leather shin guards which had several rows of barb-like spikes on the outer sides. Thick pants made from leather and fur also kept her legs covered beneath this all. I couldn’t imagine how she stayed warm. 

	“I’m sorry,” I said quickly, setting the gems back inside the chest. I was in no condition for a fight right now and didn’t believe in fighting anyone that might have been human. 

	“Next time just ask,” she smiled, moving closer, pressing herself against me. I backed away.

	“I’m here searching for my friend Ethan, he’s a tech-mage,” before I could say another word she called for him.

	“Ethan, come out and play,” she said. 

	Ethan appeared from a corner, he had been cloaked. 

	“So good to see you again, Myra,” he said smiling. 

	“So you are Myra, my Ethan here has been telling me all about you, I’m glad you got away from Molto, that bastard,” she said. 

	“So you and Molto don’t get along, that’s a relief,” I smiled, “Ariane?”

	“That’s me, the one and only, the tech mage, the world’s greatest inventor, Amazonian of the Five, and ace-mech pilot,” she gave me a thumbs up and winked with a funny smile across her face. She seemed eccentric. But no more eccentric than Croon had been. She was both equal parts crazy and beautiful. As long as she wasn't like Molto, I was happy to have found her. 

	“Uhh… think you can help me out,” I said. 

	“How may I be of service?” she asked. 

	“I’m trying to get to the Hub, I would be so grateful…” She cut me off. 

	“Sorry, I have much to do here, see this dungeon, we are standing inside. This is just the first level. It's like a tower that goes down. A tunnel? Anyway, the deeper you go, the better gear you find. It looks like it was dug about 2000 years ago, but some of the items are brand new. It's full of treasures from all around the realms,” she smiled, “and I have to get to the bottom,” she finished. 

	Another damn quest. I waited for it to show but nothing happened. 

	“What?” I said as I waited. 

	“Dungeon, many levels, we’re only on the top, I think it goes down at least 20 levels, maybe more, RARE gear, loot, weapons, gems, tech,” her mouth was practically watering. 

	“I told you it wouldn’t matter to her, all she wants to do is get to the Hub so he can contact someone named Caleb,” Ethan said.

	“Shame on you, Ethan! Do you not see, Caleb must be her true love! The man of her dreams, it's so beautiful,” she stopped, 

"No!" I shouted, "Caleb is my brother." 

“Oh, well, that's one thing. No matter. I can’t help you, I have given up everything to come here,” she said, her smile turning to a frown.

	“Wait… if you help me, I’ll help you,” she smiled again. She was younger than I thought. She looked about my age with a smaller build. Her chest and thighs, however, were twice as large as my own. It was hard to believe she was a master techmage and had been teaching Ethan. It was also hard to believe that she was even a member of the Five. 

“First we eat,” she said, taking out a stash of meat from a large bag she pulled out from behind her. 

“Where were you hiding that?” 

"Does it matter? Do you like bacon?"

"Not if I have to pay for it."

"What cruel scoundrel would charge for bacon?" 

We sat and began to cook the meat in the dungeon. Ariane used a spell to create a fire. 

“Does that drain your life force?” I asked. 

“Not at all, only Argent magic does that,” she said looking towards Ethan. “You see Ethan here was a healer, but he is a natural when it comes to learning. He could pick up on anything; but the only kind of magic he can use is life-draining. I taught him a few small things here and there, nothing that would seriously endanger his life; but it seems that when I left, he continued reading some of the tomes I left behind and even discovered that grimoire in the wilds. If you are worried about his life force now, don’t. I have spoken to him about it, and we’ve found a few work-arounds,” Ariane spoke with a smile on her face. It looked like the kind of smile someone that had been through hell would carry. She was hurting. 

	“How is that possible?” I asked. 

	“I told you not to worry about it, but since you are being so insistent I’ll let you know, see those armbands Ethan is carrying?” I looked over at Ethan and saw he had two golden armbands around his wrists. 

	“They take his unused mana and turn it into life-force.”

	“So they help make someone live beyond their normal lifespan?” 

	“Exactly. Took me a while to figure that out, but I've been down here for quite some time. When I discovered them I knew they would be perfect, something special. I always had the feeling Ethan would tap into his life-force at some point,” she said, smirking towards Ethan. 

	“What about Molto? Croon? He said you had some kind of invention you were unveiling soon?” I asked. 

	“That old thing, already did that. Poor Croon is always a bit late to the party, he’s embraced his wilder side in his old age,” she paused. “I’d rather you never say Molto's name again,” she looked at me with a hatred in her eyes. 

	“What happened?” I asked, “he tried to imprison me, I went to go after Ethan when they figured out where you were and…” she stopped me from speaking. 

	“So they found me,” she shrugged. She looked over at Ethan, “I knew you were lying when you stumbled upon this place, you were there weren’t you, at Molto’s base camp, so you don’t have any idea,” she said, frowning. 

	“Molto has started a war with the troll kingdom. We were making peace, already we had a truce in place, we were even about to start working together… and he killed the troll king's son, snuck into their palace in the middle of the night. He was planning to take control of the kingdom by force, he always had… When he couldn’t find the king he slayed his first and only born,” she paused and sighed. “I found out the truth when he came back that night. I found him covered in blood. He was red with rage. He attacked me, ripped my clothes off and…” she paused leaving out the details. I could see the scars on her body that told me the rest of the story. “ After he was done he told me everything. I knew the truth, so I fled. Molto has been hunting me ever since, keeping all of us prisoner in the Valley,” she was almost in tears. 




	A flash of text appeared before my eyes…




- Quest Update - 

Trollhunter 




- Objectives - 

	Kill the Troll King 

OR

	Kill Molto and bring justice to the Troll Kingdom. 




	Two different ways to end this quest and get into Arcadia. Couldn’t have given me an easier option. If Molto was tough I’m sure the troll king would be just as strong. Molto was already level 53. I had just hit level 10. Maybe I should have stayed and trained more.  

	“I might have a way of getting close to Molto,” I said….

	“I could end this.”

	“How would you do that?” 

	“He wants to train me, he wants to use me as a weapon since I’m an unchained. If I go back and train there, if I join him. Even if it’s only for a little while, I could turn on him, I could stab him in the back when he lowers his guard and win. We could return to Arcadia and back to the Hub,” I was taking a big risk. This plan would be time-consuming, but it seemed like it would be the path of least resistance. 

	“Wouldn’t work. Molto has a way of brainwashing those around him, a type of Argent magic, more of a curse really, doesn’t work on everyone but the longer you are around him the more it pacifies you. Once you are alone you feel it wear off… I thought Molto was a god, a savior. I thought once he was my best friend…” she said. “We’ll have to go with plan B. Croon and I have been putting together a small resistance, but we still need stronger gear. He’s been searching outside while I’ve been digging and I think I have found something here…” she stopped, “can you keep a secret?” she smiled. 

	

	Ethan joined your party. 3/3

	Ariane joined your party. 4/4

	




	Name: Ariane 

	Age: 21

	Gender: Female

	Race: Human

	Level: 42

	Class: Tech-Mage

	

	HP: 500

	Mana: 500

	Stamina: 200

	

	Agility: 9

	Endurance: 8

	Intelligence: 10

	Charisma: 10

	Luck: 4




	Abilities: Dragons Bane. Angel’s gaze, Spider’s bite. Various magic. 

	Skills: Augmentation, Curse of Growth, Various magic. 

	Inventory: M-44 Rifle, Mithil (great sword), 7-1 Echo (pistol)




	Reputation: Good 

	Alignment: The Five, (formerly) Arcadia, The Hub

	Languages: Common (English), Elvish, Troll, Goblin







	Ariane was a prodigy. Most of her abilities and skills overlapped. She was fluent in several languages and knew a great deal about Eda. Much of her gear was the same as Molto. I guess that was natural since they were both a part of the Five. She gave me a new set of armor for the dungeon. It had a hood with a face guard shaped like the eyes of a tiger and reached just below my eyes. The spiked leather gave the appearance of horns. It was well crafted onto combat armor. The shoulders were pointy, wide, and huge. I felt like I was wearing something a paladin would wear. They were decorated with three small horns on each side curved downward towards the sides. The upper arms were protected by rounded half-shoulder plates. The lower arms were covered in vambraces with a layer of chain mail buried underneath. The armor itself was black and white with a red line going down one side. No runes, no sigils. I wore a scraggy jacket over it. I protected my legs with a new set of combat pants Ariane had laying around. They fit my slim build well but they were unfortunately tighter than I would have liked. 

Agility - 1. Endurance - 1. My cybernetic arm finally came off after Ariane pulled hard enough. I recreated my ice blade. I prefer it now. 

Ariane had been researching the dungeon for about a year now. Using drones she had mapped out most of the interior and found several cursed weapons and armor inside. She knew how to use the cursed weapons as a power source, and she believed that if we could get our hands on some, then we could use them against Molto. The deeper we went the more dangerous the dungeon would be. The first level… the ground floor where we stood eating and sleeping would be our base camp, and she had already cleared it and five floors below of any enemies. Below that were daemons, giant spiders, and vrax, a creature I was familiar with from Bane. Ariane even showed me some tips to stay hygienic as we survived inside the dungeon.




In ten days I reached level 30. 

My relationship with Ariane and this world was growing stronger. 




I’d spent over 300 points in acquiring new skills. Mostly whatever it took to survive in the dungeons. Increasing my Ice Attack and Resistance so that my own attacks wouldn’t hurt me. I opened up several new Cryomancer abilities, including Ice Pillar and Ice Wall, that I used sparingly. I’d also trained my Mind’s Eye, Constitution, and Strength under Ariane’s guidance. In many ways she became my teacher. A mentor helping me fight monsters and cultivate my inner abilities. 
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        Survival

        


      
      	
        55

      
    

    
      	
        


        Tool Specialist

        


      
      	
        10

      
    

    
      	
        Training

      
      	
        


        35 (Training Bonus)

        


      
    

  





I was progressing faster now. My abilities were even nearing that of Ariane as she and Ethan both worked to train me. I was grinding my character again. As one does. And it felt great. 

During the day we cleared levels of the dungeon, and at night we sat around a campfire, drank Ariane's weird concoctions, and ate fresh meat, along with plants that were growing between level 10 and 11. Together we kept one another company and sane. 




	Day 20 




	We reached the bottom layer of the dungeon. 




	A scanty, deteriorated room. It was covered in broken pottery, remains, and puddles of water. Our torches allowed us to see prison cells, long lost and taken by time. Further ahead we found three paths. We took the right. Its twisted trail led us past countless other pathways, and soon we entered a ghastly area. There was a giant skeleton in the center, along with dozens of human skeletons. What happened in this place? We wandered further. Deeper into the dungeons, dank hallways. We passed passages that had collapsed and other dead ends too dangerous to try. Eventually we made it to the thick, granite door that blocked our path. Various odd symbols were all over it, written in blood. The door itself looked like it had been untouched by time. There was something growling from inside. 
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Necromancer




	I could feel its claw on top of me. I couldn’t move, I couldn’t scream. Ethan was dead. He had used his entire life force trying to fight this thing. Ariane was bleeding, her body broken as she laid out on the ground. The daemon was toying with us. It is called a Nephilim. A rare type of feral Daemon. I looked over towards Ariane hoping for a miracle. One happened. She cast a spell on Ethan’s corpse and he came back to life. His skin was pale, his hair white. He looked like he had glowing red eyes. She had cast a necromancy spell. Infused his body with nanites that made him a walking ghoul. It was the same kind of technomancy that Julie Luyten had used at the Fire Shrine, that she had used to create the Nanook. 

	I didn’t have time to waste. I wasn't sure if Ethan was actually back or if he was something else. We needed to survive first. I used the blade of ice that formed my arm to pierce the Nephilim as Ethan attacked it like a feral animal. I scanned the beast’s health. Nothing. It was undefined. I scanned again. For a moment I thought the world slowed. Over 10,000. I guess it was a dungeon boss for a reason. I struck the beast again. Nothing. It threw me backwards towards Ariane’s broken body. She tried to give me her weapon, but when I tried to touch it I couldn’t. A tech-mage class weapon and I was a Cryomancer. She didn’t quite understand as the weapon burned my hand and I threw it down. I had forgotten just how much that hurt. 

	The Nephilim looked like a giant human that had been twisted inside out. Its skin was covered in a leather-like texture similar to a dragon’s, and it had fangs instead of regular teeth. It had a human face with long white hair and red glowing eyes. Instead of hands it had claws. It wore a long loin cloth and little pieces of chain mail grafted into its skin in a honeycomb pattern. 

	We were fighting inside some kind of throne room. Braziers attached to one side of each of six travertine columns lit up the lower levels of the throne hall and engulfed everything in a flickering radiance. The paintings of angels and cherubs on the sloped ceiling danced in the light while sculptures and statues looked down upon the oak floor of the hall. 

	A silver rug now drenched with our blood ran from the throne down through the center and split into two paths leading out, while rectangular banners with burnished tufts covered parts of the wall. Between each banner hung a small luster. All but a few had been lit and in turn illuminated the depictions of powerful creatures below them. 

	Modest tinted-glass windows bordered by veils colored the same silver as the banners. The curtains were adorned with embellished borders and fine patterns. 

	A great throne of onyx sat below a grand chandelier adjoined by four equally impressive seats for trustees. The throne was covered in claw marks and fixed on each of the broad sides an ornate rose. There were more human skeletons in this room than there had been in the whole dungeon. Some of them looked like they had once been wearing plate armor or fancy drab. I could see a worn crown on one that I assumed must have been some kind of king. 

	That was the part of the game that didn’t make sense to me. Not that I had time to think about it. Humans had come to Eda via starship 200 years ago; and yet there were ancient human buildings and dwellings everywhere. I knew Eda wasn’t Earth, but yet it had Earth-like structures.

	Perhaps this was what Ariane had been truly trying to uncover. It was a lie. 200 years ago. That wasn’t the first time humans arrived on Eda. The other problem with this theory was that all the human ruins were a mix of modern and medieval, both feudal Japan and Victorian. This whole planet felt like it was having an identity crisis. 

	The Nephilim slammed its hand down on me and I fell through the floor. A secret room. I thought we had hit the last level of the dungeon. The creature too came down after me. It was a vault of some kind. A secret treasury. My vision went blurry as tears filled my eyes. There was a biting; pain was barely an option as agonizing cramps seemed to crush my insides from within. I wanted to give up, there was no way I could keep going feeling like this. I paused for a moment and I looked around me. I scanned the room. It wasn’t just a treasure room; it was some kind of armory. I grabbed a semi-automatic pistol from the ground. 







	Deadeye

	

	‘A lot of fire power with little precision’




	Damage: 5

	Class: None

	Weight: 5







	I fired until the clip ran out, rolled and picked up another weapon.







	Crimson




	‘This revolver was originally designed as a secret but became so popular it is now in use by civil forces and gangs alike. Its official name is RH-81 but it goes by Crimson.’




	Damage: 15

	Class: None

	Weight: 10 







	I fired three shots before the barrel spun empty. 

	The Nephilim was nearly on top of me. Both weapons did little damage. Bendi came down from above. He shot a beam of blue light from his hand. I smiled. I felt like I had pulled every muscle in my body and I was bleeding out. Health 20. Mana 30. Stamina 10. I gave Bendi a cheer as the monster fell backwards into a horde of coins that scattered across the air. The beast moved its head back and opened its jaw. Its jaw extended outwards and lowered as a white ball of energy began to appear inside its mouth. I grabbed a shield from the ground and held it in front of me. The shield was a pointed heater shield, made from adamantine, forged by shadow trolls. It offered just enough resistance to deflect the blast. 

	Next up I grabbed a shotgun from the grip of a dead human skeleton. The shotgun was in near-perfect condition. Triple barreled and quite intimidating. 

	




	Snapper




	‘Used illegally in many counties as it’s accurate, reliable, and easy to maintain, 16-gauge, pump action. Fires a ballistic missile known as a bird bomb. Can be modified for frag-12. This shotgun has a pistol grip and a standard stock but don’t let that fool you. These custom stocks are made of whale bone and are expensive on the black market. This weapon was originally named the 4U-E, but most just called it the Snapper.’




	Damage: 50

	Class: None

	Weight: 2







	I held the Snapper up with my one good hand and fired before throwing the gun in the air, pumping it as hard as I could and firing again. It became harder and harder to swallow the pain, to ignore the sensations and the voices telling me to stop. I had become unwilling to keep fighting. I let out a moan, part desperation and part determination. I had two options: fight or give up. Maybe giving up was the right choice, “always listen to your body,” my legs gave out from under me and I dropped to the floor. I didn’t have the stamina to pump the shotgun again. Perhaps they were right. I could respawn. Ariane, Ethan, Bendi, they would all be dead but I could respawn. They were all computer characters anyway, why should I care about any NPCs living or dead. No. It didn’t seem right. I felt a pain in my chest. I felt their pain. I could only imagine how Ariane felt right now in my mind. 

Sweat was beading down from my forehead, my hand was clammy and trembling and I was grinding my teeth. I took a deep breath and shifted my focus. Determined. 

I used what mana I had left to summon a wall of ice. 

So this is my end? What a joke. Lying on the floor in a puddle of filth and my own blood surrounded by more loot than I could have ever imagined. Pathetic. Fine, whatever, let it be over with then, let this be the end. How long has it been? Minutes? Hours? Who knows? Somebody will find me. Another dungeon delver with a death wish or too much curiosity. Ha, as if. This is no time for jokes, stupid mind. I’m dying. No, I must survive. How did this happen to me, what have I done wrong? I can’t. 

	I’m so tired I can no longer feel my legs. I need to get up. I need to get moving. My body refuses me. I’m protected by a wall of ice, but not for long. Bendi, Ariane, Ellie, please…. I can’t focus, everything is a haze. It doesn’t matter which way I look. Everything keeps spinning and I feel dizzy. Even when I close my eyes I feel dizzy. I clutch Ellie’s pendant with my one hand, the necklace wrapped firmly around my neck. 

I'm hallucinating now. I can see her smile as I hand her the key. She was running late for work. I let her open the door. Inside the living room was completely empty. We hadn’t moved in quite yet. She grabbed me and slammed me against the wall. I felt her lips against mine. There was a cool mint taste as she pressed against me. I felt my hands, both my hands move down towards her hips. Ellie was slim. Firm breasts. Similar to mine. I put my hand back against the side of her soft cheek and pulled back. I smiled. I almost laughed. I was so happy. Never in my whole life, never in reality had I felt as happy as I had in that moment. She smiled back. As quickly as the dream came it faded. Ellie was gone. She had been gone. She didn't move to the mainland like my brother had said. She was dead. Something told me, in my gut, that she had died here and that I was next. Eda would consume me, my soul, everything I ever was or could have been. 




I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Ellie.

I’m sorry I'm too weak to survive. 
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Jace







On the other side of the Valley…




	There was silence. The smell of fire and ash in the air. Molto exited his mech and screamed in a fit of rage, taking his dragon’s blade out from his cockpit and slashing a wall in half. His mech, the ‘Doom Collar’ was a wreck. Jace approached him. 

	“We should settle this,” Jace said, slinging his rifle over his back and taking out a katana called the ‘Wind Thief’.  

	“You little twit,” Molto cussed, readying his weapon, “I’m going to make you pay for betraying us, I’m not going to kill you, no, I’m going to make you suffer,” said Molto. 

	“I have suffered under your thumb long enough, it's time to let go, I finally realized it when I saw the way you were looking at Myra, you were trying to lay a curse down on her, how long have you been doing that to us? How long have you been leading us down this path? Ariane didn’t disappear, she ran,” said Jace. 

	“So what, I’m making a difference, I’m saving this world,” Molto said.

	“Saving it? No, you are condemning it, condemning all of us,” Jace accused Molto. He was holding his katana, now posing for the attack. 

	“You want to make a fool of yourself, fine by me,” said Molto holding out his dragon’s blade in front of him with one hand. He motioned with his other hand for Jace to come at him. 

	Jace looked on with caution. The other soldiers of the Five’s Army were gathering around, some holding their rifles ready to fire at Jace while others stood in awe and confusion. 

	One foot came down hard on the ground followed by another. Jace’s body moved like he was a feral daemon. His mind began to spin. How did he get here, how could he let this happen? He roared as he swung his katana in the air and it screamed as it made contact with Molto’s blade. The two looked at each other with anger, frustration, betrayal. The fog in Jace’s mind was clearing more and more every second. It had only been a few hours since he had broken free of Molto’s curse, and by mistake. 

	Jace swung again and Molto blocked it. The soldiers surrounding them were trying to decide whether to fire. Jace peered at them with glowing red eyes, and they all lowered their weapons. Jace had broken free of Molto’s curse and in turn had cast one of his own. Jace was in a paladin class, the same as Molto. Both were nearly the same level too. Molto being a 53 and Jace at 52. The two of them had been like brothers for years… since before the Five even formed. Back then Molto was a scout. A part of an expeditionary force. The two of them tried to kill each other when they first met. Jace was a scavenger. He hadn’t lived with human beings in years and had been raised in the north near the Tomb of Giants. Jace was wild then, and he used that part of him now. An ability called daemonic possession. His eyes glowed red and he was drawing strength from within himself. His biggest regret now was not killing Molto way back then. 

	Jace tried to save himself from falling. He leaned to the right. A foot came up from under him and kicked him in the face. Jace fell back. Molto swung downward. Jace barely managed to dodge as he dropped back. He pulled himself to his feet. He had heard his clothing rip. His favorite jacket. Something of a memento he had been wearing since before joining the Five. 

	Molto dove his shoulder into Jace’s chest, slamming him against a wall. He started to swing again towards Jace’s gut but watched as his adversary rolled, throwing his rifle to the side. Molto thought about grabbing it. Finishing this fight quickly. Both Molto and Jace were on equivalent terms when it came to melee combat. 

	Jace was breathing hard. Molto was fast. He moved like a daemon. No, he was faster. It was no wonder he had been the one to take down Fanden. Jace forced his mind to pattern Molto’s moves. He couldn’t attack him like an animal. Jace sidestepped to the right just enough and the dragon’s blade passed a hair's breadth from his face. He smiled. Before Molto could respond with a follow-up, Jace dropped his katana and launched himself forward. Stunning Molto for a brief moment. It was enough. Jace drew from the magic inside himself a sword of energy draining his mana. 

	The soldiers could only see a flash of light. The fight had taken a dangerously close turn. Many were backing away. Whoever lived would lead the Five’s Army and the other would be branded a traitor. 

	Jace was open for more attacks as Molto summoned a shield to protect himself. Both energy weapons dissipated. Molto sidekicked Jace in the ribs, doubling him over. He followed that up with an uppercut, holding his sword down by his side. Jace fell, curling his legs into his body as he touched the ground. He put his weight together and jumped back up. Molto fell back violently not expecting Jace to be so agile. A groan escaped his lips as the pain from one of Jace’s earlier attacks started setting in. 

	Jace smiled. Molto had been hit with poison. He was losing health fast. 

	“You little twit, I’m going to kill you,” Just as Molto was about to reach Jace the entire world fell silent. Every person watching was shocked. Jace had already won but Molto wasn’t done. 

	Jace barely had time to breath, let alone dodge. It was a testament to Molto’s strength and endurance that kept moving, kept pushing forward even as his health dropped. Jace’s legs smashed into the ground. Molto was no longer holding any weapon. With his bare hands he swung in the air. Wisps of mana wrapped around his knuckles. The sound of a sonic boom. The attack was so quick Jace didn’t dodge. The force of Molto’s fist pushed him a foot and half backward into the air. 

“Stay down, stupid dog,” Molto screamed. He looked around at all of the soldiers surrounding the two of them, “and all of you, nothing, no one brave enough to take the shot, no one here ready to step in and save their leader from this traitor,” Molto turned his anger towards his men. He was a monster.  Jace lay on the ground clutching his stomach. He was probably bleeding to death now, though his health didn’t seem to drop as much as he thought. He still had stamina left, too. His mana was depleted because of the sword he summoned, but he wasn’t completely out. Not yet. 

	Molto walked towards Jace and lifted him off the ground. “Now you will see what happens to those who betray the Five.” Jace smiled, lifted his legs and kicked Molto in the chest. The two of them flew in opposite directions. Jace landed with ease and rolled to his feet. Molto hit the ground in an uncomfortable position. The Five’s Army stared at him in disbelief. Both were still breathing. “That had to hurt,” laughed Jace. He walked over to him and placed his hand against Molto’s chest. There was a blast of red energy and Molto passed out unconscious. 

	“He’s not going to die now, we all deserve answers,” Jace said. 

	“What do we do now?” asked one of the soldiers. None of them were aiming their rifles at Jace anymore. Most of them felt like they were waking up from some kind of daze. Jace had reversed the Argent curse that Molto had been using for years. 

"Start tracking Myra, we need to start a rescue op," Jace ordered. 
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Settlement 01




	Dying had been the most horrible experience I had felt in my whole life. The first time the Nanook killed me. I lost my experience, my gear, everything. It hurt like hell. Mentally, physically. The next few times I killed myself and the pain was just as unimaginable. Nephilim was bearing down on me. It was breaking the wall of ice I had summoned and there was little time left. The last minute. Perfect timing. It couldn’t have been scripted better. A flash of lightning came down from above and struck the Nephilim. It roared its massive head and looked towards the open sky above us. 

Straight up we could see a hole had been punched through all twenty levels of the dungeon. A hole 40 stories deep. It was Jace who came down from above. He was holding a katana when he dug it across the face of the beast. It was similar to the attack Molto had used to kill the Fanden. If I had to give it a name I would call it ‘Paladin’s strike’. Someone was always saving me. Smoke rose from around the Nephilim’s flesh like its skin was on fire. It was steam. It was trying to heal itself again. As it did Jace hacked away at it some more until there was nothing left. 

	When the Nephilim fell to the ground, a squad of soldiers came down. 

	“JACE!” shouted Ariane.

	“ARIANE! You are alive, thank god,” shouted Jace in return, “yes, I am, get me a blessed healer!” she cried. 

	Most of her body was broken. The two of us had been traveling deeper and deeper inside the dungeon for days. Bendi and Ethan had been supplying us with medicine and food, but Nephilim was our greatest challenge. It had broken both of us and Ethan… poor Ethan. He stood near Ariane. His eyes were pitch black, and his skin had turned a pale grey. He was bound to her, but it was a bond that wouldn’t last long. It could be hours, days, weeks, but eventually the nanties would break down and he would die again. But for now he was living. Rather than a living body, his body was overflowing with small machines and mana. 

	Ethan was undead and no longer had the ability to speak or feel like a living being. I couldn’t believe he was gone. The only thing worse than losing Julie was losing another party member. He was too young for this.

 But Ethan wasn’t quite dead… he was kinda in-between. I wasn’t sure what was worse.. Being in his state or mine. Twenty days trapped in a game. At least I think it's a game. The line between this reality and my own is starting to blur. I feel like I’m falling to pieces. As each day passes I feel more and more like I am bound to this world. Giving up feels like it would be the same thing as dying. I had a mission. I was here for a reason. For the first time in what felt like forever, I remembered how I felt when I woke up here. It was like waking up from a long dream, that my life, my previous life, had been the dream, and this… this was my reality. 

"No," I said aloud. I had a mission. Fera Space wanted me to find something. An asset of theirs had gone missing. Stolen. 

	Out of the corner of my eye I saw a glimmering sword. I reached for it and grabbed hold of it. A small two-headed creature appeared and I felt the world around me slow to a crawl. I wasn’t just in the dungeon anymore. I felt my wounds heal, almost as if I leveled up. I began to worry that maybe I had respawned, but this wasn’t the same. I was no longer in any pain. The creature looked at me as I held the sword. I didn’t swing at it. There was something familiar about it. In a way it reminded me of Bendi. I want to say it was some kind of familiar. It wasn’t the witch’s though. It belonged to someone else… someone that was gone. I knew holding the sword in my hand that it and the creature were somehow bound together. I tried to speak to it. No words came out of my mouth. I was in the dungeon in some kind of void. I felt the sword's name. ‘Ithil Naur’ and I knew it meant ‘Moon Fire’. It was another gift. Like my pendant. I was on the right track. 

	The creature smiled at me as I came to understand and slowly it disappeared. The sword was almost overpowered. It looked fairly long; a narrow, slightly curved blade made of silver. It was held by a grip wrapped in ivory and leather. The razor-sharp point made this weapon stand out. It had no runes, no symbols to speak of, just bare. I could tell just by holding it that it was incredibly strong. It had a Damage of 70 with a weight of 10. No class. No stamina drain. No mana drain. 

	I felt myself level up again, only my wounds didn’t heal. I had to wait till we were carried back to the surface. It was strange being back in the light of the sun. I felt like I had been underground for days, weeks. 

	Jace had brought us some food, and Croon was there with them. Ariane smiled. It looked like this was the resistance she had told me about. Jace was the only unexpected revelation. She had no idea that my presence would somehow allow him to break free of Molto’s hold. She was proud of Jace, who she had thought of as a little brother, though a little brother who was much stronger than her. 

	“Your jacket is torn!” Ariane said studying Jace.

	“It's no big deal.” 

	“Yes it is, give me a few hours and I’ll have it sewn back up,” she smiled, “it's the least I can do. You saved us.” Jace blushed. I’m not sure if he liked Ariane or like-liked her. There was definitely chemistry there, but I wasn’t exactly sure what it was. She thought of him as a younger brother, but it was obvious in some ways that he had a crush, or at the very least some kind of deep admiration. 

	Jace gave Ariane his jacket. His combat armor was sleeveless. I was surprised by how muscular he was, but also even more surprised when I saw his arms covered in scars. Monster wounds. Jace, as Ariane had explained to me while we were in the dungeon, had once been a scavenger. He spent most of his life wandering the Valley of Decay, fending for himself. He had come here with his parents when he was a child with their caravan. They were hoping to find a new place to establish a third colony. It seemed the farther west you went in Eda, the more dangerous the world became. 

We made camp near Jace's dropship. Here he gifted me with my own set of ‘Fives’ armor. It was a nice set of combat gear. Almost an all-black suit that formed to the body, covered in silver plates across the chest, shoulders, lower body. The pants were basically black cargo pants cut with ballistic weave. He offered me another cybernetic arm, but I declined. Using my ice glaive had saved my life now more than a handful of times.

Ariane sewed up Jace’s jacket and we healed; she told him and the others everything she knew about Molto’s deception. What he had done to the troll king’s son and the reason that the goblin kingdom and troll kingdom had begun massing their armies. Jace already knew. After beating Molto and dragging him to their brig, they spent several days interrogating him. They learned he had been experimenting with Argent magic, cursed artifacts and weapons, and manipulating politics dealing with the Five and the Hub. It felt good to hear it straight from Ariane though. It only proved to Jace that what he had done had been the right thing. 

	“Scouts have returned from lurker territory, they came just after I seized control, it's a part of the reason we were so late getting here. Croon is actually the one that delivered us the intel, it seems that the goblin kingdom is in ruins, most of their kind has been enslaved by the troll king and they are already moving towards the chasm. Apparently there are tunnels that lead out from there and into the wilds. From there they are planning to march on Arcadia, and once they do that, the Hub. If their army escapes the Valley there won’t be any way of stopping them,” Jace said. He looked like he was already starting to age. The role of being a leader was not something that he wanted. I knew what it was like. The stress. It was a familiar feeling. Back in the real world, others had always looked up to me as a leader, I’m not sure why, Ellie, Silas, and several others were always turning to me for advice. I never really cared one way or another, but I knew what needed to be done and I had always been first to step up. I had also always been the first to trust too easily and get betrayed. I guess guiding by example was a part of it. Looking back maybe I should have done more with that. Maybe, I wouldn't have given Silas a family heirloom because I thought he was going to starve. 

	“Give Molto over to the troll king,” I said.

	“We can’t even get close. What are we going to do? Walk into their base and hand him over without a fight, it wouldn’t work. Both the lurkers and trolls are killing humans on sight. We are the invaders in their lands, not the other way around,” said Jace. 

	“The only other option we have is war,” said Ariane.

	“Then we go to war,” I said. 

	“We can’t go to war, we don’t have a real army,” said Jace.

	“Yes we do, we have the Valley, Croon, he can tame monsters, we can set up an assault somewhere and draw them out into a killbox while a small troop ride into the troll kingdom and force the troll king to hear us out, we don’t actually have to kill them. Just make enough noise that they come looking for us,” I said.

	“Yeah but how do we do that,” asked Jace.

	Ariane looked at us both wide-eyed. I knew if any of us could come up with a plan it would be her. 

	“We use the mech, ‘Doomcollar’, well what’s left of it as bait,” she said. 

	“Bait?” I asked.

	“We’ve been hunting monsters for awhile, Croon has developed a way to tame some of them, it's not just his singing. It's the vibrations he creates with his voice and instruments. It draws them near. We can amplify it using the ‘Doomcollar’,” she smiled. The whole time we were inside the dungeon I had never seen her so happy. She always had a determined look on her face, a pain behind her eyes. She always seemed like she was searching. I felt like for the first time that Ariane had found what she was looking for. 




	Day 23




	We spent three days getting back to base camp and setting up. For the first time in twenty-three days I managed to get a good look at myself in the mirror. I hadn’t shaved since being here… hadn’t even thought about it. I barely had time to bathe. I could see the grime on my face as I used a rag to brush it away. I was paler than usual too though I had pretty dark skin. Too much time in a dungeon. I almost laughed. My hair was getting longer and starting to dread. I was glad I had kept it short before I got here. If my character… If I had been a person with longer hair it would probably have been really bad now. It felt good to bathe and shave my legs. I felt more like myself again. I ate alone in the mess before I moved towards the others. I was thrilled once again to finally be somewhere the food had taste. 




The Five’s Army moved the ‘Doomcollar’ just south of the goblin kingdom and a large lake. Using the jets it took us only a few hours. It sat just north of Ariamas Fortress. I remembered Ariamas Fortress. It was another dungeon. A castle that sat behind a futuristic gate. If things went south the Fives’s Army would retreat there and hide behind those walls. 




	Jace and I sat in a ready room with Ariane, Bendi, what was left of Ethan, Croon and several of the Five’s top officers. I stood there as we looked down at a map of the Valley of Decay, with Bendi’s rifle slung around my side and Ithil Naur wrapped around my back, along with a backpack. I was still wearing the armor they gave me, though I modified it a little to better fit me. I wore a black jacket similar to Jace’s, wrapped with fur around the collar over all of it. I also still had his scarf and kept it wrapped around my neck. He pointed it out one day. Telling me it looked 'well' on me. I was flattered and just barely kept myself from blushing. There was a cold blowing in from the west. We could smell fire and ash in the air. The entire camp was tense as everyone did their part to execute the plan I had come up with. Before playing RPG games, strategy had always been one of my favorites. 

I felt an incredible burden as we started to put our plan into action. 

“You are a piece of work, you know that,” Jace said, reaching out and squeezing my shoulder. He was smiling, “we’ve been fighting our whole lives, if we die out there it's not because you failed us. Dying to try and make peace, it’s honorable,” he finished. It must have been written all over my face. Even with that knowledge rattling around in my head I still had my doubts. 

“Last thing we need to figure out is who exactly is going to be sneaking into the troll kingdom while our distraction is underway,” said Ariane. 

“Bendi will go,” said the short creature. 

“Bendi, you aren’t much of a fighter, it will be dangerous,” I said.

“Bendi will go, will protect unchained, this is quest,” it said. 

“I guess that means you are volunteering me,” I almost laughed. I hadn’t decided whether I was going to go or not. It seemed that it would be the only way to complete the quest, but then again if the others succeeded without me surely I would get some kind of notification or something. No. I couldn’t let them do all the work. I had to play my part… and this was my plan. 

“Bendi, myself,” I said.

“Count the two of us in,” said Ariane answering for herself and Ethan. Not that he had a choice. She was keeping him alive by feeding him Mana. 

“Myra,” said Jace. This was the first time any of them had really addressed me by name, “if it's ok with you I would like to join your party.” 

I smiled and nodded my head. Of course. Jace had already proven himself again and again, not to mention he was the strongest level character among us. 




Jace has joined your party.




Raid party. Members: 5







	Name: Jace

	Age: 18

	Gender: Male

	Race: Human

	Level: 52

	Class: Paladin / Tech-Mage 

	

	HP: 300

	Mana: 100

	Stamina: 350

	

	Agility: 10

	Endurance: 10

	Intelligence: 7

	Charisma: 9

	Luck: 8







I couldn’t see the rest but I was glad to have him on my team. I knew he had several dozen fighting skills and one of his abilities was being a pilot. He could operate pretty much any kind of machinery. He was a prodigy. And top that off he was the first person I'd ever met that was multi-class. 

“Croon?” I asked, staring at the bard. 

“No, I will lead the distraction by taking control of the ‘Doom Collar’,” he answered. I nodded again. I was disappointed but the truth was that was the best place for him. He was the best mech pilot among us. 

“How are we getting to the troll kingdom?” Ariane asked.

“Jets and a dropship,” Jace answered graciously.

“None of us know how to fly,” I said.

“You figured it out once,” Jace smirked. 

“I crashed,” I said embarrassed. I had based my character around that. Parts of flying came naturally, like another sense opened up inside me. Maybe it was the game or some natural talent I never knew I had. I had always hated heights in real life; but here in this world, heights didn’t bother me quite as much. I felt less fear about everything. Maybe it was the rush. I could feel this world bleeding into me the longer I stayed, the more I fought. I was being conditioned. I even looked at the others like they were real people now, and I felt for every single one of them. I always felt some empathy for AIs and NPCs -- but not like this. They were all starting to feel like family. Back in the dungeon I could see that this world had its own ecosystem. Every monster we fought had some kind of intelligence, whether it was protecting its territory or fighting us for food. The entire dungeon, no, this entire planet was like a real living world. 

“You’ll do fine," Jace said, interrupting my thoughts. "I’ll be able to control the jets remotely from inside the dropship, anyway, so you won’t be flying solo,” Jace reassured me. 

“Why the dropship?” Ariane asked.

“A few of my men have already volunteered to safeguard us,” he answered, then gave me a list of names. Immediately I saw that my party had risen to 15 members. We were practically starting our own guild.

“When do we head out?” I asked, knowing the operation was already underway and that the time would be very soon.

“Tomorrow morning, they are going to start baiting tonight, that should give us plenty of time to reach the troll kingdom,” said Jace. 

We adjourned our meeting. 

I was never a big fan of sitting around a table anyway. 

Jace grabbed me before we left. 

I felt his hand on my shoulder again. Chills ran up my arm. 

“Myra, I have a favor to ask you,” he paused. I looked into his eyes and I felt the weight that he held on his shoulders. Everyone that lived in this world had been through hell one way or another. 




****

Despite what I knew about dungeons and the Valley of Decay, not all dungeons were death-traps. Some were nice places. That is until something goes wrong. There are a few though. This one that Jace led us to in secret was called Estes. I knew the name; I saw it on the map. There was a fabricator hidden inside that we needed. Turns out the ‘Doom Collar’ had taken more damage than we thought, and we would have to find a way to get it powered back up. The fabricator was Chel tech, something strange found on this world. It could create almost anything. Basically it was a glorified 3-D printer. 

I had been here before. Save for the hushed whispers of my old life that felt like fragmented memories. Not in Bane. This was another dungeon similar to a game called ‘Moon Fire’. Why had they copied the layouts from another game? Or was it somehow the other way around? I'd heard rumors that Bane had been a game designed by the military long before it went public and became part of the cloud. It seemed strange. My legs buckled as we crossed the threshold. I led the way with Jace covering my rear. The dungeon was a mix of futuristic ruins and walls covered in bloody runes. There were no creatures inside unless you counted the living piles of goo that moved slowly towards us once in a while. The goo was barely level 1. 

A series of coordinated dings sounded in the room, breaking my attention away from Jace. In the next few moments I found myself staring. There was a wall full of names. I walked towards it. Death’s putrid scent infected the air around us. Bodies of the fallen lay broken along the ground and against the wall. I looked around trying to remember where I was. I knew I had been here. Estes used to be a part of a ship. A large one. A seed ship in ‘Moon Fire’ that was the home base for players to gather. The wall I stared at now was filled with player names. 

“Why are we here again,” I murmured. 

“The fabricator,” Jace whispered. 

“What is this place?”

“It’s a tomb,” Jace answered.

“They are unchained,” I said.

“No, they are lost. This dungeon used to be something else; humanity weren’t the first settlers to come from the stars. This ship has been buried for thousands of years,” he said. 

“Seventeen years ago a team entered the Valley of Decay. Few made it out, while others took shelter here; they made a new life for themselves,” Jace said as I traced the names on the wall. 

I walked up to the wall and placed my hand upon it. I found a name I didn't expect to see. BREQ. Somehow I wasn't surprised. 

"Names of ancient warriors and settlers."

"What about this name?" I said pointing to my rival. 

"A common name passed down, it was the name of a warrior that was said to have come from the stars thousands of years ago. The first to fall inside the chasm known as the Cuzcameb, what became the Valley of Decay, he fought alongside the precursors, the aliens that lived on this planet long before us." 

"Interesting," I said, wondering if he had somehow found his way to this underworld before me. Every hour is a month. Had Breq come to the underworld, it was possible he was here long before I was.

‘Moon Fire’ was a survival horror set on an alien world. Settlers crashed and started dying, hunted by daemonic beasts and alien creatures until they banded together to form a small colony. From there the game had several dozen quests and bosses that the player had to battle for survival and to save their world.  

“Where does magic in this world come from?” I asked Jace.

He stared at me as I ran my finger along the names on the walls. I recognized several more, other players I had raided with. A few I even knew from real life. 

“It's said that this world was once uninhabited and that several gates appeared thousands of years ago after the first crash. From there came refugees from other realms, each one going to war or learning to coexist in their separate territories. At the same time the gates appeared, supernatural elements that couldn’t be explained by science started happening. Theories I’ve heard say it's because this world exists on a rift, a breach between different universes. So magic leaks in,” he stopped. “Come, I still have much to show you.” 

I couldn't help but think of the Hollows in the main game. The creatures that appeared after a player died. This abandoned ship felt like it should be crawling with them.

Jace kicked down a door. The strange lights above were working still. We began to navigate towards another door. 

“How do you know of this place?” I asked. 	

“When I was a scavenger I came here once,” he said. 

We passed another broken fallen cup head and I could see a clear path ahead of us. Shrill cries of the wind bellowed up from the tunnel. It didn’t stop us. I felt a cringe in the air. Jace was frightened of this place. From the corner of my eye I saw a small bundle of cloth on the ground. Unsure about what it was at first. It clicked. I crouched next to it and pulled it away. There were action figures carved from wood. I could see it in Jace now. The anger in his eyes, sweat dripping down his forehead. The further down we went the more anxious he was.

“When I first came here to the Valley I found this place with Molto, we came here to trade, but we were treated as outsiders. They cast us out. There were families living inside, they called it Settlement-01,” He growled for a moment. I could see the red flare in his eyes. 

“Molto told me that the lurkers got them,” Jace said. 

Jace had led me inside a ghost town. 

“I didn’t realize it till a few days ago, my memories were wiped, I tried to stop him then, I failed and he used his abilities on me,” Jace said.

“It wasn’t your fault,” 

“It was, this is what we are up against! Molto shut them inside here with creatures made of shadow and burned them all, not one survivor,” Jace said, pulling up his sword. He was talking about Hollows. I felt a cold chill run down my spine, I didn't want to be here. I had only encountered the creatures a few times, but they were insanely powerful. The worst monster anyone could imagine facing. Going against a Hollow was like going against death itself. I'd lost so many companions to them. 

	“We’re not here for a fabricator are we?” I said readying my rifle. 

	“It's not far, it's guarded, I want you to grab the fabricator; I have unfinished business,” he said. 




Huge wings grew from the darkness before us. The wings were triangular, and the inner sides were full of minor holes and sharp, spiky scales covered the top of each visible bone. It had a fairly short tail that ended in a hammer-like growth and was covered in the same scales as its body. It had a wide neck that ran down from its head into a slim body. The top had curved scales and fan-like growths down its spine. Each limb had 3 digits, each of which ended in barbed nails made of onyx. It had dog-like ears, and a row of tendrils ran down across its jaw line. 

Jace pulled out his sword and leapt forward. 

“Never forget what we are up against in this world,” Jace yelled as he swung against the Hollow Mass. 




It took three hits and the Hollow fell. Jace seemed like he was overpowered. It turned out the Hollows' health had just never recharged. They had grown weak inside the rotting ship. They had been dying here for years. 




Jace wasn’t completely lying about the fabricator. We found it and brought it back to base camp and put it on a jet to send to the others. It didn’t take us long before we passed out from exhaustion on the ground. Tomorrow would be a big day for us as we set out towards the troll kingdom. Jace had known that he could kill the Hollow Mass. He brought me with him to show me what kind of human we were dealing with. I didn’t need the reminder. I knew how cruel Molto could be, and his abilities weren't something that would work on me. The whole experience felt like it had been forced upon me in a way. Just when I thought I wasn't playing a game anymore. I hated feeling like things were scripted. 

“I see…” I said aloud, “that was a companion’s quest”. 

I leveled up as I moved away from Jace. 







	Name: Myra

	Age: 19

	Gender: Female

	Race: Human

	Level: 32

	Class: Cryomancer

	

	HP: 300

	Mana: 200

	Stamina: 200

	

	Agility: 10

	Endurance: 10

	Intelligence: 8 (+1)

	Charisma: 9 (+1)

	Luck: 8 (+1)







	New abilities unlocked. 

	I poured all my skill points back into Recovery. 




	Bonus +5 Strength 




	+ 30,000 scrip




After a deep breath I began to fall asleep the moment I was in my bed. 
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“Myra, wake up,” I heard a voice. There was no one around me. I was standing in the middle of a cold forest in a fog. I had both my limbs. I was dressed in winter clothing. I moved down a small dirt path to the edge of a cliff. I could see the horizon in front of me. The sun was setting in a beautiful shade of red, orange, and purple. I felt like I could see an aurora above me as I stared out. I felt like I had just woken back up within the game. I had no weapons, no armor, I felt like I had been stranded. 

“I’m dreaming,” I said aloud. I was. I was having a lucid dream. I immediately knew the place I was standing. I was on an island near Earthwall. I had seen concept art just like this. As I stood on the cliff I felt myself transported away and I was standing in the middle of a street. The city of Earthwall was built on a simple island and was truly an architectural trade center. Its appearance was matched by the backdrop of an abundance of hills and forests like the one I in which had stood only moments before, which have helped shape the city to what it is today.The trade resources these hills brought were of great importance, but they were also influential when it came to architectural designs, as the vast majority of buildings have been built in shapes and with elements of the hills around them. The skyline was littered with impressive skyscrapers, and they seemed to be reaching higher and higher. 

Culture was a big thing in Earthwall, and it has attracted a lot of attention. I felt like I was walking in downtown Tokyo. A few new cultures had left their mark, not just on the city's cuisine, but also upon the city's identity. I found myself wandering inside a restaurant and sitting myself in front of what looked like a bowl of ramen. I ate it without hesitation, not even caring that no one was around and that I was the only one here. What historically was a city of monotony has grown into a new culture of variety. Earthwall was supposed to be home to 12 million people. That was by far the largest hub inside the game. It was meant to support so many people as a trade area. A place in the game for millions to gather and enjoy living their second life. It's this multicultural identity that truly left its mark. Hundreds of take-outs, sandwich bars, and themed restaurants offered a plethora of culinary choices, and those who felt hungry for something else could enjoy libraries, adventure sports, an amusement park, or one of the many other recreational venues. 

It was depressing seeing it this way, knowing what it was meant for. 		  This was the first time I had ever been here myself. 

I finished my meal and sat there in silence. I felt like I was being watched. I turned around and there, around 400 feet away outside the restaurant, stood a humanoid alien creature with three arms. It stared at me and I stared back. I smirked. It was real. I knew it was real. I don’t know how or why or what that creature was, but I knew it was here just like I was. There was a flash of darkness. It stood in front of me. Its jaw opened and I could see a row of sharp teeth. I could hear its vocal cords create a low growl. I was afraid. It inhaled through what looked like gills in its neck and exhaled out through several valves across its chest. It was wearing some kind of power armor. I looked directly into its yellow eyes and froze.  

I woke up in a cold sweat. I found Bendi sitting near an open fire. We were sleeping in tents just outside the barracks. A dozen other soldiers stood around in the dark night sky. Everyone had the shakes. Less than half of us would probably survive to the next day. 

I sat next to Bendi, who moved closer to me. I let Bendi lay its head down across my legs. Bendi was less human than any of us, part golem, part animal. I rubbed behind its ear. A part of me forgot Bendi wasn't my companion, that it was a witch’s familiar. For a moment I felt like I was right at home. I closed my eyes and thought of Ellie. I felt as if she was watching over me now. I thought of my brother. He was coming for me. I knew it. It was only a matter of time before the two of us were reunited. 	


18.




Grimm Pores




CALEB




Caleb woke up from stasis inside a prison ship. He recognized it from ‘Moon Fire’; the ship was called the Grimm Pores. He had cuffs wrapped around his hands and legs. It took him several hours to break free from the rusted chains and learn how to summon his heads-up display. Something was wrong. This wasn’t where he was told she would start. This wasn’t the starting point of the underworld. He thought for a moment that maybe the ship ran the virtual world of Eda on different servers, or maybe the spawn location was different depending on where you logged in from in the real world. Too much had gone wrong. He could kill himself and try again, he thought but that would mean using one of the five lives he had been told he had. 

“Why only five?” He had asked once. 

“It’s all the system can handle. Even as sophisticated as it is, it can only copy the human mind so many times before there is damage. It's different for everyone that goes in. Myra may have more while others may have less. Others that are younger may also have more because they have fewer memories, less baggage so to speak, while the elderly will have only one or two. You may spawn more than eight times but it wouldn’t be you… you would be twisted… a lost form. A ghost in the machine without memory, without cause. Your mind would be fragmented, and you would fall apart, losing more and more of yourself every time you died; and so the system was created with a failsafe. Even though Eda gives us the chance to live forever, even giving us youth, it is a gift and should be used wisely. The failsafe protects the human mind, the human consciousness from fracturing,’ or at least that is what he had been told.”   




Caleb had willingly gone into stasis and uploaded himself into the game two minutes after Myra. He and a doctor along with a dozen other specialists had been monitoring Myra's progress and keeping tabs on everything they could decipher from code pouring out of the 'Promised Dawn'. It wasn’t enough for Caleb, who had been taking care of Myra for weeks after his accident… he was torn. Every time he looked at her body, broken, missing limbs, life support, he knew even if she found a way back, even though they could pull her out of the game that there was no life after what happened. 

He had made up his mind. He was going to find Myra and together they would start a new life in Eda… a project codenamed 'Genesis'. It was just his luck that everything was going wrong. 




After breaking free of his chains, Caleb grabbed the sharpest object he could, a small pipe that had been broken loose from the side of the Grimm Pores hull. In game lore, the Grimm Pores was originally a seed ship that crashed near the mountains just to the southwest of the Hub. The first and the largest of the seed ships to come to this world. The Grimm Pores was refurbished into a prison. Home to murderers, rapists, thieves, and monsters. From Caleb's point of view the ship seemed deserted. He was alone. Not that he was ungrateful or anything. The fact that he was alone made his trek through the dimly lit corridors that much easier, though he was still cautious as he peered around every corner. When he checked the armory he found it had been looted, the same with the barracks and all the chests he found in storage. His outfit was white tattered linen and provided no defense, no warmth, and he could feel the cold air blow in through the passageways that surrounded him. 

Caleb finally got his lucky break when he found a dead guard. The guard had mostly rotted away, but he had been wearing leather armor. It was loose, smelly, gritty, and gross, but it would have to do for the moment. Until Caleb could reach the Hub or Arcadia or any of the small villages and find some proper armor and weapons. 

Caleb had chosen to be a tech-mage, a healer to be exact. He knew his healing abilities would be necessary to survive inside the harsh world that awaited him. Only at level 1, his abilities were pretty much null and void. It would take him at least 10 - 20 levels before his magic was of any use to anyone including himself. At best he thought he could use his mana to fight hunger and thirst, but as he wandered the ruins of the Grimm Pores he found that his idea had been in vain. Hunger and thirst became his two worst enemies as he wandered the maze of metal around him for hours. 

Caleb had been in the game thirteen hours before he finally found a sealed hatch with a window to the outside. 

“Snow, it would be winter,” he said, watching as the snow fell outside around him. There must have been two, three feet on the ground. He was high in the mountains, higher than he had thought. He had noticed parts of the ship seemed to lean; it must have been stuck at a slight angle. Born on the Raft, the cold was not something Caleb couldn’t handle. He had gotten used to the cold after diving daily into cold ocean water. It was the idea of freezing to death and restarting without any hope whatsoever that made his stomach turn in knots. 

Caleb hit the hatch as hard as he could… trying with all his strength to open it but it was no use. He slid the small sharp edge of the pipe into the door seal where he could feel the cold breeze blowing in from outside and pushed and pulled on it like a crowbar throwing his weight against the side wall. Nothing. Caleb wasn't exactly light, at 6 feet, 210 Ibs. He tried again. Again nothing. 

	

	The game was against him. 

	From the moment he arrived. 




Backtracking back to the stasis chamber Caleb searched, hoping that maybe he had missed something… that somewhere in the hollows of the Grimm Pores there were other survivors that he could work with to break free or some piece of loot that he might have missed. Another three hours. Nothing. Fifteen hours awake… no food, no water. Barely a bathroom break besides pissing in the corner of a hallway wondering how and where that water had come from to begin with. 

Fera Space was supposed to start him with several pieces of armor, weapons, and a nice boost so that he could quickly make his way to Arcadia, where they believed Myra had started staying. Nothing. 

Fera Space had either flat-out lied to him, or they were wrong. Maybe it was a glitch? He knew there were things in this world that were out of his control… this had to be one of them. 

Along the ground beside one of the broken stasis chambers, Caleb found a long rubber wire, strong enough to be used as a rope. At least it was a start. He took that and some broken glass and cut it, tying a piece at the end of the long pipe he had found earlier, creating a small spear. He now had a decent weapon. Not that it mattered with no one to kill, nor animals to hunt around. Another hour passed and he made his way back to the steel door. Again he tried to pry it open and this time it budged slightly. 

It was working. About an inch… maybe two before a creature attacked from the outside. The creature, a daemon… a monster that looked like a wingless feathered dragon, with no eyes and a round circular mouth filled with rows of what Caleb thought resembled shark teeth, broke the door open more. Its claws were scratching at the inside wall of the Grimm Pores as Caleb jumped back, holding his weapon ready in his hands. 

Had Myra faced creatures like this? He knew the answer. The two of them had played Bane many times and he knew exactly what the creature was. It was a Basilisk. 

Poisonous to the touch, the Basilisk was usually a serpent-like creature that lived in the deep waters off of Sundread Coast, but this was some kind of mutation. Probably some kind of escapee from the Grimm Pores itself. It had been genetically altered to have long arms and feathers, a Basilisk modified for the cold. It slithered backwards into the snow and disappeared. 

‘It’s moving through the snow like a snake would water,’ Caleb thought. Maybe he could use it to his advantage. Quietly he set a trap with the rope, tying it around the doorway in a web that he hoped would catch the creature the next time it attacked. If he timed his attack right, he could use the creature’s strength to open the door for him, kill the beast by striking it in the soft spot under the jaw and escape. 

It took Caleb ten minutes to set his trap and make his way back towards the sealed door. He knocked as hard as he could, looking for the creature out the small round window into the snow dunes that surrounded him. The basilisk appeared again just as he had hoped. Knocked against the door as he ran back and got caught in his web. As it struggled to break free he slammed the shard of glass up under its jaw and pulled back. The creature attacked one last time, biting down on his arm and ripping it off. 

Caleb watched in more pain than he could have imagined as his HUD showed his life begin to drop. 

His mana dropped just as quick as his now-natural healing abilities tried to keep him alive. He was done fighting it. The basilisk was dead and the door was open. He succumbed to the tragedy that was his own death and woke up back inside the stasis chamber he had started. 

That was one life down. Four left. 

Dizzy but no longer hungry, no longer thirsty Caleb felt his arm and was relieved to find it was all there. He felt the rest of her body. ‘All there,’ he smiled, feeling well-rested. 

	

Caleb made his way back to the Basilisk and the sealed door wondering if he would discover his dead corpse lying there where he had left it. It would be risky to remove the leather armor now. The Basilisk had sunk its fangs into it, so it would be poisonous. 

There was nothing there. His corpse had been removed. The armor  was gone. The Basilisk lay on the ground, a pile of bones while the trap that he had made stood in place. The cold breeze from the outside blew in and the snow covered the ground inside the corridor. How long had he been gone? 

It looked like the Basilisk had rapidly decayed, and the snow outside, while still coming down, was far less than it had been before. It looked like a week, maybe a month had passed. Caleb began to worry. That wasn’t possible. A respawn should be immediate… there shouldn’t have been any lag or delay in his reawakening. All he could do was make a quick note of it and promise himself he wouldn’t die again. Only one major flaw in that plan. The moment he ventured out into the cold, his health began to drop. He could feel it killing him, draining his life and his mana. Quickly he returned back to the warm hull of the Grimm Pores. It really was a prison. 

“Not going to give up, I can’t, Myra wouldn’t give up on me,” he said to himself. As his healing abilities drained his mana and he regained life, he noticed his EXP slowly rising. He had hit level 2. Venturing outside again, this time staying to the point he was nearly dead before he returned. Once again his mana replenished his health and he gained more EXP. Already he was halfway to level 3. He did it again and again. Each time gaining more and more EXP and watching as his strength in magic grew. 

	

	In Norse mythology Odin sacrificed himself for magic knowledge. Piercing himself with a spear and hanging himself from the Tree of Life for nine days. Nine days without food, without water. After nine days Odin found the magic he had been searching for. The sacrifice had been worth it, and he became one of the most powerful Gods of the ancient world. Odin, of course, wasn’t real…. Caleb knew that… but the sacrifice Odin had made. If Caleb was going to survive, he would have to do the same. He used the rope that killed the basilisk and strung himself up piercing his side with another glass shard he had taken from one of the broken stasis chambers and as he laid for nine days near death, only letting himself down when he was near death, letting his power heal him he leveled up. In nine days he was at Level 5, and as he ventured outward into the cold, his mana and health stabilized. He was now just strong enough to survive the harsh environment around him.  




As the sunlight hit his eyes he smiled. He felt the cold numb his skin as he walked downwards towards what looked like a small cabin not even a quarter mile from the wreckage of the Grimm Pores. Caleb opened the cabin door and inside found a fire burning in the middle of the room. He walked towards it. Following his instincts he looked around the room and saw it deserted. 

He smiled. Finally some luck. For the first time since beginning he now had hope. Next to the fire he found a small book, a Grimoire. He opened it up and saw a tall, slender man standing before him wearing a black coat and hat. A raven perched on his shoulder. 

“Odin?” Caleb asked, wondering if he was hallucinating. 

“No, my name is Leer, I have been watching you, Caleb.” 

“Leer? Do I know you? How do you know my name?” 

“I know a lot of things about this world, the players inside. Your determination to find the one you call Myra intrigues me,” the man’s voice was deep, almost like a growl. Caleb felt the hair on his neck stand up as he moved closer to him smiling. 




	“I am here to make a deal,” said Leer. 

[image: Image]


19.




Batbones




The ground trembled as an army of aberrant warriors marched forward.  Thousands armed with swords, staves, shields, knives, were making their way towards the mech ‘Doom Collar’ alongside another hundred creatures. The troll kingdom took the bait. Croon and the Five’s Army were heavily armed with rifles, shotguns, and mechs. The thumping steps of armored giants can be heard only faintly as the sounds of war mounts drowned out the sounds of muzzles firing at the hordes. 

Croon readies his army of mechs and the assault begins. 

It’s a massacre. Croon’s army has the advantage. Their rifles fire again and again. The troll's ranks are filled with many regiments, slave soldiers flee, defensive units dig themselves into the ground. Foot soldiers with huge maces and axes and elite soldiers with swords and shields. All useless against the firepower of mankind. The bigger the target the harder they fall. The creatures follow Croon’s commands and attack from above. Within 24 hours the battlefield is drenched in blood, and there is nothing but bodies to bury and burn. 




Three silhouettes appeared in the sky. 




“Get a missile team together and knock out those birds,” Croon cried out. He ran his mission objectives through his head again and again. The battlefield was eerily quiet this hour. For days now they had been holding their own against hordes of trolls and other monsters. Thousands of creatures had been marching on them as they gunned them down with a  variety of rifles and artillery. Three strange birds were flying towards them now. 

“Make visual confirmation and fire,” he ordered. Croon was used to working solo, but he was more than capable of leading this distraction while the others made their way to the troll kingdom. He only hoped it wasn’t all in vain. 




****




We crossed over the goblin kingdom in our ships and saw it was in ruins. Seven small towers burned. They were once a strong and defensive line connected by a massive fortified wall made of sandstone. Small dull windows and broken glass scattered the plains below. A vast gate with hefty metal doors had been twisted and looked like a piece of abstract art. A large landslide of mud and rock covered the rest of what must have once been a castle. You could still see gardens with flowers that were beginning to die, large trees without green, and bushes that still raged with fire. The castle itself looked like it had been ancient, with new parts of it added recently. 

Small, bioluminescent creatures covered the ruined ground. The goblin castle had once stood the test of time, the rocks of the walls lined with vines and plants that grew inside the cracks. Now it was decaying. The wild was taking it and the area around it back. Miles away, pits burned with the stench of flesh melting away. Lurker bodies turned to ash in mass. 

The road that we flew over towards the troll kingdom was unrecognizable as nature had begun reclaiming the now-unused area. Broken branches and leaves covered the roads inside the town of Uxil, an enemy stronghold while tall grasses of unkempt gardens swayed in the wind. Buildings had collapsed, perhaps destroyed by trolls, leaving a welcoming entrance for creatures of all shapes and sizes. Dry rot, vines, undesirable vegetation had taken the place of paint and decoration. Uxil had once been a major hub for the troll kingdom, but now it was left to rot alone. There was an eerie silence that had taken over. No matter how you looked at it, even if you hated them, the ruins of their world, their homes, their collapsed caves and empire were a horror to witness. 

“That same thing could happen to us,” said Jace over the comm. 

“It won’t, we’ll turn Molto over and the troll king will step down, he will get his vengeance on his son's killer and his blood thirst settled so we can begin again,” said Ariane. "The trolls are more human than you think."

“What if he doesn’t accept our terms,” I said. 

“Only then will we fight,” said Jace. 




****




“When the moment comes and the sun turns dark, a promise shall mark an end to our suffering and an age of inhumanity,” said Croon as the three birds approached. They were jets but they weren’t flown by humans. 

“When did trolls get that tech?” shouted one of the soldiers. A young paladin named Fen who had been fighting by Croon’s side for days at a time now. Fen was independent, decisive, and methodical. In smaller doses and spoiled by habits of being coarse. For the most part he was pretty popular among his fellow soldiers, and just like Jace he was once a slave to Molto’s curse. Nobody was perfect. Fen had a range of flaws. He was impatient and argumentative. Fortunately he trusted Croon and had for a very long time. Croon had mentored the young Fen in his youth, teaching him to fight with a sword and read runes. Fen had originally started working as a scout because it was something his family had always done. He had the support of his parents, great parents, and he managed to thrive in this absurd world with his cunning. To reach his full potential he eventually found himself joining the ranks of the Five’s Army. 

“Upon the day wolves howl together, a true leader shall mark an era of brutality and an age of warlords,” said Croon.

“The end is upon us,” said Fen. 

“No, the age is just beginning, we have fought too hard for this,” said Croon. 

Garrick flew into the air at Croon's command. The jets that were coming at them now were a different design than the ones that belonged to humanity. They were asymmetrical and cut across the sky like daggers with large dragon-like wings. They were part organic and part metal. A product of the troll king's mind mashed with ancient technology. 

The dragon blew a cloud of fire in the air as the strange jets began their assault. Two of the jets dodged the blast while the third turned into a fireball and crashed into the ground. Garrick began soaring after one, flying upwards towards the heavens. Garrick’s massive jaws opened as he stretched outwards towards the ship. The second jet circled around and came up behind both of them and began firing at the dragon. 

Croon let out a scream as Garrick fell. 




****

I’m tired again. I can feel the wear and tear of flying one-handed but there is something more bringing me down. Bendi, sitting behind me in my cockpit, begins putting something together from its satchel.




Bendi’s Special Brew




- Ingredients - 

2 pinches of Witch’s Aniseed

1 teaspoon of nettle

5 bits of sage

4 tablespoons of Venom Creeper

2 heaps of hops.

	

Bendi puts the ingredients in a bottle and shakes it. I watch as it turns into a red liquid. Bendi hands it to me and insists I drink it. 

“Only small sip,” it says. 

I can feel my stamina and mana increase along with my perception. I feel awake. The potion hits me like a shot of adrenaline. He hands me a small vial of it to hold onto and puts the rest in his bag. 

Below us I can see another village. This one is littered with wounded fighters, blood, and weapons. Black smoke, small embers, no survivor will ever forget what happened. The lurkers are slaves to the trolls and they are sending more and more of their army against Croon, against humanity. Our map indicates we are nearing the Douvre mountains. A part of me wishes we had a way to stop and scavenge all of the loot we are flying over at the same time it feels wrong. None of this feels earned. If the troll king is willing to use these types of extreme measures, will he really listen to us? 

“May Vudione be with us,” I heard one of the soldiers flying in front of us say just before his ship lit up in an array of fire. There was nothing left. Through the fire flies another craft. Another jet. This one was alien, though. Strange and unfamiliar. It didn’t look futuristic, human, nor did it look fantasy. We were flying in a triangular pattern with the dropship in the center. I was near the back as the first ship lit up the sky and we broke away.

“What in the hell is that?” I hear Jace say across the comms. 

“We’re under heavy fire, repeat, heavy fire,” another soldier chimes in. 

Another two ships go down in a blaze as the alien jet screams across the sky, ripping through us like we’re paper.

“We just have to make it a little further,” I hear another say. 

“Keep him off our tail,” I hear Jace command. The other fighters break away while Jace, Ariane, and myself stay the course. My raid party drops from 15 to 13, 12, 11, 10. The alien jet disappears for a moment. 

“It’s circling for another attack,” I yell. 

I can’t explain it but I can feel it. Perhaps it's the potion Bendi gave me.

My perception has a +10. 

Enhanced senses, a new ability. 

I watch on as the alien fighter comes back around. 

“Take control of my ship, Jace,” I yell into my comm. I unlatch the glass of my cockpit and watch as it flies upward and begins to fall to the ground. Against the alien ship it wouldn't have provided any protection anyway. I can feel the intense pull of air rush around me as I create an ice wall around the front of my ship. The wind blows around the wall and away from me. I position myself as Jace carefully flies my jet. I aim down Bendi’s rifle as steady as I can and fire at the alien craft, using my knee to balance. I hit its wing and watch as it begins to descend downward. A creature emerges from the alien cockpit. It looks humanoid, but not like the being I saw in my dream. No, this looks part man and part bat. It shows its fangs as it moves towards me in the air. “It's fast,” I say to no one in particular. Bendi is looking at me with pure horror on his face. 

“Batbones, Batbones!” Bendi cries. 

The bat creature pulls out a rifle from a sling around its side. I watch as it steadies itself to fire. I do my best to aim but miss, again and again. The backdoor of the dropship opens, and a soldier begins firing outwards towards the creature with a rifle. The creature fires. One shot. One kill. I now have 9 members of my party left. As I curse again and again, I finally fire a gust of ice in the air. The bat creature gets caught in the ice cold hurricane I have created. It begins to fall but recovers halfway down and attaches itself to another jet. It stands on top of the ship and fires downward at the pilot. 8 members left in my party. The jet falls as the creature pushes itself off of it, taking to the air again. I watch the jet explode in the distance, the creature continuing to gain on us. 

“Almost there. We’re going to take this battle to the ground if we have to, we’re near the border, we can’t draw any attention to ourselves near the troll king's fortress,” Jace said. All the ships begin to descend. The bat creature stops chasing us as we pass over another burning village and speed up across the scorched surface. 




****




Croon's forces begin to feel weakened as the jets fire from the skies above. Victory was determined, but now it is becoming more and more unlikely as the losing side fights with new-found strength. The undead begin to rise along with several daemonic creatures. Trolls and lurkers succumbed to bloodlust move on a rampage against anybody standing in their way. They break through the front line of the Five’s Army. Others on the battlefield merely fight for the sake of survival. The toll on both the world around and his humanity is too much for old Croon. Debris, bodies, weaponry.  Mechs fire at the alien jets and another one falls. A three- armed figure emerges with a  pulse rifle and fires at one of the mechs. 







	‘The Nullifier’




	‘Exotic rifle that shoots a beam of dark energy’




	Damage: 100

	Weight: 10 




	

The mech disintegrates. Croon pulls out a secret compartment from the inside of his guitar case, saying a small prayer as he tosses aside his eight-string beauty. He holds a long, slim, warped blade made of silver held together by a leather grip. With its sharp, dual edges he holds it in the air. It looks powerful, versatile, and generally awesome. It has a large, twisted cross-guard, creating the ideal weight balance to allow for smooth and accurate swings. The blade itself is simple, no engravings. It is a blade made for a bard, to be decorated in battle when all else fails. Croon begins to order a retreat but it is already too late. 




The Five’s Army held Fort Ariamas and the ‘Doom Collar’ for three days.  All the old man can do now is pray it was enough. The three-armed creature moves towards the Five’s Army, firing with a secondary rifle. 







	‘Ballistic Rifle - The Ambassador’

	

	‘An energy rifle made illegal in half the galaxy.’




	Damage: 90

	Weight: 15







Croon pulls out a pistol. A glowing wave of light wraps around his hand. From the corner of his eye Croon can see a two-headed shadow daemon. The creature looks at him and looks away and disappears. Another rune appears on Croon's forearm. Another near his neck. They glow in a dark blue hue. The ancient-looking weapon has its receiver located in front of a pistol grip. It has a strange, alien design. Something Croon found long ago and kept hidden until now. Found in the northern territories hidden inside an ancient temple. The gun wasn’t meant to be used but under the most dire of circumstances. The stock is made from obsidian, while the other materials are exotic and unknown. Other parts of it look organic, while still others look like they are made of stone. The pistol is covered in small runes that light up as soon as he touches it. It is a cursed weapon. A rifle made by daemons. 







	‘Oathkeeper’




	‘Bound. When activated this weapon drains the life force and mana from its user until death.’




	Damage: Based on HP / Mana

	Weight: 20







****




The dropship crashed hard into the ground followed by a halfway decent landing by myself and Bendi. Our party drops down to 7. Someone didn’t survive the crash. Jace has brought us outside the troll’s stronghold. We will have to move the rest of the way on foot. 




	Day 27




I stood in the cold outside, surrounded by snowfall, next to the largest stone door I had ever seen in my life. The entrance to the troll’s stronghold. The stronghold itself was built into the side of a mountain. The door was several stories high, with a massive embossed troll engraved over the front. The door looked ancient. Built during the first ages of this world when precursors all lived in relatively peaceful times. I couldn’t believe my eyes. There were no guards protecting the outside and no signs of any kind of security. Not that they needed it. The mountain itself was secure. 

Jace had put himself in charge of Molto. Making sure the traitor didn’t escape, dragging him by chains alongside us. 

“How did you get in before, when you killed his son?” Ariane asked. Molto looked at us and laughed. “You think I’ll tell you, I know what you plan to do with me, I would rather freeze out here than be ripped to shreds by that beast,” he answered. He continued to talk but Jace shut him up with a punch to the face. 

“Fine, we do this the hard way,” said Jace.

 His eyes lit up and began turning red, his mana and stamina drained to zero, and with his blade he cut across the gate. 

A few seconds later a small crack appeared and from inside we heard a howl. 	


20.




Whimper




There is a whimper in the void. A cold breeze blows in from the east, where there should be nothing but stillness. A troll guard stands just behind the giant stone door to their palace. A loud crash is heard against it from the outside. The guard looks at the impenetrable door. Less of a door, it's a wall. The king himself had it closed permanently, shut after his son's death, sealing himself and his strongest warriors inside their own personal prison. Commanding his forces through technology found scattered in the ruins of the Valley. The king never meant to see the outside world again. The troll king's palace was a tomb; and yet here the guard stood listening to the screech of a sword outside. 

“Intruders!” he shouted. Another guard released a hellhound. An incredible beast that looked like a giant dog with black fur, sharp, curved teeth and a muscular build. Like the wolves we faced in the Deadlands, these too had unicorn-like horns on their heads. The guard looks at the door / wall again and sees a small faint crack. The cold air blows again against his dark gray skin. His face turns from curious to one full of rage. The hellhound moves forward and stands in front of him, lowering its neck towards the crack. It sniffs the air outside. The smell of the enemy on the other side of the gate. The troll calls out a command in a foreign language that can’t be understood by any man or woman. The hellhound growls and the door / wall cracks again. 

We stand on the outside of the troll king's lair. Jace continuously slashes at the large door. Every so often we see a small crack appear. 

“Only a few more hits and we’ll be inside, prepare yourselves for a fight, breaking down their door isn’t how I wanted to get their attention but we have to get an audience with the king if we are to stop his assault,” Jace says nearly out of breath. He’s breaking a sweat. He’s already near zero on his mana and stamina; his health is starting to take a beating too. 

“You need to rest,” Ariane says, “your body can’t take much more,” 

“I can’t rest knowing my friends, my brothers and sisters are dying,” he answers. 

Jace moves towards one of the cracks in the wall.

“Tell your king we have brought the traitor who killed his son,” he screams at the top of his lungs. There is no answer. 

“You really think they are going to listen to you, your best chance is to cut me loose now before they open those gates themselves, we can’t stand against their army,” said Molto almost snickering.

“Someone gag him,” shouted Jace, taking his sword and ramming it through one of the cracks. There is a yelp on the other side. An animal groaning. 

“Almost there,” Jace says, pulling up on his blade. The door / wall continues to crack along its smooth surface. 

“Done,” he says standing back. The giant door / wall cracks and ripples down through the center. It begins to shatter like a spider web. Jace falls down to one knee. I can see his mana, stamina, are gone, his health dropped to 10. He used all his power but he did it. The door / wall begins to break away and fall apart as a cloud of dust covers us. Ariane and I grab Jace and move backwards. 

An arrow flies out from the darkness and pierces Ariane in the shoulder. She rips it out and casts some kind of healing spell over the open wound with her hand. Nice touch. If I survive this I will have to ask her to teach me a few more of her tricks. 

A hound leaps forward from the smoke and debris and takes down one of our men. I fire at it with my rifle. The bullets pierce it but that doesn’t stop it. The beast lunges towards the rest of us. My party has dropped to six now. Ariane looks towards Ethan. He hasn't spoken since being revived but Ariane tells us that he's coping. The two have formed a stronger relationship than ever. Though even while fighting beside them in the dungeon tunnels, I noticed more often than not the two of them sharing a tent. Their relationship had surpassed that of friends, that of master and apprentice. Not that it was any of my business, but it made me feel worse for Ariane when she lost him and brought him back. Even now Ariane has been giving Ethan all her attention, knowing one day her magic won't be able to protect him. 

Ethan moves in front of the creature, using his body to block its blow against us. It tears at him again and again; but he endures. I wonder now that Ethan is a zombie, can he really feel any pain? Can he still feel? Ariane does. She grabs her chest and I watch as her mana drops. The way the two of them are bound together, Ariane takes damage as Ethan presses forward. There is a whistle from deep inside the cave. The hellhound grabs Ethan and shakes. Ariane lets out another cry and takes a sip of one of her concoctions. 

The hellhound stops shaking Ethan’s body around like a rag doll long enough to look back inside the fortress before dropping him like a toy and running inside. For a moment there is silence before a screaming horde of trolls carrying swords and axes move towards us. 

Bendi feeds Jace a potion before quickly disappearing. His power restored, he joins the rest of us in an all-out battle against the troll horde. The next several minutes feel like a blur. I can’t remember how I moved, how I felt, I can’t remember any of the faces of the trolls I killed. A part of me, the part of me that still felt human, felt terrible for killing these living creatures. I reminded myself again and again that this was a game, only to have my mind question whether or not it really was. What would I do if a group of strangers attacked my home? I would give them all hell. Here we were trying to make peace, but all we were doing was delivering more death. When the battle was over, I stood there with my rifle empty, slung by my side, and my sword held in my hand covered in blood. I was born again of blood and war.

Ariane had gagged Molto with an old sock. He was mumbling profanities left and right as we dragged him further into the trolls' palace. The first place we came upon was a kitchen -- no, it was a abattoir. A cold, damp room that held cages filled with pieces of animals that had been sliced up. The smell was the worst. For as dull as some of my senses were I could smell the rot around us. We left as quickly as we could trying to find anything of value on our way. 

Several more traps awaited us as we began our descent. We had killed all the guards at the front gate, but we knew that soon we would be facing far greater numbers. 

	“We tried to make friends once with these creatures,” said Ariane. 

	“We have always been too different, we could never be at peace,” said Jace.

	“That's not true, differences shouldn’t matter, where I come from there are many different cultures and races; and while there are still some that believe otherwise, we are all equals, we are all struggling to survive in the same world, and we all value life,” I cut in. 

	“Maybe you should speak to the king,” smirked Jace. 

	“I will if that’s what it takes,” I proclaimed. Probably a bad idea, but from what I understood now, the trolls and the humans of this world were no different and no better than one another. The trolls were colonists, just like the humans at the Hub; just because they broke away and adapted to the alien world didn't make them less. 

“There is much blood between our cultures,” said Ariane. 

“Would that matter a generation from now? A hundred years from today trolls and humans could be sharing settlements together. It will take forgiveness from both ends. What we do today we do for the betterment of both our kind,” I felt proud I was actually saying the words without stuttering. As we passed through the hallways I could see more and more of what made trolls and humans the same. The trolls had painted their walls with color, portraits, images of art that looked like it could have been hanging inside a New York City museum. There were rooms filled with books, not a language I could understand but books full of language and that was key. We already knew the trolls spoke common, so speaking to them was easy. Understanding them was going to be a little bit more difficult but it could be done. It had to be done. I couldn’t go red like I had before. I couldn’t kill again. These weren’t daemons, these were sentient beings. 




	****




There is a whimper in the void. 




The troll king looked less like a troll and more like a man. He had long black hair and was barely middle-aged. He had a long, athletic body and dark facial hair. Not quite a beard per se but just enough facial hair to hide the straight jaw line he hid underneath. He was wearing black robes and a crown made from animal bones. There was a large scar that ran down the left side of his face, down across his eye and his right cheek. His eyes were red and bloodshot, and he looked like he hadn’t slept in days, even months. He sat on a throne made from dark crystals. Against his side he held a scythe decorated with many articulated runes. It was a cursed ethereal weapon. A gift from his late son. His son had found it in one of the Valley dungeons and bestowed it to his father as a birthday present. For years it had hung in the king's palace on display, but now it stood stained with lurker blood. He moved his fingers across it now and smiled for just a moment, clinging to that memory of his son before fading back into reality. His kingdom was under attack by humans. The humans that wanted war. The humans that had killed his flesh and blood. The humans that had taken all away from him. 


21.




Drangwell




There is a whimper in the void and those who hear it fall. It was like staring into an abyss. I was lost from my raid party. I had fallen down through one of the troll king’s traps. Here I thought I could make peace with him and I was stuck in a maze in the dark. The troll king’s palace was ancient. They had started carving into the side of a mountain the moment they came to this world, taking over where the precursors left off. This world. I was even more bothered by it now. Something had been gathering us all together here. All the different species and myself. What if this was real? What if I had been pulled inside some kind of dimension X. I didn’t have time for an existential crisis. Not now. I moved my one good hand through my small pack and found a lighter. I flicked it and found a small flashlight. I had packed an assortment of items on my way out here, hoping for the most part I wouldn’t need any of them. 

I had fallen into a small bed of warm water. Luckily nothing of mine was damaged, and my rifle and bag were all waterproof. The impact was intense, though. I felt like my whole body had been slammed hard against a concrete wall. I was lucky nothing was broken. I no longer had Bendi or the others to help me. I had just managed to pull myself to the river bank before I felt something swim near my leg. 

With my flashlight in hand I wandered through the maze in the dark. The tunnels beneath the troll king's hideaway. I was probably inside some kind of sewer. It did smell like excrement. I had only one direction to go. I called up the others. Nothing. Silence. For all I knew they had fallen into some kind of trap themselves. Maybe I should have waited to see if the others would help me, but the fall had been long. Maybe I hit my head too hard and wasn’t thinking straight. Either way I was wandering. I felt like there was something calling out to me from beyond… something like a crying child. I let it take hold of me. Guide me. I had better luck trusting my instincts than most. 

A human figure stood in the darkness about thirty yards away. I could see its silhouette as I shined my light on it. 

“Wanna play hide and seek?” it challenged in a raspy voice. I moved closer and saw it was a small girl with long black hair. 

“I’ll hide, and when you find me you’ll hide, and then I’ll eat you,” the figure smiled. The girl had black eyes and pale skin. I felt shivers run down my arm as the figure disappeared into the mist. 

‘What was that?’ I said to no one in particular. I was scared out of my mind. Of all the things I had seen that had to be the weirdest. Nothing quite got to me like scary children and clowns. Yeah, yeah everyone hates clowns. Well there is a good reason why. No one should ever smile that much with that much makeup on, no way they were not hiding something. Ever see that one movie where the clown eats the little boy in the sewer. Yeah, I feel just like that little boy right now. 

I used my mana to sharpen my icy limb into a glaive and I continued down the tunnel. I guess I figured out what the crying was. Maybe I shouldn’t have trusted my instincts. The little girl was off somewhere in the dark hiding between the spaces. If I saw her again I would have to run. I had no doubt that whatever she was she was capable of killing me, and I wouldn’t want to respawn now. Not this late in the game. 

I moved slowly. The floor was wet. Parts of it sunk down into a few inches of water. I watched every step, making sure I wouldn’t fall. As I slogged on I found an opening. The other side was lit up. It looked like the inside of a starship or some kind of vault. I could see that the opening had once been a wall. There was a pile of debris on the other side. Whatever had knocked it out had come through the same way I moved now. Molto. It had to be. This was his secret passage. The way he had come to kill the king's son. At least that part made sense. The room on the other side was a different story. It looked like an old military complex. There were broken consoles and broken screens and glass spread across the ground. It looked like it had been raided. I tried to put two and two together. If this part of the world was based on ‘Moon Fire,’ this was probably an abandoned ship they put the mountain on top of. OK. So that means the trolls dug in here, raided this area, and that is how they relearned how to use their tech. Ok, makes sense. I can deal with that. It was the little girl's laugh echoing around the room I couldn’t deal with. 

“Warm,” the girl's voice said, giggling. It sounded almost like a whisper. The laughing stopped. I didn’t want to be warm. I wanted to be cold, ice cold, as cold as my mana would let me, as cold as I could be. The little girl wasn’t human. I knew that the moment I laid eyes on her. I didn’t want to find out what happened next. If Molto made it past her then I could too. I taped my flashlight from my bag to my rifle. Never know when I would need it again. I was tired of walking, tired of running. My body still hurts from my fall. I sat back against a wall. Maybe half an hour. Not long. I couldn’t close my eyes. The others, they would need my help. I pressed on towards the next room. 

A small teddy bear stood on top of a box. 

“Not mine,” said a voice giggling. 

I didn’t touch it. It felt like another trap. 

Slowly I moved past it. Caleb had bought me dozens of gifts over the years, especially since our parents died. Flowers, stuffed animals. Being sweet was never something I had been very good at, but he was. He loved seeing my face light up when he surprised me with something new. This bear. This figure that just sat there looking at me looked far too much like one I had been given for my birthday. 

The lights flickered and went dark. I turned on the flashlight on my rifle. The bear was gone. A tall, slender golem appeared near where it was seated. I shot two bursts from my rifle and it fell to the ground, its chest glowing red. 

“Mine now,” the voice said. 

“LEAVE ME ALONE,” I cried. 

“What don't you want to play with me? That’s not nice, don’t make me get my daddy,” said the girl. 

“I’m trying to find my friends, I don’t have time for games, I am on an important mission,” I said trying to reason with the ghastly being. 

“Missions are boring, it's more fun to play with me,” said the girl. 

“I’m not playing,” I shouted. There was a large roar. I saw a daemon rise from a pile of black goo on the ground. Its body stretched upward as it slowly took form. I didn’t hesitate as I fired first with a gust of ice cold wind. The creature froze. I fired on it with my rifle. Small pieces broke apart and fell to the ground evaporating into steam. The creature moved its face towards me slowly breaking the ice I had enveloped it in. I could see fire in its eyes. 

“Don’t hurt Artois!” the girl's voice shouted.

“I told you I’m not here to play games,” and fired again at the creature. It broke free of the ice and jumped toward the wall. It moved towards me across the wall like it was running across the floor. I fired again and it fell dead. It was just a daemon wolf. Low level. Not much of a threat. Obviously not the daddy she had been warning me about.

“Awe, now I’m starting to get mad, you killed my pet and you still haven’t found me, you're not very good at games are you,” she said smugly.

I entered the next room. A quick sweep showed me there were several pieces of loot on the ground. Some of which were high-powered paladin gear. Molto must have dropped it here for some reason. Maybe it was a part of his escape or maybe he had plans for us we didn’t know about now. I was getting paranoid. A lovely side effect of being hunted. I could still hear the little girl laughing from what sounded like the corner of the room. I made sure not to turn towards the sound. Keeping away from the direction whence I heard it. One of the weapons on the ground was called a Null Rifle. It had a damage of 100. Weight of 10. ‘That which nullifies’. It had one shot left. Probably the weapon he used against the king’s son. Could be useful as a one-hit kill. 

The little girls laughing grew more intense as I picked up the weapon and clipped it around my back. I closed my eyes. I could feel her breath against the back of my neck.

“Warm,” she said. 

I stood still. I even held my breath. I felt her cold gaze on me without looking at her. 

“Have you ever heard the story of the city of Drangwell?” I heard her ask. She was farther away from me now so I began to move again. 

“No,” I said, believing that if I could get her to start talking I could keep track of her movements. 

“The city of Drangwell sprang forth from the first settlement. You see, not everyone liked living underground. Not sure why, just look around, everything you could ever want is here,” she said. The next room had a small bed on the floor. The walls were covered in charcoal drawings of fake windows, flowers, and animals. 

“So they built huts under the sun by a river bed where they laughed, played, and fished. The river gave them life, made them healthy, they were grateful to their gods as they sang and danced under the stars almost every single night,” she said, pausing between her words. Her voice almost seemed bitter as she continued to speak uneasily about the people of Drangwell. Her voice continued to trail behind me as I moved forward. 

The next room was another tunnel. It looked like it was on an incline moving upwards at about a 60-degree angle. I began walking upward. I could feel gravity pushing down against me. My legs felt like jello and my knees felt like twigs that were about to break. 

“Not all the gods liked this, you see, for they were creatures born in the dark and each song felt like an insult, a continuous praise for the light,” her voice was fading now. She sounded like she was far behind me at the bottom of the tunnel. I could hear her footsteps. The tunnel itself wasn’t too wide. 

“So the gods decided to play a little game, the humans who loved the river so very very much were flooded out of their homes and swept away, back underground where they belonged. The city of Drangwell sank to the bottom of a great lake just below the Chasm. The humans were mad, oh so very mad. They cursed the gods, cursed the Earth. Those that survived the great catastrophe returned to the surface and found their homes in ruin,” she stopped. 

“Shhhh… you're getting close,” she paused. I was nearing the top of the incline. Almost there. “So what happened next?” I asked. I just had to keep her talking. As long as I knew where she was, she wasn’t a threat. There was nothing. Silence. I came upon the top of the tunnel and looked down at a flooded stairway. There was nowhere else to go. Nowhere else but to turn back. The lights flickered back on again. I blinked and opened my eyes to find the girl staring at me, her face just above the water.

“You found me,” she smiled wider than any human ever could. 




I ran backwards as quickly as I could, turning to find her standing at the edge of the tunnel. “It's my turn now, better run, better hide,” she said before beginning to count down from 100. I slung my rifle down by my side and picked up the Null rifle. I fired. The girl vanished before my eyes as the blast went straight through her and hit the back end of the tunnel collapsing it. “Awe did I make you mad, don’t worry, I’m giving you a good head start,” she said, disappearing again. I could still hear her counting backwards, her voice echoing around me. This wasn’t a child. It was some kind of supernatural being. A ghost. A specter, Some kind of daemon no one had encountered before. I threw the Null rifle away and turned back towards the water and dived in. Something told me it would be better to drown. 

The longest I had ever held my breath under water had been one minute and forty-two seconds. I thought that was a world record. I held my breath for three minutes and fifteen seconds before finding a pocket of air to breathe. Something about the chase gave me what felt like supernatural strength. I moved quicker knowing my life was in danger and pushed my pain aside. Every boss fight so far had been just like this. Every battle I was growing stronger. I used my powers to start to freeze the water behind me. Hoping somehow I could create a barrier between myself and the girl. It made the warm water ice cold as I took a deep breath and continued down the long tunnel. Another minute before air. Finally I reached the door. I opened it and fell inside on my back letting the water rush over me. I kicked the door closed and the flash froze what water pushed forward. All of it turned to a block of ice as my mana drained all the way down to 5. 

“Not going to play now,” I said resting my head back against the cold wet ground. 

“I FOUND YOU,” said the girl. She was standing in the corner of the room. 

She moved towards me. Her mouth began to elongate and her teeth turned to snake-like fangs. 

“You cheated, I want to play another game,” I said.

Immediately her face changed back.  

“I DID NOT CHEAT,” she screamed. Her voice was deep. Not like it was before. Not like a child not at all. 

“Don’t have a fit, just admit it, you cheated, we should play again,” I said, lifting myself up off the ground. I was laying on a pile of rocks. I was inside a cave. Under the mountain; it looked like a small lake or large pond. In the center stood a tower that led upwards into the ceiling of the cave. To me it resembled the shape of a small skyscraper, glass windows and all. 

“I don’t want to play again, I’m hungry,” the girl said, beginning to elongate her mouth again.

“But wait, I have a really great game that we can play, you see far above us there is a mighty king, but he is very, very, very sad and lonely so we have come to surprise him, we even brought him a present, a sacrifice, a wicked man named Molto,” I paused long enough for her to say ‘ok’ she spoke with her normal child like voice in a drawn out almost sarcastic tone. 

“So here is the game, together you and I climb this tower and see the king, I’m sure my friends are on their way and then the king will give you plenty to eat, not only that but you won’t be lonely down here anymore,” I felt like I was trying to make a deal with the devil. 

“I can’t go up there, daddy will get mad at me, I’m supposed to stay down here where it's safe,” she replied. 

“I’ll go for both of us then,” I answered. 

“I think I’d rather just eat you,” she said, her fangs appearing again. 

I felt my speech fail. Charisma fail. Intelligence fail. 

I fired at the girl with my rifle and she warped from one spot to the next dodging each burst. I felt like the whole world was moving in slow motion as she moved over me. I froze. Literally. Everything. The girl, myself, the water, the entire room around me all halfway up the tower. I fired my rifle using the force to break myself free. The bullets caught in the ice in front of the girl. I could see her blinking, her elongated mouth ajar, her fangs frozen in ice. I spent the next several minutes digging myself out. My mana was at 0. Perhaps even in the negatives. I had no idea I was capable of such an attack. I climbed towards the tower, breaking a window and making my way inside. There in the corner of the room sat another teddy bear. 

“That was fun, that was fun.”

“That was fun, fun, fun,” I heard the voice echo again and again.

All around me I saw the girl. Her body was wet and I could sense the cold coming off of her. Several more creatures appeared from pools of black goo. She was summoning daemon wolves just as she had summoned the one before. She looked like she was coming at me from every direction filling the room. I felt like I was losing my mind. 

“Game over,” she said. 




Crack. Thud. Smack. Time began to slow again. This time it wasn’t me. The girl, ghost, specter, daemon or whatever the hell she was had frozen. All of her. There were hundreds surrounding me inside the room and outside standing on top of the ice. Each one looked exactly the same. Each one had an elongated jaw and fangs. The game was lagging. At least it felt like it was lagging. The world around me had slowed, but I was able to move freely. Slowly I moved around the girl towards a staircase. Bending downwards and twisting my body so I didn’t touch her. I was glad to be flexible. 

Her eyes focused on me as I moved. Each and every one of her stared at me. Every so often one of them would move faster than the others, whether it was their arm reaching for me or their entire body warping and moving several feet closer. At one point she almost had me. Her body moved right in front of the staircase, her arm stretched out. I could see the dirt beneath her nails. I ducked down and crawled under her arm. As I moved up the staircase, there were more of her. I moved sideways between two of them and crawled under a third. This happened as I went up several more floors until finally I found an elevator and walked inside. 

I pushed the up button on the elevator and the girls vanished. Combining into one, she ran towards me as fast as she could as the elevator doors began to close. I fired several shots off at her and then the doors closed. For several seconds I could still hear her outside screaming and clawing at the elevator door until finally she was gone. 

Soft piano keys began playing softly from a speaker overheard. Never in my life had I been more thankful for the sound of elevator music than I was now. I was alone at last. 


22.




Maze




Jace, Ariane, Ethan, Bendi, and Kale, the sixth member of the party, along with Molto watched as Myra fell through the floor. They called out to her, even dropped a light down after her and prayed they wouldn’t see her body splintered and broken at the bottom of what they thought was a well. Ariane used her magic to check and see if Myra was all right, and there at the bottom of the trap door, they saw her swim out of the water. Molto laughed under his gag. 

Bendi begged the others that they should go after her, try and lower a rope, that they had to do something. Jace and Ariane agreed saying that it was their responsibility. Then they watched as Myra swam to shore. They called down to her but their voices were mute. 

The trap door began to close, and try as they might, they couldn’t open it again. Jace slashed it with his sword, revealing nothing but solid ground below. The well had closed. They had no way to find their friend. Myra would have to make it on her own. At the very least they knew she was alive and moving in the right direction. 

“What is this cursed place?” Jace screamed, grabbing Molto and pulling down his gag.

“A cursed palace full of traps. This entire hellhole is built over a precursor ship. You want to know my secret I’ll tell you, when I came here I came in through the sewers, into a vault and through a tunnel that led upwards. I fought daemons for days and nearly lost my head to a hound. I even blinded myself to escape the trap of a crazed siren. Lost most of my gear down there. And I fought like hell to get back out too,” Molto raised his shirt slightly revealing a massive scar that ran across his stomach and side. “The tunnel I took led straight to the palace’s royal halls; once I was inside it was easy, I made my way to the king’s chambers and there I found his son, I was aiming for him but his kid was in the wrong place wrong time, I took what I could and killed him before he could make a move, they didn’t find him till the next day, the idiots had no idea I was here,” Molto finished. 

Jace placed the gag back into Molto’s mouth.

“This palace is full of traps, expect more. It's probably their second line of defense. If I had to guess, there are three levels. The first one that we went through at the gate, followed by the one we are on now,” Jace stopped and shined a light on the walls. There were dozens of runes. 

“This whole floor is cursed, we’ll have to be careful, the third level is probably the royal halls, barracks, mess, and throne room. I’m sure we will meet resistance there, but we can tear through trolls a lot easier than we can cursed magic,” Jace finished. Ariane and Ethan led the way while Kale dragged Molto behind Jace. 

“Still not sure how we are going to get an audience with the king,” said Ariane. 

“One step at a time, hopefully the next troop that comes after us is willing to listen to reason. If not we’ll defend ourselves till they see otherwise,” said Jace. 

“We can’t defend ourselves against an entire army,” said Ariane.

“We can if that's what it takes,” answered Jace. Ariane shook her head. This whole thing was beginning more and more to look like a suicide mission. 	

If the trolls didn’t kill the raid party, then the traps would. Jace and the others continued through the maze of corridors for hours, until they finally entered a large chamber with a massive pit inside. Ariane cast a light that shined brightly around them. It looked like they had come out inside some kind of coliseum. Jace was the first to notice a group of daemonic trolls heading their way. The daemonic trolls were foot soldiers. Seven feet tall. Their bodies were mutated, covered in cracks like they had turned to stone and then back again. Small spikes like thorns rose up from beneath their hard skin, making them even more dangerous. Several of the trolls had weapons grafted into their bodies where their limbs should have been. They acted as the leaders, commanding the group through some kind of hive mind. 

Jace drew his sword and leapt into battle, slashing the first leader down before moving just as quickly towards the second. Blocked by a grunt. He sliced its arm off and pushed it aside before kicking another to the ground. Ariane cast a fireball in the sky and catapulted it towards the others before they could reach Jace. Ethan drew a blade and fought to protect his master as the horde grew larger, rising from the ground. 

“How many do you think they are? What are they?” said Jace.

“Trapped souls, trolls infected by a daemonic disease, they look like they are possessed by something, they must have been lying here for ages,” Ariane said before casting another fireball and raining hell down from above. Jace went after another leader, slicing it in two pieces. His stamina dropped and he moved backwards towards Ariane and the rest of his party. 

Molto grumbled under his gag. Kale knew he was trying to say something along the lines of ‘free me’ but he ignored him and fired with a rifle at the trolls coming towards them. Too little too late. A giant emerged from the ground and swung at the raid party with a giant hammer. The sight of the beast was repulsive. Its insides were hanging out as if it had been torn apart. It was undead just like Ethan was, kept alive by some ethereal magic. 

Jace jumped in the air and swung at the giant's neck, only to be thrown backwards as his blade hit it and bounced back. The creature's neck was grafted with metal plates that ran downward, sewn under its skin. 

“Retreat,” screamed Jace at the top of his lungs. The daemonic trolls were overwhelming them. As Ariane, Ethan, Kale, and Molto turned to go back through the door from which they came, it closed as if teasing them the moment they moved too close. 

“What are we going to do now?” Ariane said. 

“Fight, You wanted to know if we could stand against the troll horde; well, here we are,” Jace said, turning back again towards the giant and the daemonic trolls that were gathering around them. He positioned himself in front of the party and prepared himself for the worst as another troll leader jumped forward several feet above the ground. Its arm-blade reminded Jace of Myra's Ice Blade as it slammed down against his sword. It was no match for Jace’s strength. Jace tore through the daemon’s arm-blade and severed it from its body, then like a surgeon dismembered the rest of it. He did the same to the next grunt that attacked, slicing it across the waist. Slowly the bodies of the dead trolls began to pile up around them. They were creating a wall as the giant slowly paced back and forth. 

	“This isn’t working,” Ariane said, staring at Jace. They were all nearly back-to-back now, the bodies piled around them. 

	“Pray for a deux ex machina,” said Jace as he began summoning up all his mana into one final attack. His blade began to glow bright orange, burning with the glow of a fire. He was preparing to swing just as the trolls began climbing up over the bodies that surrounded them. Something happened. What it was is almost impossible to describe. A small golem creature, similar to Bendi, came up out of the ground holding a diamond and  placed it against Jace’s chest. Everything turned white, and Jace found himself transported far away, trapped in time, standing inside the jewel in the same position he was in before. His body felt like it was moving in slow motion. He could see the horde reflected like giants outside. He had been shrunk down and trapped. Least that was what his mind was telling him. He continued to pour his energy into his sword until the diamond around him began to break. A few seconds later he was free of the curse. He looked down at the creature. Bendi’s double was still holding the cracked diamond. He smiled. He smiled and swung his sword. A wave of fire erupted in front of the entire party burning the bodies of the daemon trolls and the ground. The entire room lit up like it had been filled with daylight. 

	Jace’s body was drained. He fell back into Ariane’s arms. The giant, the only still breathing beast crawled towards them. Ethan picked up Jace’s blade and kept forward, stabbing it in the eye, driving the blade down, and walking inside the beast. Ethan walked out of the hollow stomach. The smell inside the room was nearly unbearable. The entire party was ready to run, ready to collapse. Jace, Ethan, Ariane, Kale, they had all proven themselves to be true heroes. 




The worst of it though had just begun. 

Jace’s arm had become infected by the daemonic disease that the trolls had been carrying. On the outside it looked purple and black. Inside the disease was being carried through his blood moving slowly, turning his insides.  Ethan’s body too had been covered in it, but since he was undead there was no effect. Bendi appeared again to give medicine and help heal the party. Within a few hours Bendi managed to suppress the daemon disease using Fesmire root and to heal Ariane and Kale. When Jace finally gathered enough strength, they continued towards the other side of the coliseum and found a locked door. They let Kale break the lock and lead their party. They were nearly free of the second level when they walked into another trap. 

The room moved around them and they found themselves running through a tunnel that was closing into the entrance of the entire palace. Jace looked at the door. The snow was falling in. All that they had endured and now they were back at the beginning. 

“We’re not going to have to do that all over again are we?” said Ariane.

“No, we killed the trolls and already made our way over most of the traps, this time it should be easy,” said Jace. He was trying to be optimistic but his tone sold him out. Ariane could see it in his eyes too. Though Jace was young his eyes were mature and tired. His left eye in particular was red and looked like it had been crying blood. 

“We need to rest,” she said. 

“We can’t, Myra is in there, not to mention we have to stop the trolls from killing Croon and everyone else in Arcadia,” he said, his sheer determination breaking through. Kale agreed with Ariane. He was just as worn as Jace, maybe more so even though he hadn’t used so much energy. Molto was the only one that didn’t seem tired. Years of training and one of his perks as a paladin. Molto was able to sustain himself without food and water for days, and since he hadn’t been fighting he still had all of his mana and stamina intact. If not for Ethan and Ariane’s abilities he could have easily overcome Jace at that moment. 

“If we don’t stop to rest for a few hours, we won’t be able to save anyone,” Ariane said in defiance, “two hours sleep, that's it, I can use my abilities to keep myself awake and rested but you are no mage, your body is getting weaker every second, every step you take,” she finished. 

Jace wasn’t happy about stopping but he obeyed. Laying his head in her lap, he let the world fade away. 




Three hours later Jace woke up. He stared up at Ariane, who sat in a meditative trance though completely aware of everything around her. She smiled without looking down at him. Kale was still fast asleep. Bendi woke him and everyone, but Ethan began to eat some bread. Soon enough they were ready to begin their quest again. Opening the tunnels that led to the maze, they found a straight hallway. They could see a door at the end. What they thought had been the wrong way had been the right way all along. They walked cautiously towards the door; opening it, they found themselves face-to-face with the Troll King, who was sitting across a large throne room surrounded by his elite guard. 




Jace, Ethan, Kale, Ariane, Bendi, and Molto found themselves staring down the room at the King of the Trolls, walking past his elite guards as they moved closer and closer. He wasn’t quite what they had expected. Jace had thought for sure that the Troll King would be some kind of deformed ogre looking creature or at the very least a giant troll. Ariane had expected some kind of grotesque beast, perhaps even a daemon of some kind. Bendi was the least surprised. In fact Bendi looked at the Troll King as if he had once known him. 

The Troll King was human. Male. Dark hair. Pale skin. Kind of handsome in his own way, but nothing special. He was well-built and healthy. He looked like the kind of guy that enjoyed working out and playing video games. If he had wandered into Arcadia he wouldn’t have been mistaken for any kind of royalty or beast at all. In fact he looked like an adventurer just like Jace and the others.

The rest of the throne room was filled with trolls. All ugly. All smelly. All staring at the six figures as they walked towards the king without even a whisper. 

Jace was the first to speak… 

“Your Highness?” he said, questioning whether or not the man sitting atop a dark crystal throne was in fact the king they had been seeking. He looked back towards Molto, whose eyes were full of fear. That was enough confirmation they had come to the right place. 

“Your highness, I’ve come to bargain,” he finished. 

“What can you possibly give me that I can’t take from you?” the troll king said. 

“I have the man, the human traitor that killed your son. We would like to give him to you as a gift, a token of our respect and an offering of good will between the troll kingdom and humanity. We’d like the request that the attack on Arcadia stop,” Jace said without missing a beat. 

“You think I’d stop all this fun for what I can take easily?” the troll king replied. 

“We believe that the troll kingdom would prefer to avoid a bloody war, perhaps our two kinds can even join forces and slay the daemons that have been plaguing both our world and your own,” Ariane said before Jace could answer. 

“The daemons are humanity’s problem, they do not bother us as they bother you. Humanity is the disease, spreading into my Valley, into my home, destroying relics, shrines, polluting the forests, the canyons, the oceans,” said the Troll king. 

	“Do you not also benefit from our technology, just look at your palace, it’s built on the foundation of a starship, an old human starship, most likely some kind of colony ship,” said Ariane. 

	“Do not act like you know my home, this palace is built on what I have, what I own, this ship as you call it is culled from the same world from which I am born, from which I have been unleashed,” said the Troll king. 

“Do you have a name? I am Jace, leader of the Five’s Army, this is Ariane, Kale, and…” Jace was cut short as he pointed towards Ethan.

“A name, my name is king, I am the King of the Valley, the King of Eda, I have lived in this world for generations and risen from the ashes. I am all that was and all that shall be, I am the alpha, the omega, I am life, and I am DEATH,” the Troll King said smiling. He held a purple gem in his hand. 

“Tell me, are there any more of you coming, my scouts had told me there were seven of you,” said the King. 

“No, we lost one as we entered your palace,” Jace said. 

The Troll king smiled. 

“I don’t believe you”. 




There was a sudden flash. 

Jace and the others found themselves imprisoned within the gem.


23.




Mind's Eye




I moved slowly throughout the dark hallways that I guessed were the royal halls. I had successfully made my way into the third level of the Troll King's palace. From the corner of a room I heard a guard. A troll standing seven feet tall, bulky, covered in bone armor spoke in a grumbling voice, “Good you are awake, a raiding party made through arena, killed the plagued, king’s quarters now, all us are summoned.” 

For a moment I felt relief, they had made it. All the way to the king’s chambers. Seemed likely he was allowing them their audience. Maybe they had managed to prove themselves - - or the king had something worse in mind for them. ‘It’s a trap, it has to be,’ the thought crossed my mind like a dagger.

Quietly I moved towards the troll guards. As they turned I took my glaive and ran it through one from behind before pulling back and stabbing the other before he knew what had happened. 

Killing had become second nature now. It really was starting to feel like this was a video game again. I hid their bodies in the room that they had been sleeping inside and walked out of. Perhaps the other patrols wouldn’t think to bother looking for them. I turned off the lights, mechanical… just like the vault underground and the scavenged technology that ran throughout the whole palace. I closed the door behind me and made my move towards the throne room, following several more guards from the shadows, until they passed through two solid metal doors. I was there. The big boss was right in front of me.  I saw it just barely out of the corner of my eye as they walked inside. Following them from behind would be my end. I had to find another way in…. 

I spent the next several hours making my way through the rest of the third level hoping to find air vents or some kind of crawl space big enough to fit through. Nothing. Along the way I happened upon a lurker slave. It attacked me trying to bite me with its fangs. It made a loud crying sound as it died, and I was just lucky enough that no one heard it. Killing the lurker leveled me up again. I was now at level 35 and put 15 points I had into my Focus and spread the rest out. Hadn’t even noticed myself leveling before now. Guess I was too freaked out by the strange girl I had encountered back in the sewer. I had just barely made it out of there alive. Maybe it was possible the world around me was still glitching but I had my doubts. I couldn’t count on that kind of phenomena happening again. 
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        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Evasion

        


      
      	
        35

      
    

    
      	
        


        Explosives

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Fire Attack

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Fire Resistance

        


      
      	
        27

      
    

    
      	
        


        Focus

        


      
      	
        70

      
    

    
      	
        


        Fortification

        


      
      	
        30

      
    

    
      	
        


        Gambler

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Guard

        


      
      	
        30

      
    

    
      	
        


        Hacking

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Handicraft (crafting)

        


      
      	
        35

      
    

    
      	
        


        Heat Resistance

        


      
      	
        25

      
    

    
      	
        


        Health Boost

        


      
      	
        30

      
    

    
      	
        


        Hunting  (survival)

        


      
      	
        15

      
    

    
      	
        


        Hunger (cooking)

        


      
      	
        15

      
    

    
      	
        


        Ice Attack

        


      
      	
        70

      
    

    
      	
        


        Ice Resistance

        


      
      	
        83

      
    

    
      	
        


        Intimidation

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Iron Body

        


      
      	
        20

      
    

    
      	
        


        Latent Power

        


      
      	
        15

      
    

    
      	
        


        Luck

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Medical Specialist

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Mind’s Eye

        


      
      	
        15

      
    

    
      	
        


        Navigator 

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Nullification

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Paralysis Attack

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Paralysis Resistance

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Peak Performance

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Piercing (Damage Boost)

        


      
      	
        15

      
    

    
      	
        


        Pilot

        


      
      	
        10

      
    

    
      	
        


        Poison Attack

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Poison Resistance

        


      
      	
        


        8

      
    

    
      	
        


        Poison Duration

        


      
      	
        


        5

        


      
    

    
      	
        


        Psionic

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Recovery

        


      
      	
        55

      
    

    
      	
        


        Stamina

        


      
      	
        40

      
    

    
      	
        


        Sheath Speed (reflexes)

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Strength

        


      
      	
        40

      
    

    
      	
        


        Stun Attack

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Stun Duration 

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Stun Resistance

        


      
      	
        7

      
    

    
      	
        


        Survival

        


      
      	
        55

      
    

    
      	
        


        Tool Specialist

        


      
      	
        10

      
    

    
      	
        Training

      
      	
        


        35 

        


      
    

  





I felt pity for the lurker slave. More than I liked. It was a prisoner, and it was possible my friends were prisoners now. The same way I was a prisoner here in this world. If it hadn’t gone after me like a rabid animal, I might have had the heart to let it free. I wasn’t really sure why the trolls hated the lurkers so much. Far as I could tell they were both ugly and both lived by similar means. The lurkers were a bit more humble. Pack animals. They were vile creatures but they weren’t warmongering monsters like the trolls. Many of the villages we passed on the way over had been relatively defenseless. My best guess was that the lurkers themselves, like the trolls, were an offshoot of humanity. Had it really only been a few hundred years since they came to this world? Doubtful. There was more going on. They could have been from the ship Jace showed me, the one from thousands of years past.

I passed through another empty hallway. The trolls were gathering in the throne room. Had to be. Had to be the reason this palace felt deserted. That or I was the one walking into a trap. Maybe this was how the Troll King planned it. If we survived long enough to make it down here, then all he had to do was wait for us out with his army. Eventually we would grow weary and leave, or we’d be forced to confront him the only way we could… head on. Not that I have any problems being outnumbered and out-powered, I just didn’t feel like dying today. 

I crept inside the kitchen. I could smell rotting meat still stewing in a giant cauldron. Even the cooks had left. I was checking for supplies. With enough items I could potentially make a bomb and cause some chaos. A few minutes of searching turned up nothing but a spoon and a handful of dented tin cans. I couldn’t even find any wire. I thought maybe I could create a grenade by putting the spoons inside the tin, but there was nothing. Anything useful was gone or poured down a drain. They didn’t even have a decent pressure cooker, which would have been perfect. All the scavenged tech and they were cooking with sticks and cauldrons. I guess it didn’t matter to them. Trolls and lurkers could eat pretty much anything raw, unlike humans. 

Like a roar of thunder I heard a sound. A screeching as if it were coming from around the corner. I readied my rifle. Something about it didn’t feel right. I felt my heartbeat speed up as my adrenaline kicked in and a beast, a daemonic watchdog turned the corner. It was just like the one from the entrance. Maybe it was the same one. Its eyes were red and full of rage as it drooled, staring down the kitchen towards me. It could barely move as it slid sideways through the corridor at me at full speed. I fired a burst from my rifle. Not even a scratch. With my mana at full strength I unleashed a flurry of ice, a blizzard inside the kitchen from my hand. I felt the power of ice surge through me. The creature slowed as the temperature dropped and I backed away, creating a sheet of ice between us. My mana held at 50 points. 

Another guard came in from behind me. I dispatched him with my blade. Instinct. It could have been anyone. I was jumpy. I was letting the atmosphere around me wind me up so tight I could feel the tension in my neck. This was exactly what the Troll King wanted. I was playing right into his game. No more. I had to confront him. I had some incredibly awesome powers. If I used them right. If I used them the moment I kicked open the door to his throne room and created a barrier between everyone and myself, I could win. 

I turned back to look at the war hound. It was whimpering behind the cold sheet of ice. I wish I had the same skills as Croon. Maybe if I were a bard I could have tamed it. No luck. All I could do was leave it alone. 

I didn’t kill it. I couldn’t kill it. Already I had taken so much from this place, if we were going to make peace I couldn’t kill anymore. That moment I made a vow. I was only going to kill if I had to. 

	I approached the Troll King’s throne room door. This was it. I had been avoiding it and for what. My friends, real or not, were on the other side suffering. 

I kicked open the door and let out a loud scream as I used the power surging through my veins to create a burst of wind chill that froze anything within ten yards of the door. Inside I found myself surrounded by hundreds of trolls each standing lined in rows staring towards me. A handful of them had been close to the door. They stood now frozen like statues. 

“They’ll thaw, I’m here to speak to the King,” I said without hesitation. The throne room was lit with blue and red lights from far above. More scavenged tech but that wasn’t surprising. This whole mountain looked like it had once been some kind of ancient vault re-made again and again. Down the hallway I saw the silhouette of the King. He didn’t look like the others. No. He looked human.

A troll guard, one of their elite, shouted from the back of the room that the guest could approach with safe passage. The others stared at me as I began walking forward. I cast a cold chill around myself like a force field. A warning to the trolls around me as I passed through that I was not someone they wanted to mess with. 

The Troll King looked nothing like what I thought. He was human. At least on the outside. He was young, mid-twenties, pale skin, long dark hair, and a rough patch around his chin. He sat on a throne made of various dark-colored crystals, wearing black robes. The only thing that made him stand out were his silver eyes. 

“Myra, correct? You’ve come seeking an audience with me, as well?” he said. His voice was deep and raspy. He sounded like an old man. There was something off about his voice. His English was broken in a way as if he had just started learning. 

“Yes, I’ve come to end this war, my friends, they came before me. What have you done with them,” I demanded. 

“The raiding party, yes, they are here,” he said, holding up a purple gemstone about the size of the palm of his hand.

“What is that?” I asked both curious and horrified. 

“The devil’s work,” he began. “They came to me, looking for a trade, the life of my son’s killer for peace, as if peace would be that simple, as if this wasn’t inevitable,” he stopped, the gemstone shining in his hand, “allow me to show you,” he said. I felt an invisible strand wrap itself around me. 




I was inside the gem. Quantum Spatial Displacement. So basically the Troll King had set a trap, using an attack that combined both teleportaion and a shrink ray. I was trapped inside the gem but it was also its own realm, a small tear in the fabric of reality, small enough to keep us prisoner. 

	

It was a maze of brightly lit passageways that felt like I was inside some kind of madhouse. Reaching towards one of the passageways I thought I saw five figures. Jace, Ariane, Kale, Ethan, and Bendi. I moved towards them, but the closer I came the further away they seemed. I criss- crossed into another section and deactivated a small device that looked like a tripwire. 

“Ok, so I’m trapped inside a gemstone that’s actually a maze filled with traps,” I said to myself. I had to think for a moment. There was always a trick, some kind of puzzle that had to be solved to break free. Maybe I needed to build something or find some kind of terminal. No. That didn’t feel right. This world was all about illusion and the thin line between magic and technology. 

I crawled through another passageway into a small field of blue flowers. Things seemed to be getting worse. The flowers I’m sure are deadly. Probably don’t want to get too close. Hopefully Jace and the others are figuring things out for themselves. Dying in here would be the same as dying out there. Maybe that was it though. Maybe I had to die. Respawn. Maybe that was the only way out? No. Wrong again. I’m an idiot. I’m inside a crystal. A portal. I NEED to make noise. 

The King should have taken our weapons away from us. 

I aimed my gun at the ceiling and fired. I fused the energy from my rifle with energy from myself creating a bolt of ice that cracked the gem’s surface. I could see the Troll King on the outside. He hadn’t noticed what I had done. It looked like he was giving some kind of speech to the room. The gem had been placed on the throne beside him. Sometimes I could see his fingers rub against it. He and the other trolls looked like giants.

I felt like an ant. 

An ant with a deadly weapon. 

Small and deadly. 

The blast had earned the attention of something else. We weren’t alone. There was a daemon trapped in here with us. I could hear it moving towards me. I thought to myself how I wish I had been more prepared. If I could have set some kind of trap in the gem I could have lured the daemon there and whether. I thought about running back the way I came but this was a maze. It probably already knew the inside of the gem. The Troll King’s pet. A daemon he fed would be a prisoner too. Maybe there was something here I could use. Perhaps I could trick it into running itself into a wall. That would never work. I might have caught this thing off-guard once if I hadn’t already given myself away, but doing it now was going to be tricky. Already I could feel my hand shaking as it moved circling me. I could see its reflection in the mirrors. It had survived this long because it could adapt. It wasn't intelligent by any means, but it was a master at survival. 

When it came at me I moved my sword towards it. Pushing forward it vanished and I felt my body fall forward as I hit the ground. I lost my grip on my sword and watched it slide away. I turned around on my back and saw the daemon make its move again, towering over me ready to crush my neck with its jaws. I felt the weight of its body as it moved forward. It wasn't crushing me but rather applying only enough force so that I couldn't move my legs. For such a raggedy creature it must have weighed close to a ton. Like the daemons I had faced before it had chains grafted up and under its skin. I used my mana to freeze it as much as I could but I was still recovering. 

It could have easily killed me right then and there.  I could feel the creature's cold breath as it came in closer. I didn’t mind the cold as I felt the temperature around me drop. The inside of the gem was turning cold as it froze over. I barely managed to aim my rifle slinging up from my hip.  Immediately I shot several rounds that ate away at the daemon’s hide. 

I was lucky. I lost my sword but not my gun. Once again my rifle was of no real use though. The energy passed through the devil. I dropped my gun as I felt its teeth sink down into my neck and then it was gone. I laid there for a few seconds waiting for it to come finish me off. With my hand I reached up and felt the wound it had given me. I was bleeding but I wasn't bleeding out. It's teeth were long and sharp but it barely punctured my skin at all. I used my cold hand to numb my wound. 

I felt like I had just been stung by a wasp. Quickly I tore a piece of my shirt and wrapped it around my wound like a bandana pulling it tight. It could have been worse, I thought standing up and feeling a slight bit of nausea. I should have had more to drink this morning, my body was feeling dehydrated and I knew if I pushed myself more I would be on the verge of blacking out. Any kind of rest would be nice. 

The inside of the gem began to freeze over more. All around me like faint whispers I heard several voices as if they were crying out in pain. A small group of  creatures only a few inches tall and wide were crawling out from another passageway. My sword itself looked like it had been wedged inside the side of the gem, though it showed no sign of breaking. 

I got myself up and slung my rifle by my hip again, ignoring the small creatures that were crawling towards me. I placed my hands on the sword expecting to die. Expecting the daemon to attack again. I knew I had at least one respawn, maybe two left if I was really lucky. 

If it wanted to strike, now would have been the perfect time. When I pulled the sword up from the shrine, I expected it to be heavier, but it was light as a feather. I flung it through the air and brought it down on the small creature, slicing it in half. The others scattered.  

In front of me I saw the silhouette of a vibrant blue-hooded figure. I felt like I was looking at a ghost. The hair on the back of my neck stood up. The figure was holding a sword just like the one I had picked up. It moved towards me, coming at me like a samurai. Quickly I blocked and countered, slicing the figure in half and watching as it dissolved into broken pieces of ice. 

Another figure soon appeared behind me and to my side. Two of them now came at me with the same force as the one before. I felt like my body ached as I bent around, swinging the sword with my arm and twisting my wrist. I removed the head of the second figure and then fell forward, placing the sword into the belly of the third as he stood over me with both hands on his weapon raised high into the air. Both figures dissolved. 

I couldn't figure out what was happening? Ghosts? Monsters? Hollows? Holograms? Was this the work of another tech-mage? Then I saw three more figures. They were coming out of the walls. The daemon stood in the darkness behind them. Staring me down. It looked like it was smiling.  It was watching me, testing me, tiring me out. I had the sword, my rifle, and my mana recharging. Of course, my powers were useless here. It seemed this creature was resistant to ice.  It was time to run. 

I looked for the tunnel in which I had come but couldn't discern which of the holes in the gem I had crawled out of. Any one should work, I thought, running towards the closest one. The shadows chased me. The closer I came to them the more I realized they all looked exactly the same. Hooded cloaked figures with human bodies but no face. They were featureless. Puppets being controlled by the daemon or perhaps by the Troll King himself. When I looked around I saw an army.  Hundreds of snow dolls had appeared. 

I ran towards another open chamber. Maybe I could duck out of sight and hide. It seemed like the only choice. If I didn't lose them I would be dead for sure. I threw the hood of my jacket over my face and began to crawl into the darkest hole I could find, drifting into the underbelly of the gem. Deeper inside. One or two of the daemon’s puppets had followed me, but they sensed nothing, and the farther inside I crawled, the less interested they became. I watched as they turned around and went back and joined the other puppets that had stopped coming after me. I breathed a small sigh of relief as I tried to regather my thoughts and figure out a new plan to escape. 

My eyes slowly began to adjust to the dark. 

The daemon came out after me again. It wasn’t hiding behind the puppets anymore. Perhaps it thought I was easy prey now. I still had one more trick up my sleeve. As it moved over me I let go of my sword and let my rifle hang down low. I lifted my limb. My amputated arm became my ice glaive and I drove it into the beast, draining my stamina. My health dropped down to 30 then another ten points to 20. If I was going to win I had to break free from my limits. 




The daemon fell dead and dissolved into the air. 





24.




Troll King




Another dead daemon. 




I spent the next several minutes letting my stamina and mana recharge while making my way back through the layers of the gem until I could see the light from the outside world again. There were no more puppets. Only the silence and claustrophobic feel that was the gem itself. 

I was ready to strike the ceiling again when I decided to fire at the wall towards the silhouettes I had seen earlier. The blast broke through the gem’s wall.  Suddenly I could see my friends. Ethan, still undead, smiling as I ran towards them. Jace ran over towards me. He looked like he was going to give me a hug but decided to pat me on the back instead. Ariane smiled, and Kale told me how happy he was that I was still alive. Molto was gagged, cuffed, and covered in blood. They hadn’t killed him yet but they probably should have. Instead it seemed they had been using him. Making him move first through the maze. They were trapped here the same way I was by the Troll King. I had been right before. The whole thing was a trap and we walked right in. We were deep inside the Troll King’s dungeon. An artificial pocket reality. 

“They used one of these gems on me before, but I was only trapped for a few seconds; I used all my mana to break free. But this one, I can barely scratch the surface,” Jace said, telling me all about the dangers they had endured since I had plummeted into the palace’s underground. I told them too of my encounter with the ghost girl. Once we were all caught up I showed them the small break I had managed to make. We could feel the air outside. Warm as it flowed inside. It wasn’t enough. The Troll King still hadn’t noticed and I was ok with that. Jace’s previous experience was proof enough that we could escape. 

“They really should have taken our weapons away from us,” I said as we broke through the gemstone, over-saturating it with power from the inside out. In a flash all of us were back to our normal size. Jace lunged at the Troll King with his sword only to find himself being countered at the last second. The Troll King had grabbed Jace’s sword with his bare hand. He held it there and smiled. 

“I am a God, have you not figured it out? This war, this hell on Eda is all that can be, for humanity to fall,” the Troll King smirked. 

The rest of us, including Molto, stood back-to-back as the trolls surrounding us unsheathed their weapons and began chanting for blood. 

“ENOUGH,” I screamed unleashing a fury of ice cold wind around the entire throne room, “I had made a vow not too long ago that I wouldn’t kill anymore unless I was forced, we have no reason to fight, this planet is big enough for all of us and all we want is to be left in peace, we have brought you the traitor. There is no reason for any more of us to die,” I finished.

“You don’t get it?” questioned the Troll King. “This is what we live for, trolls from the moment of their conception begin cannibalizing their mother’s womb, this war is our destiny, to conquer this world as our ancestors had conquered worlds in the past, it is the reason the gate has brought us to this place. And now that our numbers are high our time has come,” he finished. 

“Gate?” I said making a mental note. 

“The gates are how we came upon this world,” the Troll King said. His eyes were filled with rage. I could see the Daemon inside him. I had seen it before. It was the same hatred and sorrow I had seen in Julie Luyten’s eyes. Everything about him. The way he talked, the way he fought, the Troll King had been here a long time. Longer than the other humans. Longer than most of this world. I knew as he held Jace’s sword in his hand he wasn’t just some NPC. He was a player. A player who had lost his sense of reality. This was his world. The world he had made; and humans and daemons were upsetting his status quo. 




I scanned him. 







Name: Unknown

Age: Unknown

Gender: Male

Race: Human / Golem Hybrid

Level: 43

Class: Paladin

	

HP: 1000 

Mana: 1000

Stamina: 1000

	

Agility: 10

Endurance: 10

Intelligence: 10

Charisma: 8

Luck: 8




Abilities: Unknown

Skills: Unknown

Inventory: UnDun Scythe, UnDun Great Sword




Reputation: King of the Trolls, King of the Valley, Goblin King

Alignment: Troll Kingdom

Languages: Common (English), Troll, Elvish, and Goblin







A human / golem hybrid. That was interesting. Was it possible that the Troll King himself wasn’t even real…? He was created. He said himself he had been here a long time, long enough he had lost his mind, long enough he had seen the world go through many different changes. Long enough he passed his memories down from one body to the next, losing a piece of himself each time. The world inside this game is thousands of years in the making, and the Troll King acts as if he has been here since the beginning. Time displacement. Time did move differently here

I formed my phantom limb into an icey glaive and yelled towards Jace, “he’s mine!” before attacking the Troll King head-on myself.

“I have questions, you are a player aren’t you!?'' I shouted as my icy glaive came into contact with the Troll King's sword. Sparks flew and steam rose as his blade pierced through my own. I was barely a foot from him, staring him down. 

“This game, this world, ANSWER ME!” I shouted again, taking several steps back and attacking again. The Troll King stared at me hard, looking me up and down. 

“So you are from the outside world,” he said smirking, 

“Yes, please stop fighting, talk to me, tell me how to get out of here,” I screamed, swinging upwards to block the blow of the Troll King’s sword. Jace was standing back with the others, fending us off from the Trolls that were gathering to assist their king. 

“You really have no idea where you are, do you?” the Troll king laughed, "nor do you realize the power of that which you are seeking."

"You know what I'm looking for?" This had been my first quest as to why Fera Space had put me here in forever. I had the feeling I was on the right path, but this was proof. I needed answers. 

“There is no going back from Eda, only forward unto Heaven,” he continued to laugh as he swung at me, his eyes turning from silver to red. He was beginning to cast some kind of spell, summoning energy from the Trolls around us who began falling over dead. Still, they kept coming forward, attacking Jace, Ethan, Ariane, Kale, and Molto who was holding a sword alongside the others, still gagged and cuffed. 

“I came to this world alone, trapped, it wasn’t what we thought, it was a living hell, I made it my own, shaped it, dying again and again until I found ways to harness my magic and I turned this Valley into my kingdom,” the Troll King shouted, “you will not take it away from me!” 

“What is this world?!” I shouted again. I wanted answers, and my enemy had them. 

“Eda is the world between worlds, the rift between the above and below and it is MINE!” the Troll King shouted again. Our conversation wasn’t going anywhere. I tilted my head. I knew at that moment that the Troll King I was facing now was nothing more than a shadow of someone. Maybe he was real once upon a time, but now he had lost all that made him human. He may have been level 43, but I had friends. I shouted, “Bendi now!” aloud and the creature appeared from behind the Troll King with a small carbon dagger. The dagger had been laced with poison from the fleshlings. Bendi read my mind and dug it into the back of the Troll King and twisted it before disappearing back into the shadows. 

“You are finished,” I shouted as the Troll King stepped back. I extended my glaive out as far as I could, costing myself a quarter of my mana, several yards from my body and through the side of the Troll King’s chest. 

The entire room grew silent. The Troll King  reached out his hand and several trolls began to die as he sucked the life from them. I turned him inside out before he could come back, releasing several smaller, sharper icicles from my arm like tentacles and inside his chest tearing him apart before releasing him to the ground. 

He was laughing again. His eyes once again turned silver as he broke apart like he was made of mud. He was mumbling something… more nonsense about being the creator of this world, that he was a savior, that he was unstoppable. He kept going until there was nothing left and he was dust in the wind. 

The other trolls stopped, turning to stone where they stood. I could only hope that was the effect everywhere and not just inside the palace. 

I slung my rifle around my arm and aimed it at Molto.

“Was his son human like him?” I asked. 

“What’s it matter,” he answered, still holding a sword in his cuffed hands. I shot his shoulder and watched as he dropped his sword. 

“Yes, his son was human just like him!” Molto shouted. 

“He was more than the Troll King’s son, he was a golem of the Troll King himself, a clone,” I said before firing and killing Molto. 

Jace and the others looked at me in shock but didn’t object to Molto’s execution. 

There was silence throughout the palace. The dark crystals that made up the Troll King’s throne began glowing different colors, such as purple, green, blue, and red before each and every one of them shattered. A wisp of energy appeared over the throne and dissipated into the air. 

“The Troll King’s throne was a prison of souls; with his death, they have all been set free,” said Ariane smiling. Ethan walked over to the throne and picked up one of the shattered crystals, holding it in his hand. 

“How are we going to get out of here?” asked Kale. 

“Bendi knows, Bendi called for help, back through the tunnel behind the throne, shortcut to the outside, come follow,” Bendi said, showing us a shortcut out of the palace. 

We were back in the open when an airship that looked like a giant metal bus fused with a hot air balloon appeared above us. Jace smiled, grabbed me by my side and said, “that’s our ride home.” 
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Arcadia




	The airship approached us, slowly landing on the snow-covered ground. Even though I was a genuine Cryomancer, I still felt cold, standing around waiting in the thin air that surrounded me. The airship ran on ether. A pilot sat plugged in like a battery to the main console. His name was Galen, though occasionally he went by Gale, and he was the last member of the Five and the only one I had not yet met. 

	“Have you heard anything from Croon?” Jace asked as we entered the airship. 

	Galen looked at him with regret, “they were wiped out, the entire Army. I got there as quickly as I could, but I couldn’t find any survivors,” he said. Jace and Ariane sat back in their seats made of leather. Ariane began to cry, and Jace placed his arm around her. Kale and Ethan sat in the back while Bendi climbed up near Galen. I took my seat beside Jace and felt the airship shake as we took off surrounded by a cloud of steam.  

	Galen made a few comments about how all of the Trolls in the area that had sworn allegiance to the King had turned to stone. There were a few others, trolls that swore allegiance to no one, that still wandered about, but they were few and far between. The Troll King had made deals with all of his minions when they swore allegiance to him. He had tethered their lives to his own so that he could stay alive. It would have worked back in the palace too, but between Bendi’s attack and my own we drained his health too fast for him to regenerate. Galen congratulated us on our victory and told us that Croon would have been proud. 

	In several hours we were high above the clouds, leaving the Valley of Decay. I could see huge winged beasts flying outside my window. Even the whale, flying passed us as if to say goodbye. 

	“What are the gates?” I asked. 

	“The gates are how we came to this world,” said Galen. “To be more exact, we aren’t sure who built them or why. We were running, fleeing when we found a rift, a gate in space. We took several of our starships through and came out here, crashing on this world 200 years ago,” he finished.

“So the gates have been bringing others to this world for thousands of years, opening and closing, and yet no one knows why?” I asked. 

“That’s about right, the gates are a mystery but they are the reason why so many of us exist on this world, more than you’d expect; but you’ll understand that when we reach Arcadia, Croon filled me in about you in one of our messages. I know you are new here, which means a lot of people are going to be going after you, especially if they hear what you did to the Troll King,” Galen said, feeling uneasy.

	“What do you mean, shouldn’t people be happy the Troll King is dead?” 

	“You would think; but it was his crystal throne that kept the Valley of Decay separated from the rest of Eda, it was kind of a power source for the field. And now that he’s dead, the power he was using to keep it charged is gone, and many of the monsters here will be trying to escape, daemons too, I guess that’s good business for adventurers and guilds like ours; but many are going to blame you, us, for that,” Galen hypothesized. “By the way, I would like to officially invite you to join the Five’s Guild, also known as the Five’s Army. We’re a relatively small adventurer group now, but we’ll have our numbers back up in no time. In the meantime we have a base camp in Arcadia and the Hub that you can use at your disposal, we just require that you share loot with us and help us in times of need, more of the same of what you have been doing,” he finished. 

	“I’m not sure what to say, I’m not sure I accept,” I said. I was flattered they had invited me to join their guild, well, what was left of it, but at the same time I was still focused on finding a way home. I could probably use them to get me where I wanted to go, but that felt like cheating. They owed me and I owed them. If the Troll King was a player then that meant there were others out there and if I helped the Five, if I joined their guild I could learn a lot more about this world and feel a bit safer at the same time. 

	“I’m honestly trying to get home, I need to make my way to Arcadia and see the witch,” I said. 

	“I understand, take some time, you can give me your answer after we reach Arcadia and you’ve had some time to settle in. Until then we will consider you an affiliate member, and you are welcome to use our resources in Arcadia, just no access to our vault or weapons,” Gale finished. 

	“How many guilds are there?” I asked.

	“Different guilds for different things. The farther North you go, the more you see. Here in Arcadia there are three types: the adventurers like us who loot dungeons and take on missions for commoners; then there are the metal forgers and weapons guilds, who loot only firearms and craft technology; and the third type in Arcadia are the Merchants, who do all the trading and own most all the shops. As far as how many, there are a few hundred. Some have as few as one or two members, while guilds like ours can be made up of hundreds,” Gale explained. 

	Just then I could see below the clouds what looked like a massive starship sunk into the coastline, half-buried underwater with parts of it stuck on land. “Welcome to Arcadia,” Gale said smiling. 

	We descended into Arcadia. It was a village surrounded by a metal wall tucked between the hull of the starship and water. Homes and businesses were made of small metal and wooden buildings along the coast inside the wall. I could see dozens of ships, both large and small, in the harbor. Some of them looked like they were straight out of the 1800s, with masts and sails, while others were steamboats and a few looked like Navy destroyers that had been bludgeoned to hell and back. We landed in a small airstrip on the side of town, where we were greeted by members of the Five’s Guild who were stationed in the area. They were kind, to say the least, offering all of us food and medical attention the moment we set foot on the ground. 

	They took a look at Ethan and were amazed at how Ariane was keeping him alive with her own magic, draining little-by-little at a time. They gave her a belt filled with potions. The potions would be an extra precaution she had already sent word for. She cared for Ethan and that was obvious. He was once her student, after all, but there was more there. They were family. She had been devastated by the fact that she had left him alone for so long, and I could see it in her eyes; she was never going to leave him alone again. Ethan might have been undead-like, but the more he lived, the more he was himself again and again. 

	Jace and Gale went straight to the guild office. The battle in the Valley had cost the lives of hundreds of guild members, and their families would have to be notified. There was also a serious amount of paperwork to be done about all of the loot that had been lost, as well as Molto’s betrayal and, of course, Croon’s death. 

	Kale handed me a white owl mask to wear around town and told me to wear my hood up. Already word was spreading of a newcomer to Eda who had woken up from one of the old starships, and it would be wise to not draw attention to myself. 

	Bendi led me slowly outside the Five’s HQ as we passed several different shops selling fish, fruits, herbs, swords, and more. The entire village of Arcadia was one giant market. The streets were filled with people carrying different sets of gear. Some were human, some had animal-like features. Others looked like aliens. It was nothing like what I expected. This was more like a small city on an alien frontier. When we reached the center of the town there stood a giant statue. A stone monument that stood in resemblance to the Tree of Life.  Below it stood an inscription that detailed the first war in Heaven that took place after an end of the world, a time before humanity in which all of the heavenly bodies had gone to war. 

The story inscribed on the tree went on to tell how the angels pushed back the daemons to another realm and created the Earth and humanity; and how before long the daemons came back and the second war in heaven began. The statue detailed the destruction of three different realms because of the daemons, and the creation of the gates to save the species of those realms. Eda was depicted as a seed of the great Tree of Life, existing on its own. 

“The witch waits for us,” Bendi said, grabbing my attention and pulling me along. As we approached the witch’s home, a small wooden house set between a sushi bar and a rare antique shop,  my interface indicated that my quest had been completed. I leveled up to 40 as several side quests indicated that they had been completed, as well, such as escaping the girl in the underground, flying a dropship, and exploring the derelict vault. All of it happened at once, and I felt a wave of energy wrap itself around me like a warm blanket before quickly distributing my skill points between Defense, Survival, Affinity, Piloting, and Stamina.




I walked inside the small home and saw an older woman wearing a black cloak sitting next to a tea kettle in the middle of the room. She looked at me and smiled as Bendi went over towards her. Bendi touched her hand and began to merge with the old woman, who became young. She looked no older than I was, with pale skin, and hair that came down her shoulders, shaved on the sides with blue highlights. She had blue eyes that looked like they were glowing; they may have been augmented in some way. She was also wearing a raptor claw around her neck. I panicked seeing Bendi, who had been my companion for so long now, dissolve. I picked up my rifle and pointed it at her. I was ready to fire when she began speaking. 

“Bendi was always a part of me, now Bendi has returned home, thank you for bringing my familiar back to me. Would you like some tea?” she asked. I let my rifle down by my side again and sat across from her. 

A part of me wanted to cry when Bendi disappeared. It had been with me since the beginning and now it was gone. Snuffed up and made part of this woman I had never met. I was angry, terrified, but if she had answers, if she could help get me home, I knew I had to listen. 


26.




Pyramid




CALEB




	A two-story shop stood in front of Caleb. Already he was tired of having to move from one settlement to the next as he followed the coast along the depths. There were a lot more settlements than he thought there would be; it seemed far more people were moving towards the west outward from the Hub and away from the North. The street was covered in debris from an overturned cart. Nothing good. As Caleb entered the shop wearing a red cloak and armor he had scavenged, he turned towards the shopkeeper, a heavyset female with a necklace of monster teeth wrapped around her neck and an elvish-looking longsword called Decanter slung around her back. She also had several smaller daggers attached to her belt. She must have been used to living out here so far from the cities. The settlements were dangerous. Most of them were home to good people, but they had their fair share of raiders and foul characters. 




Caleb took a look at her inventory.




.	 Broadsword +1 (+4 vs reptiles) (4000 scrip) Every strike by this weapon is accompanied by a spray of phantasmal blood.




.	Cursed Longsword +1 Foes slain by this weapon are consumed by shadows. (Not for sale)




.	Frost Brand Longsword +3 (8000 scrip) Every strike by this weapon is accompanied by a feral snarl.




.	Hammer of Thunderbolts (25000 scrip) This finely crafted weapon is said to have once belonged to a forgotten god of war.




.	Longsword +1 (+2 vs magic-using and enchanted creatures) (3000 scrip) Foes slain by this weapon dissolve into shards of glass.




.	Longsword +1 (+2 vs magic-using and enchanted creatures) (3000 scrip) This battered weapon is said to lead the one who wields it to wealth and glory.




.	Longsword +1 Luck (2000 scrip) Foes slain by this weapon are transformed into spiders.




.	Longsword +5 Luck (15000 scrip) Every strike by this weapon is accompanied by a monstrous snarl.




.	Longsword +5 strength (15000 scrip) Foes slain by this weapon dissolve into a swarm of beetles.




.	Spear +1 (3000 scrip) This ornate weapon is said to be imbued with the spirit of the legendary hero Steinni Gilison, who defeated the Lich of the Grim March.




.	Trident +3 agility (12500 scrip) A distinctive weapon, engraved with runes of power.




Caleb was uninterested in such things. He already had all the weapons and armor he needed. He was searching for something else. Since he started he had already escaped Grimm Porres and done several smaller quests after taking an offer from Leer for armor and weapons. Caleb had fought a gang of brutal trolls watching over a group of colonists gathering insects. Killed a large demonic idol with ruby eyes. Survived a camouflaged pit trap with the mummified corpses of several adventurers. Slayed a pack of Bane Wolves, each with spikes pierced outward through their flesh, along with recently slaying a giant slug that left a trail of poisonous slime as it searched for food,  and having stolen a magical eye that summons a Hollow for Leer. He was tired. Worn. The shopkeeper was wary of him as Caleb turned around and began to leave.

“Nothing you like?” she said as Caleb began to put his hand against the door. “Nothing I need,” he smiled. But Caleb had needed something. He had taken a dragon’s claw from the woman. An item requested by Leer. 

The shopkeeper, offended, took off after him but found Caleb was nowhere to be seen. 

“The devil man,” she said in frustration of having just been robbed. 







[image: Image]

A few days later Caleb stood in the shadow of a giant pyramid. The first of seven tombs in an area called the Tomb of Giants. It was here that his real quest would begin. He was determined to locate an artifact that would guide him to Myra. An artifact Leer had sent him searching for. The artifact itself had many names. Some called it the Philosopher's Stone, the Giant’s Eye, the heart of a king daemon, but to Caleb it was nothing more than a means to an end. Already he had given up everything to be here in Eda, to be in this land. To find his kid sister he was willing to devote anything and everything. 

He climbed the side of the pyramid, utilizing gear he had stolen from one of the smaller villages outside Grimm Pores. Secret settlements, they were called, home to less than a hundred or so people who chose to call the wilds home. Most of the villages were used as homes away from homes for monster hunters and tamers; but recently with the rise of daemonic activity they had become home to all kinds. 

Caleb had traded a dragon claw he stole for the first key to the first tomb. As he reached the doorway he looked down at the key Leer had given him. It looked like a dagger carved from bone, rather than a key, with several unrecognizable markings carved into the side that looked more similar to QR codes than runes. Caleb did as he was told, placing the key sideways onto the side of the pyramid in a space that was hollowed out in its exact shape. A small opening appeared on the side of the pyramid, and Caleb slid inside the darkness. 

The tomb was dark. Pitch black. It was the first time in Caleb's life he experienced true darkness. Caleb cast one of his abilities, and there was a flash of light as a blue ember lit up the room around him and floated three feet away in the air. The ember drained his mana, but it didn’t matter; he wouldn’t need it for long. The tombs were dungeons, but they were simple enough to navigate. Caleb followed a line across the wall. 

The inside of the pyramid looked like some futuristic building, not like a starship, but the walls were gray and lined with the same dots and patterns that were represented on the dagger. If only he could understand it. When he reached a ridge, he jumped from one platform to the next, moving lower and deeper inside the tomb. After reaching the platform that was moving vertically up and down, he knew he was underground. About half an hour of this went on before he reached a small corridor that led to the area he had been looking for. 

The body of a giant stood before him, sitting atop a massive throne made of gems and skulls. The giant had horns that curved down off the top of its head, and sharp teeth that jetted upwards from its bottom lip. Its skin had a blueish-green hue, but Caleb wasn’t sure if that was because it was dead or if that had been its natural skin color. Beside the giant was a massive sword that looked like a giant meat cleaver three times the size of a man or woman. 

Caleb treaded lightly as he made his way towards the creature, praying there his luck wouldn’t run out now. He had come this far without running into any traps or creatures, and the prize he was seeking was right in front of him. On the hilt of the sword beside the giant's hand there was another key. Another dagger with strange markings. Caleb knew right away that it was the key to another tomb. 




As Caleb removed the key, his blue ember faded away and there was light inside the tomb. He heard a voice, “Please no, STOP, you don’t know what you are doing,” as a figure that looked like a transparent woman cried out and disappeared as quickly as she had spoken. 

Another figure emerged. A smaller giant wearing a full set of armor, carrying a sword the length of its body. Its face was hollow and it seemed to glow with a darkness. Caleb readied himself as the figure moved towards him, pacing back and forth. He could see small chains hanging down from where the figure had been imprisoned. 

The gigantic figure approached Caleb and slammed its sword into the ground and fell to its knee. It looked up towards him and faded away, just like the figure before, leaving nothing but the sword sticking up halfway out of the stone ground. Caleb approached it with caution, wondering if it was some kind of trap and what unspeakable eldritch horrors he had unlocked.

There was nothing but silence. Even as Caleb ran his fingers along the flat side of the small giant’s blade and noticed another hollowed out spot… exactly the same shape as his new key. 





27.




In Truth




Myra




“First let me introduce myself, my name is Vee, and I have been fighting this war against the daemons for a very long time,” she began, “for over a few hundred years in fact, before even coming into this world, this place you call Eda, I think you know it by another name in your world,” Vee said. 

“I’m not sure how I came here either to be honest, I’m trying to get back,” I said sitting across from Vee and drinking a tea that tasted like lemon honey.

“Interesting, you see, I came here on an ark, a massive seed ship, one of the first. And yet somehow you and several others have started appearing here with daemons like the very ones my people had been trying to escape.”

“Trying to escape? What does that mean?” I asked. I wasn't sure if Vee, the witch, was someone that could actually help me anymore, as it seemed she herself was just as lost as I was. 

"How should I put this delicately," Vee said, biting her lip.

“Years ago we were fighting a losing war on our Earth, so we built a ship, a starship, as a last ditch effort to escape. We used a quantum calculations system. When connected to a virtual reality device, it allows the construction of simulated environments containing unprecedented amounts of information, directly synthesizing information about the user's senses while cutting off feedback from the body. All of the information is converted into a signal, including the user's own mind. The VR environment becomes indistinguishable from the real world, lights, sounds, smell, touch. There are limits. The longer you live in this world the more it becomes a part of you.” she paused. 

"You ARE A PLAYER!" I gasped, spilling my tea.

"Well, yes. I've been here for a long, long time," Vee smiled. 

"But what war? We're not at war?" 

"No, sorry. Sometimes I get lost in the game's lore. It wasn't a war, not really. Parts of my memories are…Everything was just… falling apart. I came here when the precursors were still alive. I came here through a world gate in Bane. Real time, probably only a few days or weeks ago. I'm not even sure. Time is strange here,  Fera called it… what was it? Project Genesis."

I knew some of what she said had to be true but distinguishing fact from fiction wasn't so simple. 

"So you worked for Fera Space, they are the ones that sent me here."

"Yeah. I think I heard of you. You are Myra Song, correct. You just started at Fera when I joined their special research division."

"Just started? I barely left the Raft before they drugged me and uploaded my brain into this world." 

"No. That's not right. I remember seeing you around once or twice in the Spire. You were always chasing assets for Fera." 

I brushed off what she said, there was no way. At least I tried. I started to wonder if Vee was the asset I had been sent to find. I needed to know everything. I felt like I was, for the first time, assembling the pieces of a larger puzzle.

"Why did you come here?" I asked. 

"Cancer," she said. 

"What?" 

"I was dying in the real world. I decided to volunteer for Genesis to live out the rest of my days inside this realm." 

"Did you come alone?" 

"No. I came with a dozen others. Most of them are gone now. One of them you defeated. Another was a child who disappeared into the woods. My brother Croon. He helped create the Fives. Many settled down here or in the Hub, and had children of their own." 

“So Jace, Ariane, Ethan, are they real?” I asked. 

“They were born into this world. They are the offspring of humans in our world who came together here to have families. Born of Eda, born from a convergence of worlds. To us this world is a lie; but to them, this is everything,” 

“And the Troll King? What was he exactly?” I asked.

“He was a human once, who became host to a daemon. He lost his sanity as he copied his consciousness into golems again and again, losing parts of himself each time,” she answered. 

“Are there others like him? Like you? Me?”

“There are several like him but not many, none that pose that much of a threat to the world, least at the moment. There are still a few like me, Croon, he used to go by another name. Michael. He was my brother in the world we came from. Most are like Jace and Ariane. As far as others like yourself that are new I am not sure, I know of one for sure, in the North but I’m still investigating,” she finished. 

“You keep talking about your world?” 

“How exactly this world functions is a mystery. Here’s the kicker though, this world, all of its inhabitants, you, me, the guilds, the animals, the land itself, it's all real. Our consciousness moves itself around the barriers that separate parallel worlds that balance one another out. It pierces the veil between the multiverse, one reality and another, warping space and time itself, creating a singularity. A convergence of worlds. We are clones. Uploaded from our world, our consciousness crosses the long divide between time and space. This is the future, a parallel universe. We didn't create it. We discovered it.” 

"You're saying this world is real?" I asked. 

"No, I'm not sure. It's a theory I've been working on." She paused and drank a sip of her tea, “try some, it really is just like the real thing,” she smiled and continued, “lately things have been spiraling down out of control.” It seemed she was trying to backtrack, as if she had just spilled the ending of a film by accident. It was all real… we were just living in someone else's broken past. This future world… I felt my heart skip a step. Bane couldn’t be real? Could it? Was she really telling the truth? 

	I tried some of the tea. I could feel the sour lemon taste burn against small cuts on my lips. I wasn’t really sure what to believe anymore. I did know that for now, all I wanted was to rest and stay alive. 


INTERMISSION




Day 0




A man started jogging down the sidewalk of a bridge. The jog turned into a sprint. There was a loud electric crash of sound as his poncho was swept up by the wind. The intense rain, dense fog, swift winds, and darkness of night caused drivers to slow their journey as they ventured forth into the city. As cars passed, the man was illuminated by headlights. His heavy boots splashed water with each step. The large drops of rain shimmered with each passing car. The man was slightly annoyed. After reaching the middle of the bridge, he stopped and reached his arm out towards the ledge. He could see the moonlight as a cloud moved overhead. It was a full moon that night. 

 The runner felt his heart begin to race faster. A surge of adrenaline as the bridge began to light up around him. He felt the hair on his arms rise. Not even seconds later, he was gone, and so was the bridge. 




****




Myra had been running late. She failed to see the man jogging as he passed her in the pouring rain. Her ride began to slow down. Traffic. ‘Just great’ Myra thought, knowing she was going to be running even later than she was. Caleb was waiting for her at a restaurant. They only got the chance to meet up like this once or twice a week. Times had gotten rough. Though living in the New England Recovery Zone was far better than the Raft, it seemed sometimes like the world around them was falling apart. Myra had started to grow quite the reputation inside Fera Space. She was a promising new player in Bane and had started running secretive missions throughout the game. Rescue and recovery missions. Ever since her first mission, when she rescued a high-end asset for Fera Space, she had become irreplaceable. She had a new penthouse, the best gear, the best skills, even the best teammates. For once it seemed everything in her life had gone right. Losing her race with Breq had been the best thing that ever happened to her… until it wasn't. 

The rain was coming down hard. Myra was sitting in the back seat while her driver, Reynolds, sat up front. He was new at Fera Space, but he came highly recommended by Keen Industries. He was known for having a reputation for taking care of professional players. 

The car was self-driving, and she could see he was listening to some electronic music. She tuned him out as their car began to slip backwards. The runner had stopped about a hundred feet behind them. Myra looked backwards trying to find her seatbelt when she saw a flash of light. The back windows blew apart as she went blind. 

The bridge was gone. Collapsing. 

Reynolds pressed on the gas as hard as he could, trying to oversteer them in the correct direction and away from the blast. He held his foot against the car floor. His tires spun and kept spinning in the rain. All of that in less than a few seconds. There was nothing they could do. They hit the water and it was pouring in where the blast had blown out the back window. 

Reynolds grabbed a glass breaker from his glovebox and broke through his window but they were already underwater. Myra, still barely conscious, knew at that moment she was going to die. … As she forgot how to breathe and the world became a blur, she tried to let go -- and she decided she wanted to live. With the glassbreaker she busted the back window wide open. Reaching forward she tried to grab Reynolds’ hand, but he couldn't fit over the backseat. He pushed her away as she began to swim upward. Growing up on the Raft she learned how to hold her breath for over a minute. However, this was not something she was prepared for. Even with her eyelids closed she could make out the bright light above her, the warmer water. Gasping for air she emerged to a surface covered in debris and flames. 

Swimming blind she felt fire envelop her skin. She dove again, this time hoping to emerge in an area without flames. She did. And finding a surface she pulled herself up, only to feel her legs get caught in something below her. Another bomb erupted. Smaller than the first but close enough the shockwave knocked Myra out cold and burned away at her flesh. 

Within minutes several medics were on the scene. They resuscitated her there on the spot but it wasn’t enough. Her body was responding but the rest of Myra was not. But she was alive. 

Within ten minutes they had her and several dozen others on life support. The first responders managed to save a dozen lives. 




****




Caleb sat at a sushi bar drinking a low-carb beer. It tasted like piss, but he was upset that Myra, his sister, was running late. It wasn’t like her, and he got anxious anytime something like this happened. He was always worried. Always the overprotective big brother. 

She always told him he didn’t have anything to worry about. He did his best, but nothing could prepare him for what he saw next. A TV monitor stood on the wall of the bar. Across the screen Caleb looked in horror as breaking news showed the disaster that had just occurred at the bridge. A terrorist bombing. The middle of the bridge had collapsed, causing dozens of cars to fall into the river below. Life Flight was on the scene within minutes, and dozens of lives were saved. At that moment Caleb knew without a doubt that Myra had been on that bridge. He felt his heart sink into the back of his chest. Tears began to fall from his eyes. He wanted to scream, but there was no sound. He was mute. All the sound inside the bar grew quiet. He began to go into shock. 

An hour later he found Myra. She was in the ER. She was being treated for life-threatening injuries. Long gashes and third-degree burns were strewn across her body from broken glass, and she was breathing through a tube. They were preparing to amputate her legs. 

He sat in panic for hours as they saved her life again and again. Finally they told him he could see her. Her body was frail, broken, bandaged. She was still breathing through a tube, but her injuries were stable. The doctor said there was brain activity but there were no motor skills or responses from her. She was in a near-vegetative state. Not quite a coma but not quite awake. They weren’t sure exactly how much damage had been done to her brain, but they assured him that they would run tests soon. 

As the doctor walked out, another woman walked inside. She was dressed in a lab coat with glasses. She looked more like a scientist than someone that worked at the hospital. She was holding a chart in her hands. She introduced herself to Caleb as Dr. Rebecca Luyten. She told him that she had a niece who had a similar life threatening situation. Smiling, she told Caleb that she could give Myra the gift of a second life. 


28.




A New Dungeon




Arcadia was beautiful. Dinner was at the inn in a civic ward, surrounded by narrow alleys and government offices. The street outside is paved with marble flagstones. The inn was fancifully decorated, and brightly lit by candles. Accommodations consisted of several large rooms with beds and woolen mattresses. Vee's shop was a wreck and she insisted we stayed here for the time being. She rented a suite for herself, and I had one of the lower rooms. Not that it bothered me. I had slept on a broken mattress for years before getting a nicer bed when I lived at the Raft. Sleeping on a box spring was a step up. Over dinner Vee gave me my own gamepad, a small data pad no larger than an old smartphone that would allow me to keep track of quests and tasks. It was pretty fancy, unlike the menu at the inn which was less desirable…




	1.	Baked Dragon and Gooseberry Tart, Glass of Cider (2 scrip)

	2.	Partridge and Leek, Glass of Whiskey (1 scrip)

	3.	Steamed Hare with Garlic and Biscuits, Glass of Brandy (4 scrip)

	4.	Duck and Soft Cheese, Tankard of Stout (12 scrip)

	5.	Pheasant and Leek, Glass of Cider (4 scrip)

	6.	Braised Dragon and Dried Orange, Glass of Wine (4 scrip)




I enjoyed the baked dragon, the leek but passed on the tart and passed the partridge down to the taverns friendly wolf-hound. I washed it all down with a shot of whiskey, followed by a full cup of water. I wasn't actually old enough to drink, but no one here cared. The first drink I had and honestly after the single shot I felt like gagging. After that I crashed for two days straight.  

That third morning a courier knocked on my door and asked for me to meet Jace in the afternoon at the Sundread Coast. The courier had an Empyrean Wrath, a longsword engraved with the holy symbol of a war god sheathed around his back. It is said to lead the one who wields it to wealth and glory, and he gave me several hundred scrip just for hearing him out. I should have said no. The last thing I wanted was to go on more unnecessary quests.  

	That night I couldn’t sleep. I dreamt of Ellie and I playing side by side. Together we had found a starship and we were exploring not just Eda but other worlds. Yet Hollows came for us… no matter where we went or what we did. As our abilities faded the farther into the void we went, we became lost, again and again. 




That morning I awoke in a sweat. To take my mind off Jace's request and my strange dream, I started browsing my data pad and looking over a list of quests I had collected from a job board at the inn…  




	1	 Hansa seeks a company of adventurers to hunt down and kill the wolf Gothmog of Udun.

	

2	Deropsius seeks a company of adventurers to protect him from the assassins of Zeiram the Lich.




	3	Arbers seeks a company of adventurers to protect him from the assassins of Chista the Unearthly. 




	4	A guarded shopkeep named Elrorfin seeks a company of adventurers to slay the Behemoth of the Poisoned Weald and retrieve its head.




	5	An arrogant priest named Bacchenid seeks a company of adventurers to recover The Vile Manuscripts of Narvi from the cultists in Deadlands.




	6	Bare seeks a company of adventurers to hunt down and kill Sema the Grim, a Vrax known as the harbinger of doom. Moreover, the party must complete the quest at a specific time, 6 days from now during the blood moon.




	7	An ex-adventurer named Wynden seeks a company of adventurers to explore the Tomb of Giants. Moreover, the party must complete the quest before a rival party does.




	8	An angry lady named Elelyel seeks a company of adventurers to rescue the lady Bethel from the cultists of Sheemellyu. However, her information is completely wrong. They aren’t cultists and the lady Bethel doesn’t really need to be rescued. 




	9	An arrogant ex-adventurer named Githiua seeks a company of adventurers to recover and destroy an evil artifact from the lost region in the Gabadush Crags. The quest is a trap. No one has been to the lost region, and as far as I can tell, it’s an area of this world that may not even exist. 




	10	A cunning merchant named Drarder Courte seeks a company of adventurers to rescue the city of Gidun from Vala the Malefic. Too bad Gidunn was a small village of maybe three people, more like a farm and Vala, the Malefic was their dog. Pretty sure that one is a trap, too. 




“SERIOUSLY, can you not pick up after yourself?” said Vee walking into my room in the inn. I had weapons and armor scattered everywhere and was laying on my bed in nothing but a t-shirt and underwear.  

“Sorry, I’ll get it cleaned up as soon as I can, I got in late last night and fell asleep,” I said sitting up. I wasn't lying. I'd had my first drink, what did she expect? The whiskey might have gone to my head. She was lucky she didn't catch me in bed with another guy… or girl for that matter. If only because I knew she would have been jealous. The two of us had grown close, despite Vee still longing for someone else. It wasn’t love, at least not love like that. It was companionship.  

“Maybe you can spare some scrip and we can hire a maid?" I joked.

"Maybe a faerie that can live in and clean,” Vee smiled. 

“I’ll pick up soon as I’m awake, don’t worry. I can’t spare any scrip, I’m still about ten thousand short of hiring transportation,” I answered.

	“You could clean up, too,” I said. 

	“I could charge you,” Vee answered back. I stopped, smiled, and asked her how her day was, wrapping my arms around her neck and giving her a kiss on the lips. After I got dressed, we went back down to her shop. 

Vee’s place had been a mess long before I started staying with her. Most of her shop was filled with all kinds of ancient relics and ethereal objects, as well as bones and stuffed dolls that hung in town from the banisters above. The walls were lined with elixirs, potions, and books. It was pretty cliche actually just how much Vee embraced the idea that she was the witch of Arcadia. I think a part of her loved it. 




A few of Vee’s recent additions thanks to me included… 




	1	Vermintooth, a masterwork trident which was taken from the hoard of the Ninaidu.




	2	Steelcutter, a magical great sword engraved with runes of death. It is said to compel its bearer to protect animals.




	3	Demonbiter, a masterwork spear engraved with runes of death. It is said to have been created to slay the Horror of Sigouththa.




	4	Flamespear, an ornate rapier which once belonged to the legendary ranger Ater, who defeated Shiv the Destroyer.




	5	Astral Cruelty, an ornate greatsword engraved with runes of power. It was created by the dwarves of the great kingdom of Narakib over a thousand years ago, before the first humans arrived. 




	6	Foethorn, a legendary longbow engraved with the holy symbol of a goddess of artifice. It is said to compel its bearer to slay the Behemoth of Gildala.




	7	Chaosfang, a finely crafted rapier said to have been created to slay the Horror of the Fellmoor Fen.




	8	Sublime Destiny, an ornate halberd said to be imbued with the spirit of the dwarf hero Arkul, leader of the Daggers of Vigedalr.




	9	Chaostooth, a finely crafted short bow which was created by a goddess of war for her most loyal warrior.




	10	Fiendish Victory, a magical halberd which was taken from the hoard of the dragon Daadita, with the inscription ‘Upon the solstice in the Year of Runes, when the Crimson Gate opens and the Bone Wand lies in blood, the Throne of Swords shall be destroyed’. 




	Along with several tomes and parchments. 




	1	Cristesos' Scrolls of Shadow Worlds, a folio of parchments contained in a leather case. Many of its pages are marked with indecipherable symbols.




	2	The Profane Scripture of Crochmi, a folio of parchments contained in an oak puzzle box. When first opened, it unleashes a flurry of snow.




	3	The Malevolent Manuscripts of Ikos, a libram written in golden ink. When first opened, it unleashes a flurry of snow.




	4	Telchim's Parchments, a heavy book written in blood upon parchment. A seemingly unrelated list of materials has been added in the middle of the tome. Ball of tangled hair, Blood sausage, Cask of pickled squirrels, Giant wasp trapped in a pot, Large glass eye, Mangy fur hat, Skinning knife, 2 x Small boulder, Whole roast boar. 




	5	The Libram of Disanz, a book bound in monstrous hide. A map of the local area, with several landmarks drawn in red ink. It has been added near the front of the store window and Vee has already had several offers for it. 




	6	The Abyssal Parchments of Fere, a set of scrolls contained in a locked brass coffer. It once belonged to the halfling conjurer Fere, who vanished in the Sepulcher of the Shadow Duchess.




	7	The Allos Esoterica, a compendium bound in monstrous hide. It is said to be haunted by the ghost of the elf artificer Allos, who perished in the Desolation of Ditaanai.




	8	Mahat's Articles, a set of scrolls contained in a platinum coffer set with pink pearl. Several of its pages are cemented together with red wax.




	9	Narvi's Scripture, an exotic libram written in illuminated script. It once belonged to the human conjurer Narvi, who slew the Leviathan of the Sea of Mene (the dwarven name for the Depths in the Valley of Decay).




	10	Pionesan's Grimoire of the Dark Arts, a compendium bound in leather. Many of its pages are marked with drops of blood.




“The Five’s Army is struggling, I just talked to Jace, he misses your company, you were more than an ally when you were inside the Valley of Decay, you were a friend, he wants to help you,” said Vee. 

The night before Vee told me that my story, my search for answers and my quest to get back home reminded her of her own story. How once she had been held prisoner by the daemons, that her brother, now going by the name Croon, and someone else whom she couldn’t bring herself to talk much about rescued her. 

“I already told you, I’m a solo player, I will make it to the Hub on my own, but you can tell him if he ever wants to meet up for a bite to eat or a drink we can, I wouldn’t mind seeing a friendly face,” I paused, “speaking of which have you heard anything from Ariane, how is Ethan,” I said curious. 

	“I’ve sold her all my inventory, I’m waiting on a second shipment that should be coming in any day now, she’s still searching for a way to fully resurrect Ethan, even has Gale looking in on the matter,” Vee answered. 

Vee started fixing some tea and sat down beside me. 

	“I’ve got another quest for you, this one is pretty big, seems there is a Dusteater problem just south of us, some of the farmhands are complaining. What do you think? 1000 scrip, kill some monsters, maybe you’ll even level up,” Vee said, handing me a contract. Kill some monsters, gather some herbs, practice martial arts, meditate, read maps, read lore, I was trying to understand everything I could about this world. Ever since hitting level 40, I was told leveling up would be slow. Since I had a limited number of lives I wanted to play it safe. 	

“Thanks, I’ll take it,” I said, grabbing the contract, chugging my drink and walking out of the shop before Vee could say anything about me not cleaning or meeting up with Jace. I was overwhelmed as it was. 

First thing first. I went to the middle of Arcadia to grab a few things for my quest. The shop I chose was a two-story timber and brick building, with a slate roof and tall elf-wrought wooden shelves. A young adventurer was trying to sell a few items to the shopkeeper, who was a young male named Zlada, whom I met the night before in the inn.  Zlada was nice, kind, and well-tempered. He actually offered to buy me another round but I refused. 

I gave a quick look at his wares: Minor Potion,  Identification document,  Emerald (800 scrip), Apple, Tin spoon, Scraps of bad poetry, fragments of a shattered sword, Black Sapphire (1200 scrip), Small Hammer and Chisel (2 scrip), Tattered map of the Chambers of Gruesome Annihilation, Worn leather straps, Invitation to a wedding, drafting Compass. 

I bought the apple, scraps of bad poetry and the drafting compass. For some reason the scraps of bad poetry made me laugh. They reminded me of fortune cookies, only instead of telling your fortune they were poorly punned jokes. The second shop I went inside was just as bad. 

Not that I was really interested in buying anything. I enjoyed looking and window shopping. I always wondered what new things I might discover. Every shop was like its own boutique. The second shop was across the street and down a small alley. A two-story stone-walled building, with a green tile roof. The street outside was lined with monstrous skulls impaled upon spears. The inside of the shop was brightly lit by magical candles and chandeliers, and standing behind a table reading a wine and spirits magazine was the weapons dealer leveled 60 named Jason. 80-foot tangle of rusted chain, Ball of tangled hair, Carved wooden statue of a bear, Charred length of wood, Giant mushrooms, Several biscuits of hardtack, Several large iron nails, Head of a petrified dwarf lord, Longsword bent into the shape of a ring, Painted animal skull, Pot of dwarf jelly, Skinning knife, Whole roast badger, Wineskin of vinegar, and vanilla incense. I bought the incense. Figured Vee would enjoy it and it was starting to smell a bit at her place. 




⎖   ⎖   ⎖   ⎖ 




'Creating a familiar begins with a beehive within a wooden cask, Broken sword blade, carved wooden statue of a dragon, mangy fur pelt, several biscuits of hardtack, skinning knife, minor mana potion, large azurite, large blue quartz (both used for the eyes of course), giant mushrooms (poisonous), stirred together in an iron cooking pot with a pouch of giant spider eggs poured into a tortoise shell bowl…'




	“That girl is going to kill me,” Vee said sarcastically to a small slender creature in the corner of the room. The creature was a new familiar she had created. It looked like a small gray cat with minx-like ears and a nubby tail. The gray cat had white stripes that ran across its back. 

	“Let’s see, we need to give you a name, Firefox? No, maybe Urok, no… Thil, wait… Mithil. That’s it. I like that. Sounds fierce, like some kind of elvish weapon,” Vee said, putting her hand filled with several tea leaves down towards Mithil. The tea leaves were similar to cat-nip for the creature. Its eyes lit up and you could see it almost smiling. 

	“I’m sorry, I forgot to give you a voice, guess I’m starting to get old,” Vee laughed. As the familiar ate the tea leaves she whispered a prayer into its ears as if she was singing a song. When she stopped she asked the familiar to venture outward. 

	“Find my brother, Croon, the bard, I want to know what is taking him so long,” she said, smiling and petting the cat on the head again..  




⎖   ⎖   ⎖   ⎖




	The DustEaters were no challenge for me. Back when I was a level 1 that would have been a different story; but now it was like they didn’t even phase me. Even if one got close my instincts kicked in and my training kept me on my toes. I played defensively before taking most of them out with my Cryo blasts. I went to the farm and followed my HUD, an interface only I could see that offered me valuable intel on the world around me, the people around me, and kept track of my levels and stats. It was second nature now how to use my abilities, and it allowed me to move quickly through most of my missions. Every once in a while a new quest would pop up in front of me. Words appear floating in the air. It was always a trip. Sometimes I thought I was going mad. The interface also translated text from ruins into English, a new ability I picked up after leaving the Valley, as well as voices that would otherwise be in another language. I’d leveled up again. Adding points into my Training Skill. I was starting to become a well-rounded survivor. Most of my skills were above 30 and I even had some as high as 70. Spending every day meditating, training, was working well. Still, compared to some of the people I’ve fought beside, I knew I still had a long way to go. 







	Name: Myra

	Age: 19

	Gender: Female

	Race: Human

	Level: 41

	Class: Cryomancer

	

	HP: 500 

	Mana: 500

	Stamina: 300

	

	Agility: 7

	Endurance: 8

	Luck: 9 




	Abilities: Ice Glaive, Stasis Shield, Ice sword, Low-level magic, etc.

	Skills: Guthwou lvl 2, Jothe lvl 1, Melee weapons +1, 

Light weapons +1




	Inventory: Bendi’s Rifle, Medical bag, Vesta Anoron (melee / sword), Health potion x 1, Mana potion x 1




	Reputation: Freelancer, friend of the people. Troll hunter. 

	Alignment: Arcadia

	Languages: Common (English)







	I smiled as the last DustEater fell to the ground leaving behind a small gem. “Been awhile since I’ve seen one of these,” I said to myself picking it up and placing it inside my satchel, a backpack with one strap that I carried across my chest. I kept a medical bag inside as well as a few snacks. The backpack once belonged to Bendi, my traveling companion…. I still couldn’t believe how weird it was that had been Vee the whole time… at least a part of Vee, the whole familiar thing and Bendi being made of pieces of her flesh still seemed so far out to me. No matter how many times I saw abilities used in this world or used abilities of my own I was still blown away by the feeling. The rush. It was like nothing back home. My senses lit up every time I used my Cryomancer powers. My heart raced. I could feel Ki flowing through me as I harnessed the air around me. I had been playing VR games my whole life… but this was the rush that had been missing. 

“Caleb would have loved this. He would fall in love with this world,” I thought aloud. My brother was always looking out for me, and though we were distant to one another, we always had one another's back. He enjoyed adventure just as much if not more than me.

I collected the DustEater pellets along with their teeth as proof of my victory and to sell in the square another time and returned to the small farm that had sent Vee the contract by the middle of the afternoon. It was deserted. It looked like it had been abandoned for years. 

“This can’t be right?” I said to myself just as a figure approached from the dark lit corridors as I entered the dusty empty home. A creak of wood. A whimper, no, a laugh. I feel something coming towards me so I hold up my rifle balancing it on the edge of my elbow of ice. The smell of rotting meat fills the void air around me. I feel my throat tighten as I breathe. A small, ghost-like figure appears. 

"A Hollow!" I shout, readying my weapons. 

It is hovering above the ground… half a body from the waist up but as it moves closer I see it's not a Hollow, at all but a teenage girl wearing a pink shirt and a blue beanie. 

“Thank you for avenging me,” she says before fading away. 

“A quest given by a ghost?” I say to myself as a small bag filled with 1000 scrip appears where the girl was floating, “that’s new,” I smile, taking the bag and backing my way out of the decrepit farmhouse. The bag also contained large azurite (worth 60 scrip), large jasper (another 60 scrip), large onyx (80 scrip), fur pelt, a platinum coin wrapped in a crude map, a red keycard, a blood-stained map of the dark hive of Mothral, a pouch of giant spider eggs, and a set of fine brushes. I wondered if that young girl had been artificial or human. Most likely an NPC. 

I checked my stats again. I had enough experience built up in affinity and focus that I was able to unlock several new skills. 




Level 41 - Cryomancer 




Cryomancer Skills




	Glaive - Unlocked

	Creates a weapon made of ice. 5% chance of freezing enemy. 




	Ice Blast (Apprentice) - Unlocked 

	Cast an arrow of ice that inflicts damage and has a chance of freezing the enemy.




	Gust (Apprentice) - Unlocked

	Creates a strong gust of wind that pushes enemies. When inflicting damage on a frozen enemy, it will unfreeze.




	Cryo Shield - Unlocked

	Creates a wall of ice that confines and protects player with a chance of freezing nearby enemies.




	Ice Pike - Unlocked

	Make ice spikes sprout out in a line to inflict damage. Has a chance of freezing enemies.




	Ice Wall - Unlocked

	Creates a wall of ice that confines an enemy with a chance of freezing nearby enemies.




	Subzero Shield - Unlocked

	Create a shield of ice for defense. Inflicts damage after blocking enemy attacks and has a chance of freezing enemies.




	Frost Pillar - Unlocked 

	Summons a tree of ice on the ground that pulls nearby enemies in and has a chance of freezing them.




	Ice Spear - Unlocked 

	Summon a spear from the air for a limited amount of time that inflicts critical damage to enemies.




	Ice Blast (enhanced) - Unlocked

	Cast several arrows of ice that inflicts damage and has a 90% chance of freezing the enemy.




	Ice Pike (enhanced) - Locked

	Make ice spikes sprout out in both a line and a circle around you to 	inflict damage. Has a 90% chance of freezing enemies.




I couldn't put it off anymore. I started heading towards the coast to meet Jace. It would be nice to see him again. 




⎖   ⎖   ⎖   ⎖




“Crabs, I hate crabs, why are we here at the beach again?” I said to Jace standing on the beach of Sundread Coast just outside of Arcadia. 

“Sundread coast stretches from the southern tip of the Dragon’s Tail all the way north of the Hub, this little area we call the waterfront is just east of Arcadia, in fact I’m thinking it would be a great place to set up a crab shack, what do you think?” Jace answered jokingly. Already a level 52, a Paladin with a sub-class in engineering, and most important he and Gale were the leaders of the adventure guild known as the Five’s Army.  

“Seriously, sometimes you can be the worst, Vee was pretty adamant about meeting you here as soon as I could, what is it I rushed down here for?” I said frustratingly. 

“Sorry, I know you prefer things straight, truth is Gale and I were out here fishing and we were attacked by an assassin,” Jace’s face changed from a lighthearted smile to a sincere grin. He wasn’t playing games anymore. 

“You have time to fish?” I smiled. 

“Leading the Five’s is a tough job, gotta take a break once in awhile.”

“Sorry, all seriousness, I’m glad the two of you are alright, but why are WE here?” I asked. 

	“Sundread Coast has been a great spot for fishing, hunting sea serpents, Basilisks, and of course crabs, lots of hunting happens in this area and a lot of people have been disappearing, that was the real reason Gale and I were out here: We were investigating, and we discovered our would-be assassin wasn’t human, wasn’t troll or anything like that, it was cybernetic. We managed to injure it, and we watched it return to the sea. Gale managed to hit it with a tracker, and we followed it out in a boat we had borrowed but lost it…” Jace paused, “but not before discovering a new dungeon that has appeared.”

	“A new dungeon?” I asked. I was intrigued now.

	“An underwater dungeon, surrounded by three oil rigs and a sunken ship sticking halfway out of the water.”

	“Let me guess: You want my help raiding it.” 

	“When we first discovered the place that was what I was thinking; we all knew you would say no. Ariane, Ethan… they’ve already gone to the dungeon…” Jace paused, “that was a few days ago and they haven’t checked in,” he finished. 

	“Dungeons can take a long time, some take weeks to raid,” I answered. I was thinking about how Ariane, Ethan, and I had raided a tunnel dungeon in the Valley of Decay. It was where I had spent most of my time here. It was the fastest I had ever leveled up and cultivated my skills. I tried to brush this raid off like it was nothing, but I already knew the truth. Ariane was struggling trying to keep her mana high enough to keep Ethan alive. She had probably gone to the dungeon ahead of everyone in hopes of finding some supplies in the sunken ship. Even after one day, she had burned through all of Vee's stock as well as what the Five's Guild had given her. 




I paused and took a quick look at my interface. Ariane and I were still part of a party together and I could scry her profile as long as she was alive.  







Name: Ariane 

Age: 22

Gender: Female

Race: Human

Level: 48

Class: Tech-Mage / Necromancer

	

HP: 500

Mana: 550

Stamina: 200

	

Agility: 9

Endurance: 8

Intelligence: 10

Charisma: 10

Luck: 6




Abilities: Dragons Bane. Angel’s gaze, Spider’s bite. Various magic. 




Skills: Augmentation, Curse of Growth, Various magic. 




Inventory: M44 Rifle, Mithil (great sword), 7-1 Echo (pistol)




Reputation: Good 

Alignment: The Five’s Army,  Arcadia, The Hub

Languages: Common (English)







Once I checked, I knew that she was still alive, and I was sure Ethan was with her. 

“She’s alive,” I said.

“Funny, Vee said the same thing, you both sound so confident,” Jace said before adding a thank you onto that and continuing to fill me in. 

“The oil rigs are overrun with raiders, they are barricading around Arcadia, stealing supplies from ships that come in from the Hub, they are gearing up to go into the dungeon any day now, we can’t wait…” Jace said. 

“I get it,” I said smiling, I was in it now. Arcadia needed those supplies, Ariane and Ethan were friends, I couldn't isolate myself from the troubles that surrounded me, “I’m in, you can count on me”. 

“Thank you my friend, I wouldn't ask this if I thought we could handle it on our own; but we need your help. Once this is all said and done we’ll pay your way into the Hub, 100,000 scrip you can get in, don’t even need to worry about your strength,” Jace smiled… “one last trip to hell.” 







⎖   ⎖   ⎖   ⎖




I spent the next day discussing my plans with Vee. The first thing I had to do was get a freelancer license. The freelancer license is what allowed me to go on quests and accept missions via contract. It was the only legit way to scavenge and loot. Most of the raiders that were gathered on the oil rigs were out for themselves, they couldn’t trade with the towns and villages but they could sell their wear on the black market in the Hub. That meant that all of them would be level 50 or higher. I had no doubt that this was going to be a tough dungeon now. If both Ariane and Ethan had gotten lost or failed somehow, I couldn’t see how the rest of us would fare any better. Jace’s plan was simple. A small group of us would sneak in through the rigs to the dungeon entrance. The rest of the Five’s Army would lead an assault on the raiders, creating a massive distraction for us. After that we’d have twenty-four hours to find and rescue Ariane and Ethan and escape with whatever we could find. Another group would follow after us, breaking away from the Five’s Army. They would guard the entrance and our escape… a submarine that Jace and Gale had commissioned just for this venture. 

1000 scrip was sent ahead by a courier by the Five’s Army for my license. Another 1000 scrip sent to merchants for me to collect supplies. First, I visited my weapons smith, Kyler. He sharpened my blade, the Vesta Anoron. He had some new items I bought and sent ahead to the Five’s Guild house so that they could be packed with us, but most of his inventory had already been bought out by a group calling themselves the Iron Keep. It didn’t matter -- we had just enough; and on top of that, even as a small group, we would be taking along a mule. The mule was an all- terrain robotic companion that could carry extra gear, ammo, and weapons. Since this was a short adventure, we weren’t planning to take any food with us… only water and medical supplies. 




Kyler’s wears included:







Light Rifle

	

‘Made from rusted parts and refurbished from the M-44 rifles used during the resource wars on Earth. This weapon was originally designed as a makeshift weapon, but it soon turned into a huge mass production project and is now in use by many hired protection forces. Brought to Eda via seed ships. Common.’

	

	Damage: 5

	Class: None

	Weight: 10













Gauss Rifle

	

‘Special forces. Brought to Eda via seed ships. Uncommon.’

	

	Damage: 25

	Class: Paladin

	Weight: 20










Stake Rifle / Melee Combo




‘Shoots wooden stakes. Home-made. Custom.’ Every stake rifle comes with a wooden katana or machete.




Damage: 5 (50 against vampire)

Class: None

Weight: 2 










‘Consider Phlebas’




‘Designed by the Sun-Eater himself, this weapon is near indestructible and provides an instant kill when the A.I. is not too busy reading or quoting Shakespeare, it can be a little moody from time to time’




Damage: 100 / 0 (100% guaranteed to make you be or not to be)

Class: None

Weight: 10










Devil’s Sabre




‘Petty lords of war battle over mystic villages and ruins long lost. Owing allegiance to neither flag nor homeland, the Paladins fight without fealty and on behalf of the highest bidder, winning land and titles for benefactors they may never know… there was a time when one was only half of a whole, each deadly on their own but together superior, dominant.  Trick your enemies into melee combat, kill them before they come too close. The Devil’s Saber is a greatsword fused with the energy of a long-lost civilization born from dark arts. It is said that in its possession the bearer can hear the whispers of souls lost.’




Damage: 90 (requires level 80 Paladin) 

Class: Paladin 

Weight: 40










Light Bow (Quiver: 30) 




Survivalist. Stealth weapon.

	

‘This well-designed self-bow has been admirably constructed of long-lasting red oak wood. Its string is made from silver rat fur spun together. The limbs have been decorated with seemingly glowing runes and end in rounded curves ornamented with long spikes. The handle is wrapped in rare leather and decorated with rune-like symbols. The large quiver is made from hollowed out bamboo and is supposed to be worn around the archer's back.’

	

Damage: 5

Class: None 

Weight: 5










Small Pistol




‘Old war relic. Common.’

	

Damage: 2

Class: None

Weight: 5










Small Sword




Viking.  Common.

	

‘The blade itself is simple. No decorations. It has a narrow, twisted cross-guard, offering plenty of protection to the owner's hands and thus his or her life. The cross-guard has an elaborate miniature sword on each side, this is clearly a weapon not meant to be wielded by a commoner.’




Damage: 10 

Stamina Cost: 10-20 (heavy)

Class: None

Weight: 5










Steel Pipe 




‘Strong melee weapon great for bashing heads’

	

Damage 10

Class: None

Weight 10










Snapper




‘Used illegally in many counties as it’s accurate, reliable, and easy to maintain, 16-gauge, pump action. Fires a ballistic known as a bird bomb. Can be modified for frag-12. This shotgun has a pistol grip and a standard stock but don’t let that fool you. These custom stocks are made of whale bone and are expensive on the black market. This weapon was originally named the 4U-E, but most just called it the Snapper.’




Damage: 50

Class: None

Weight: 2










‘Ballistic Rifle - The Ambassador’

	

‘An energy rifle made illegal in half the galaxy.’




Damage: 90

Class: None

Weight: 15










‘Oathkeeper’




‘Bound. When activated this weapon drains the life force from its user until death. Found in wreckage of a mech in the Valley of Decay. It is possible this weapon once belonged to the famous bard known as Croon.’




Damage: Based on HP

Class: None

Weight: 20







Poor Croon. I could feel my heart ache as I thought about his sacrifice. I longed to hear him play music again. His deep voice groaning, watching as he tames the monsters of Eda. He was a hero, one of the best among us here in Eda. I wished the two of us could have shared more adventures together, I only hope that we one day meet again.

Kyler’s shop also had a large assortment of bio-organic body armor, ballistic jackets, leather armor, even samurai armor and a collection of katanas and swords of various designs. In the end I passed on most of his goods instead only buying ammo and a small dagger I could keep hidden in my boot. 




⎖   ⎖   ⎖   ⎖




Jace and I met that night back at the waterfront. Galen was with him. They had brought with them a new set of armor for me, along with a custom diving suit for my missing arm to wear over the top. I put my now-war-torn jacket and t-shirt inside a small duffle bag we were leaving on the coastline. The graphic on my tee had faded but it was a nice reminder of home. I promised myself I would come back for both of them. I felt like I was a part of the Five’s Army again. A feeling I didn’t quite like but had no choice but to face in the name of my friends. And these were my friends. Once I had thought of them as nothing but artificial programs, non-essential players in a game; but they were just as real as I. This was their world, and I was doing more than just visiting. I was living. 




A drone shot up from out of a box Galen had been carrying with him. After a few minutes of flying through darkness, we saw several wooden boats tied together to create small barges that connected climbing upwards towards the oil rigs. With night vision we took our first long look at the oil rigs that had been taken over by the raiders. Three of them, each with about twenty raiders onboard, each connected by a long orange and white bridge in the shape of a triangle. The last rig, the one that sat closest to the half sunken ship, had a long elevator shaft attached… the entrance to the dungeon. Manufactured by the raiders…the dungeon entrance itself was at the bottom of the great ocean. 


29.




Luna Moth




CALEB




	

	Caleb was making progress, though it was slower than he would have liked. A fallen tower in the middle of an eerie mountain, the entrance to the second tomb, the second giant’s dungeon. Beyond the fallen tower lies a small, humid room. Covered in rubble, more rubble and puddles of water. Caleb's torch allowed him to see what seemed like some form of a sacrificial chamber, aged and butchered by time itself. Further ahead were three paths. He took the middle. 

The twisted trail leads onwards, and soon he enters a ragged area. The floor is riddled with shredded blueprints, and a half-finished machine sits in a corner. 

“What happened in this place?” he ponders aloud. No answers come to him as he treads onwards, deeper into the dungeon's mysteries. Caleb passes many rooms and passages, some familiar. After hours of searching he eventually makes it to what is likely the final room. An immense wooden door blocks his path. Countless runes cover it, the same QR patterns as before, somehow untouched by time and the elements. Caleb steps closer to inspect it and hears a loud bang in the distance from which he came.

	A draugr approaches him from behind but he is ready for it. After cutting off its head, another appears, and another. Soon the passage from which he came is filled with hundreds. Something from the depths of the dungeon is giving them life. Caleb himself can feel it, the ethereal life energy, the ki flowing from below him. He knows he has reached his destination… the door, that has to be the way. Only there is no key. 

He strikes a wall and creates a barrier between himself and the horde. There is no going back now, no escape the way he came. As if scripted the door opens into another hallway. The ground beneath his feet is cracked and dry and the air is dusty. He can feel his skin sweat as his lungs burn with each breath. Sulfur. A strange energy hangs in the air and makes the hair on his arms rise. The environment around him makes him feel a sense of dread, that his life is in danger, this dungeon is definitely inhospitable but for now he has no choice but to press forward. Close around him he can hear growls and grunts, as if the walls themselves are telling him to tread with caution. 

	At the end of the tunnel Caleb finds himself atop a cliff staring at an underground city. The city is littered with shells, destruction, and carnage. Red, black and pink are the new colors of what must have once been a lively city which became the stage for a long destructive battle. The air which used to be rich with the scents of food, fresh fish and new brews is now stale with the scent of gunpowder, fire, and sulfur. 

Caleb thinks about his time with Myra, the two of them playing Moon Fire, the two of them forming their own party and how they tackled dungeons. 

	“The first thing to keep in mind is the composition of the party, since there are two of us, one of us will have to be a soldier and the other a healer, basically yin and yang, defense and offense,” Caleb would begin. 

“Together we can use our strengths to better understand each other's weaknesses. We can conquer any game if we work together,” Myra would finish. He was always so happy when the two of them took down a dungeon together, the joy in his little sister's eyes. He wished he could have hung out more, played more. He should have spent more time with her. 

	“Figure out the biggest threat and the biggest weakness of that creature. Knowing these two is usually enough to alter a creature and take it down. Whatever you encounter, never go in blind,” Myra told Caleb once as the two planned a strategy to board the ruins of the Luna Moth, a courier ship that had gone derelict. 

As Caleb thought of the two of them looking over the blueprints of the Luna Moth and planning their strategies, scouting the area ahead with drones, taking the ship one room at a time, he thought how awful it was that he was walking into the unknown now with his own life on the line. 

“Myra would understand,” he said aloud to herself. “Stronger attacks over more hit points. That was the way."  

That was the way the two of them took down the alien creatures that had made the Luna Moth their home. Favoring stronger attacks and longer cool-down times, the two of them would constantly switch places, leading their crusade against the cosmic terrors. Speed could be increased, as could the amount of attacks, cool-down time reduced. Resistance could be enhanced, added, immunities could be done. 

They were always prepared. The total opposite of how Caleb was playing now. Everything he was doing was going against his very nature.  




	In the center of the city stood an obelisk. In the sky above floated several Flumph creatures. Rare tentacled creatures. Harmless. The city sky was full of them. Caleb thought they must have moved in after the passing of the civilization that lived here. The obelisk was here to represent some kind of religious deity, a deity that would guard over the city and this region. It was once the soul of this city as Caleb stood in awe staring at the faded colors that once must have been bright and vibrant. The obelisk was probably designed by someone famous, someone everyone admired and now all of this was buried… forgotten. Tiny dark red flowers bloomed through the cracks with purple stems. It was amazing. Though he was deep underground there was an opening high above him, so far above and so wide he could see the sun, the clouds… and there was just enough light to make the city look like it was standing in dusk. 




	Caleb read the names etched on the bottom of the obelisk. None of which he dared pronounce. He thought of the Obelisk inside the Alacrity Research Spaceship, another vessel from ‘Moon Fire’ he and Myra explored. The Alacrity had an ellipsoid hull and a salvaged STL drive, which drew most of the ship's power when activated. It was equipped with an astronomical sensor system and defensive force shield, and in the very center of the ship a common area where an obelisk stood with all the developers’ names. It was an Easter egg. A secret hidden inside the game for players to find. 

	“What is this place?” he whispered to himself, running his hand along the carvings until he noticed another key and not far from it the entrance to another dungeon.




The first level always feels like a tutorial, a prologue while the second level introduces the elements that you’ll encounter. The third dungeon is always the hardest. The third dungeon, where the training wheels come off and the actual game begins. Caleb moved from one room full of insect-like monsters to the next fighting giant cockroaches, beetles, and a mantis-like mini-boss. By the time he reached the last room, he had leveled up several times and found his gear covered in bug guts. He felt like a mess and looked like one too; but that kind of vanity wasn't going to stop him on his quest. 

In games he always went for the best gear but always with style. He liked looking good in games. This time he didn’t care. His armor was thick and plain, his weapons bland and ordinary. He was wearing a tactical vest and a coat with fur around the collar, but the coat was already torn in several areas, and he could feel the cold air against his skin. As he made his way to the last room, he caught a glimpse of himself in a reflection of blood on the ground. A part of him wanted to cry. If Myra saw him now, what would his little sister think?

The second key took him through a dungeon door, and he found himself staring at a giant hive. The hive was of course filled with giant insects the size of people. All working in unison to kill him. As he fought his way inside, one thing became clear. The tombs were doing impossible things. 

Caleb decided to go with the flow. Giant creatures and daemons weren’t weird, so why did he feel like the insects were strange? Maybe it was more the way they acted. Like they were born for one purpose, to hunt him down. This dungeon, the third dungeon, didn’t seem to support any kind of ecosystem like the other parts of the game. Caleb felt like he was being tested. 

A giant spider came up from below the ground. A trap door spider. It reached giant mandibles towards Caleb as he jumped backwards, hacking away at the long limbs as they closed in on him. The spider shrieked and went back underground. Caleb took his rifle and shot the ground below his feet. There was a groaning sound before everything went silent. He was almost to the end.  




Crawling through more underground tunnels Caleb wished he could have found another way through this third tomb, but there was no stopping him. Against a horde of roaches he fought and found himself moving towards a great altar. He passed through under it and found a wide open space. A land burning, literally. Fires were wreaking havoc to everything that was even remotely alive, which at the time was very little. His mind began to wonder again what was behind all of this and what had created this twisted hive. Caleb felt slightly panicked as danger was everywhere around him. Moving forward was manageable, but the countless colors of odd-looking creatures kept him from wandering too far off his path. While they seemed curious and amicable, the time to take risks was over. 




Through the top of the hive, Caleb could see a blood red moon. Eda is so much like Earth, if Earth was filled with monsters and technobabble…. As he slowly approached a monolith in the center of the open area, he could see bits and pieces of humanoid creatures that had been at war. 

Whatever happened had happened long ago; but there was still a darker magic at work around him. 

A draugr appeared, walking towards him, its greatsword dragging the ground behind it. Caleb moved in for the kill and split the draugr, which was most definitely some kind of undead precursor, in half. The creature continued to crawl towards him before he put it to an end. As he pushed his sword into the ground he felt it hit something metal below him. He began digging and found the entire hive was built on top of some kind of starship. He opened a hatch and climbed inside. Not wanting to take long he used his abilities to create a light and look at his surroundings. 

“Welcome, child,” said a voice. 

“Who are you?” Caleb asked. 

“I am Mother Machine,” the voice answered, “come to me,” it said.

Caleb continued down a dark dim lit corridor into the hull of the buried starship and found himself staring at a giant silver woman whose body was made of a tangle of tubes and wires. Her face was never still. Most likely, Caleb thought, her face was made of tiny nano machines that were working together in unison to create a figure Caleb could relate too. 

A golem made from machine parts. 

“Are you the one responsible for the dead outside? The giant bugs?” Caleb asked. 

“A mistake was made long ago, a project gone bad, we sealed ourselves away in this realm, below the world of the living, below the world of the Ema; and we lost ourselves. Not long after a war between the precursors of this world and humans broke loose as both sides tried to reclaim my power, but I protected myself. I freed myself,” Mother Machine said. The precursors, as Caleb understood them, were as a species that lived on Eda before humanity.

“So you are, the mistake you made… trapping yourself here, why?” 

“The moon in this realm is always red, the air foul, we exiled ourselves when we failed our right of passage, we failed to ascend.”

“So you’re an AI created by precursors? What do you mean you failed” 

“Created by both to bring peace, to leave this world, to another, but we lost control, shelter, we sealed ourselves away inside”.

“And what do you want me to do?” Caleb asked.

“I never was, am always to be. No one sees me, nor will. I am the confidence of all, to live and breathe on this terrestrial ball… I am tomorrow.”

“That would mean you are the future?”

“Die without me, never thank me, Always there, gone and always lurking, never to be again, I am the past,” 

“I am trying to understand,” Caleb said. 

“Take with you our knowledge, let our mistakes be the last.”

“What mistake did you make?” 

“We challenged the guardians and lost, the tombs you crawl in looking for artifacts, looking for keys, you search for family but you will find none in this place, none in this world,”

“Some kind of Oracle now?”

“I am what you see, an old machine, the last guardian of the realm."

“So what makes you think I won’t find my family?”

“Eda is a world lost, fabricated beyond the real, inside the ether, this world knows no love.”

“Maybe that’s your interpretation but this quest I’m on… I’m doing it for love.”

“You will fail.” 

“Mother Machine, you have failed, don’t push your faults onto others.”

With Caleb's words the AI went silent. 




Caleb smirked. Proud he shut the machine up but wondering if it would come back with another pessimistic robot response. The starship was ancient, and it was obvious that Mother Machine had been buried for years without any real interaction. Could a machine go insane? Caleb assumed that after the precursors went to war and fell, Mother Machine herself released the genetically altered insects and cleansed the world around her. She kept the insects, her only companions alive as she guarded the monolith. 

‘What would she do now?’ Caleb thought aloud wondering if Mother Machine would attempt to make more mindless creatures. He felt sorry for the artificial intelligence just as he would another human being. Empathy is a strong feeling. This wasn’t a pocket dimension inside Eda, just another dungeon, which served as a prison for Mother Machine.

“Mother Machine, I wish you well, thank you for taking the time to speak to me, I will prove you wrong,” Caleb smirked. 

“I hope so, child,” Mother Machine responded before disappearing. 

All the nanites scattered and slid into the walls. 

A sword stood in front of Caleb. He picked it up and left his old sword in place. Swearing one last time that he would not fail in her quest. 







Drengskapr




‘A dao sword Forged in the heart of Mother Machine and cooled by the ice of Niffleheim. There are only two outcomes to every battle… either you live or you die.’




Damage: 150 (with a chance of critical strike) 

Class: None

Weight: 20







With his eyes focused forward, Caleb moved back above ground towards the monolith and found it was inscribed with more of the same code as he had seen before. Tired and hungry, he stopped and ate with a great sense of adventure, a curious mind, a perseverance that made him want to explore this realm further… only there was little time. Sitting on the ground near the monolith was another key. 




	Caleb would continue his search through Eda. 
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Down Below




Myra







The sky was gray and the air was cold. The darkness surrounded me as I woke up to the sound of our small boat hitting the edge of the raiders’ floating wooden encampment. A foul stench filled the air as we climbed out of the darkness, and the barge swayed beneath us. I could hear the sounds of the waves crash against the sides of the rig ahead of us. Jace, Galen, myself and two others, one named Colin and another named Simcoe, were with us. Both were level 50 and armed with energy weapons. That had been one of the Five’s specialties. Jace motioned for us to move forward. He may have been the youngest among us, but he was also our designated leader. He had come a long way since serving as Molto’s second hand man and tech support. 

“We have to go up, Bravo company is going to attack at dawn, that gives us about half an hour to make our way to the elevator. Once we’re down we have twenty-four hours to make our escape. We have planted oxygen tanks spread out across the bottom of the ocean floor, dropped by our drones ahead of time, a few more coming; we’ll have to use those to make it to the submarine. From there it's back home. Don’t kill anyone unless absolutely necessary,” said Jace holding a holographic map protruding from a PDA wrapped around his wrist. We all nodded our heads. From this point on we were to remain silent. 

Slowly we climbed the ropes to the second wooden barge, making sure to check our corners and stay hidden in the darkness. Most of the raiders were asleep… the rest were drunk or drinking. A small group were gathered around a poker table, playing something that looked like a variation of blackjack. When one lost he screamed at the other, ready for a fight, breaking his glass bottle of beer and waking several of the others sleeping around him. The winner took out a small dagger as they stood facing each other before laughing and continuing their game. We crept quietly behind the commotion, kneeling beneath a window along a small one-and-a-half-foot ledge. I could hear the wooden floor creaking beneath me as I prayed with every step that the barge wouldn’t fall apart and break, as crooked screws and nails stuck out around us. Several jabbed the bottoms of my feet. The raiders had assembled this place in a matter of days and had little knowledge of infrastructure. 

The raiders, still human like Jace, came from the North, a place called Hiur. They were a long way from home, looking to make themselves rich by pillaging the southern territories. They cared little for human life… but that didn’t make the idea of killing any of them any less regretful. 

I followed behind Jace and Galen as we made our way to the bottom of the first oil rig. One at a time we climbed. 

Once we reached the top, Jace pointed towards a tripwire. Slowly, he took out a pair of wire cutters and deactivated the small explosive device. An argument was heard above us. Another pair of raiders, only this time there was blood. One of them fell forward, able to see us. His eyes lit up as he began shouting, but he was dead before his warning was heard. Killed over some subtle bet. 

“We are wasting valuable time,” said Galen as the sun began to rise. In the distance there was a storm. Lightning struck the top of the second oil rig, the one we didn’t have to swarm across. We were already past the hard part, all we had left was to cross the bridge and journey down the elevator. 

The smell of fresh fish filled the air. It was familiar. Just like being back home. Nets lay out across the flat surface of the rig filled with thousands of fish jumping, squirming in their nets. They must have been pulled up mere minutes before, as the water still ran downwards towards us. The rigs weren’t exactly balanced. Parts of them were rusted over and others were breaking apart. The rigs had once been a part of an expansion planned by the Hub. Oil was a much-needed resource on this world. Used to power vehicles that couldn’t be sustained by solar energy or mana. 

Many of the resources found on Earth were abundant here, but with so few people there was no infrastructure, no one to mine or manufacture for the needs of many. The human population of Eda was less than a hundred thousand. Most humans chose to hunt and gather, practice magic, it was a simpler way of life. Maybe that had been brought on and taught to them by the players, those that remembered the real world and wondered if one day they would all wake up from this place as if it were a dream. 

I was waiting for us to get caught, for a raider to notice us and sound the alarm. Nothing. We made it across the bridge and stood in front of the elevator. Our ticket down. Jace opened the door. As the sun rose we saw our dropships coming to attack. There were already missiles flying across the air when we began our descent. 




⎖   ⎖   ⎖   ⎖




We were halfway down when a part of the first oil rig exploded. Jace handed me a small breather that I wrapped around my face. I had enough oxygen for about fifteen minutes. We had a good idea that the cave would be hospitable, but we were still taking a big risk. We hit the water hard. Even with the wet suit and armor underneath, I could feel the cold. Once we were below the surface it was clear. Around us swam schools of fish. Some bigger than others. In the distance I could see a creature that looked like it was a hybrid between a shark and an octopus. I imagined calling it a sharktopus. I could just imagine the movies being made about it back home. One of the creatures, a massive whale-like creature with jagged teeth that protruded upward and what looked like boar tusks growing out of the front of its head came towards us. It’s long tail hit against the elevator shaft and we shook for a second. The assault in the world above was frightening it. It was running away as debris fell to the ocean floor below, probably crushing our oxygen tanks and making our escape harder than it should be. The first part of our mission was turning into a success. It was only natural that something would go wrong. 




⎖   ⎖   ⎖   ⎖




The further below the surface we descended the stronger the pressure against my suit became. We had to move slowly, so as not to lose consciousness. Just like diving. We'd have to do the same when we ascended. I felt the weight of the water around me pushing against my ribs, my legs as it became harder to move. Our suits were advanced. We could venture several leagues down without being in any real danger, but there was still a physical toll we paid. The elevator slowed, allowing our bodies to adjust to the pressure. Another reason we would be using the submarine to escape was that the pressure change would kill us. 	

The dungeon entrance, the sunken starship, was covered in coral. It had been here a long time. Longer than most of the ruins I remembered seeing on the surface. Perhaps it was as old, if not older than the Fire Shrine. A water shrine… maybe? There was a small lever that had recently been cleaned and pulled. Ariane and Ethan had come this way… most likely underwater in an attempt to avoid the raiders above. All this trouble. Ariane really cared for Ethan. Ariane gave me hope when I thought I lost it. She reminded me again and again what it was that I was fighting for. 

Jace, Vee, and Ariane were the only three people in this world I trusted. Without the three of them I would be dead. 

I could see metal plates buried beneath the coral. I wanted to talk to Jace about what we were looking at, but with our masks on that was impossible. All the advanced technology we had at our disposal and underwater communication was still not an option. It didn’t bother me too much. We were all thinking the same thing. Every dungeon once began as something else. Some of them were temples turned to ruins that eventually became dungeons, others were castles, buried and forgotten cities, mines, and of course starships. Jace had taken me into one of these before. An infant dungeon that had once been a small settlement inside the Valley of Decay. I watched as he killed a Hollow Mass. I still cringe when I think about what I saw there. When I think about what Molto had done to the inhabitants. How many Hollows waited for us now? Did we pack enough heat to take care of them or was this a dead end. 

This was an old dungeon, and I could only imagine what terror waited for us inside. Jace opened the round door valve, and we moved inside slowly, allowing the mule which had been following us at a distance to get inside first. Colin was the last one inside when the door closed on its own and the water began draining out around us. We could see two other wetsuits on the floor. Ariane and Ethan. I checked my HUD again. Still alive. I smiled. 




⎖   ⎖   ⎖   ⎖




We didn’t bother to take off our wetsuits. They were made to provide environmental protection against even the most dangerous environments, but that didn’t change the fact that the entire dungeon was humid. Once we stepped out of the air pressure chamber entrance, we found ourselves inside a large room with several research stations spread out and most importantly, we found a map. The room was lit up and smelled like bleach. The smell made me nauseous. It was the first time I had smelled anything like cleaning supplies in this world and my senses didn’t feel dulled. There was a hum in the air as ventilation shafts kicked on and off. The station wasn’t falling apart but it had been neglected. Still it was in better shape than most dungeons.   

“We’re in the main hub. Research lab 1. To our right is a mess and to the left are the barracks and two storage rooms. Two hallways lead to two more research stations and a docking area. If we take the one to our left we’ll go through R & D 3, which leads to agriculture and an unmarked room. My bet is that is where Ariane and Ethan went. If we go the right we’ll go through the docking area to the bridge… I think we should split up,” said Galen. 

“Splitting up is always a bad idea, don’t you watch movies? Holos?” I said. 

“Splitting up is the best way we are going to cover this entire place,” Jace said, nodding towards Galen. 

“You guys are crazy, we can’t, we have an entire day,” I was beginning to feel like their responses were all going to be automated. They were acting like NPC’s but that was the way of this world. They had been dungeon diving their whole lives; taking risks and finding the fastest paths were just a part of the dive. 

“Simco, Colin, you guys go to the bridge; Gale, Myra, myself, we’ll head into the agricultural area and find out what lies behind our mystery door,” said Jace. 

“Fine, you lead the way,” I said towards Jace, who obviously wasn’t listening to me even though it was his idea to bring me along. 

“Remember, I’m not a part of your guild and you can’t boss me around,” I said as we entered the R & D bay 3. 

“I know, I know you are right but I was wrong, we don’t have twenty- four hours, we actually only have a few, we just got word that there is another raiding party coming down from the North, if we aren’t gone by the time they arrive we are all going to die down here,” Jace said. 

“That complicates things,” I said, nodding, wishing he had said something before. 

That was the way of leaders. Sometimes they withheld information when they weren’t sure how everyone would react to it. Had he said something right before we made it aboard the oil rigs, we might have called the whole mission off and Ariane and Ethan would have no chance. If he had said something while we were on the oil rig, then we would have rushed. I could understand… that was another reason I had chosen not to align myself with any guild. 




The R & D station was filled with large clear vats. Some of them were empty, but a few held the bodies of what looked like Mermen. Bodies that were part human and part… something else.. They looked like the Creature from the Black Lagoon. Other vats were filled with cybernetic creatures both mechanical and bio-organic that looked like the assassin Jace had said attacked them at Sundread Coast and led them to discover this dungeon. The cybernetic assassin was low level and barely alive. It turned off moments after I studied it, as if my stare was enough to set it free of this world. 

“What are they?” said Jace aloud.

“Humans? Fish-people? It looks like they were doing some kind of experiment here,” I said pointing out how different the Mermen looked from one another, obvious genetic differences. Some had tails, others legs, some had five fingers while others had fins. One had the head of a seal while another had two heads with gills. It was a vast room filled with vats, filled with creatures that were all dead and trapped. Some especially, even seemed to resemble the trolls in the Deadlands. 

“Any idea what happened to the crew of this place?” I asked. 

“None whatsoever, not even any bodies around,” said Jace. Soon enough we learned why. A large creature was stalking the corner of the room. It looked like a hybrid between a black widow spider and a giant caterpillar. It had a massive jaw that dragged on the ground as it took notice of us moving in our direction slowly. 

“Hostile, twelve o’clock,” I said, igniting my left arm into a blade of ice. I felt my mana drain. Not much but more than usual… maybe it was the pressure being so far under the surface. I figured if anything, the cold damp air would have made me more powerful but there was something wrong. The air was stale. Recycled. There wasn’t even dust. The creature continued forward. None of us fired. Instead we studied it for a moment waiting for it to strike at us like any of the creatures of dungeons would normally do, but it didn’t. Instead it moved past us. Towards the hallways and that was when we saw it come to rest. 

Each of us lowered our weapons and we continued towards the agricultural area entering another hallway. This one was darker than the rest of the ship. We could see some light at the end of a tunnel. It looked like moonlight. The agricultural area was a jungle. Vines and trees grew around us spread out across the rectangular room. It was strange, feeling so small in such a confined space. Gale studied a screen on the side of the station wall for a moment. 

“I think I understand this; this part of the ship is set on a day/night cycle, an environment that simulates the conditions of another,” he said. We took a moment to study the plants. None of them were native to Eda, and I didn’t recognize any of them from Earth. 

“Colin? Simcoe?” said Jace through some kind of communication device attached to his wrist, “report in, we’ve reached the agricultural chamber and found the mystery door. It’s locked, looks like you need some kind of keycard to get inside, we are going to head back your way. Do you copy?” there was no answer. “Something might be wrong with communication, we are inside a dungeon,” said Galen. There was nothing wrong. Colin and Simcoe were dead and the three of us knew it. 

I double-checked my interface, and since I added them as party members before our quest began I should have been able to look at their profile anytime without being around them. There was nothing. I should have looked sooner. They were both past level 50 and something had managed to take both of them out. This wasn't a normal dungeon. 




⎖   ⎖   ⎖   ⎖




We double backed and found that R & D 2 was a nightmare. Traps and tripwires everywhere. It was dark and the vents were blowing hot air into the entire lab. Several vats looked like they had been smashed open from the inside. It was the opposite of R & D 3. The same creature that we had seen earlier had disappeared. We readied our weapons as we entered the dangerous part of the dungeon. This is what we had been preparing for. I felt my heart racing when I saw Ariane. She was standing over Colin’s body. She had impaled him with her staff. Something was wrong with her eyes. It was wrong. Ethan stood beside her. He looked more monstrous than before. Parts of him had mutated beyond recognition. More monster than living dead. He saw us and began running our way hunched over on all fours; he ran like a wolf. 

Ethan hit Gale, knocking him back, spinning him around so he fell with his back to the ground and hit his head. He must have been seeing stars as he fired wildly into the air. I know none of us wanted to kill Ethan, but it was clear whatever had been left of his soul was gone and he had given himself over to the dead. More animal now, he had been fighting it all since he had been brought back to life. I listened to the sound of gun fire again as my ears buzzed, and I realized that I was now the one firing alongside Jace. 

Gale rolled again as Ethan slammed his fists down, cracking the concrete below. I felt like the entire dungeon was shaking. I tried to cast a shield of ice around Gale, but nothing happened. My mana was being drained. I barely had enough to keep my ice glaive hard enough to hold my rifle steady. 

“Ariane!” Jace shouted, throwing his rifle aside and unsheathing his sword from his back. He held it with both hands and lounged forward towards Ethan, splitting him in half. Ariane herself kicked Colin’s body aside where Simcoe stood. Both bodies had been rapidly aged. Ariane herself looked like she had sucked the life out of both of them. 

“She’s turned into a daemon,” said Jace. 

“What are you talking about?” I shouted. 

“It’s a virus. Something new, I’ve heard rumors of it,” he answered. 

I looked down at the damage that had been done to Galen by Ethan. I felt my body tremble. A small hole in his wetsuit showed there was a red blob of blood right above his armpit. If there was an infection it was possible now that Gale would turn on them. Gale rose up above the pain towards the sky, I could see it in his eyes. He was wishing for all of this to be over. We never should have come down here. Jace and Ariane stood with their swords held high in the air. Ariane’s sword lit with the light of a thousand suns as she cast an ability upon it. The light nearly blinded all of us, but both Jace and I looked away in time. We knew a few of her tricks. The sword she used was called Dawnbreaker. Found in a dungeon in the Valley of Decay, it was cursed and allowed its user to blind their opponents and monsters with a cool down time of 90 seconds. It took Jace 60 seconds to strike full force. One blow from his monstrous blade and Ariane was gone. Dust. 

I burst into tears. It wasn't supposed to go down this way. Our rescue mission ended in failure as Ariane’s body disintegrated away like ashes in the air and a keycard fell to the ground beside her staff, a few magic rings, and Dawnbreaker.
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Entros




Gale picked up Dawnbreaker and packed it inside the mule, along with several of the rings and other miscellaneous items Ariane had dropped. Tears fell down my face as I lost one of the closest friends I had in this world. I had to remind myself that there was no way we could have saved her. I had seen something similar. A young girl infected, turning animals into daemons before. I thought she had been some kind of dungeon boss, but perhaps I was wrong and I was lucky that I had made it this far without seeing more incidents like this. Even Vee had made mention of how the daemons were able to corrupt human souls. What was it here that had caused this? We began to carefully look around but we were running out of time. Jace took two dog tags from the bodies of Colin and Simcoe, along with their weapons, and placed them inside the mule. He laid their bodies out beside the spot Ariane had turned to dust and whispered a prayer, holding his hands together, his head down, and eyes closed. A fireball appeared from his palms and he burned the bodies till there was nothing left. After that we stood in silence for what felt like an eternity but should have been longer. 

“She taught me that,” Jace said, holding the keycard. “The raiders are coming, I can hear the elevator,” he added, “take the keycard and find out what lies behind our mystery door, we are going to blow this place to hell and get out of here, Gale and I will set the charges,” he ordered. I wanted to remind him once again that I was not a part of his guild and that he couldn’t boss me around; but even after everything that had just happened I was as curious as he was what secrets were behind the door, and I thought maybe it would give me answers as to what and how this happened to Ariane and Ethan. 

I ran back through the dimly lit corridors, avoiding any tripwires and mines we might have missed. I ran into the main research lab, and as the fluorescent light hit my eyes, I stumbled turning towards the second hallway, which led to the home of the mysterious Merman and spider-caterpillar creature that had mysteriously disappeared. As I came to reach the agricultural area I saw the creature again. It stared at me with distant eyes but I was not threatened by it, only curious as to what its intent may have been. How long had it been living here in this dungeon, was it sentient? I wish I could have just walked up and asked it but that was impossible. It fled when I came near. It was more afraid of me than I was of it. Past the strange, wild trees and flowers and vines that grew and smelled like lilies, I came again to the sealed doorway of the dungeon and swiped the keycard. Nothing happened. I swiped again and a green light flickered and steam blew out from the sides around the edges of the doorway. The steam rapidly aged some of the plants around me as I covered my mouth, afraid now that I had just sealed my own fate. 

Inside the dungeon I found a large round sphere. Similar to the one that had greeted me during my time playing Bane in the real world and before falling apart at the starting point when I came into this world. This sphere was larger, though, and sat atop a pedestal with several long tubes running out from around its core. The eye of the sphere lit up as I walked inside the control room. This was a strange dungeon. Unlike any other I had encountered before. No real monsters to speak of and creatures that were docile and strange. 

The sphere spoke a strange language. Nothing I could even try to translate until suddenly, in a dull British accent it began to talk. 

“Sorry about taking so long, so long, so long, it’s been so long,” it said, almost singing the words. 

“Human, correct,” it scanned me with a green ray of light. 

“Earth, Myra, 19, level 41, Cryomancer…” it went on listing several of my stats and skills aloud. 

“What are you?” I said.

“We’ve met before, in dreams, I AM Entros, MIND, uploaded, crashed, before Eda became what it is, when the land was mist and fire, when giants fell and became the mountains and laid down into their tombs, when humans came and the daemons followed from the void and we flew through time and space and came to fall from the sky, falling forever, submerged, this world and others, burning, infected, systems, failing,” it began to speak in another language again.

“I have dreamt of you, You weren’t a machine, you were some kind of creature, how are you here?” I asked.

“Came before humanity, through the cloud, to escape another war, another world, came too few, found our way, gave our gifts, fought against the daemons and together fled,” it said. 

“Are you infected by the daemons?” I asked.

“Infected, yes, as this… May I see your weapon?” it asked.

“My weapon?” I said in return. It’s green holographic light shined on ‘Bendi’s rifle’ and then there was a strike of electricity as the gun fell from my hands. I felt the static around me as the sphere turned red and fell and the lights inside the dungeon turned off. 




“Myra what happened?” said Jace through a comm. 

I hadn’t even realized he had a small communications device built into the suit they had given them. I concluded that the sphere, the Entros was dead and we had to focus on getting out. 

“It’s gone,” I said.

“What’s gone?” he asked.

“The dungeon lord,” I responded in kind.

I investigated further and found a small locked chest behind the sphere. I looked inside wondering what awaited me and found my EXP immediately doubled and I was now at level 42. +15 in Luck. Inside the chest I found a taser gun, 10 firebombs, and a short dagger called ‘Poseidon’s Thrall’ along with several bags of rations and purified water. 

‘Poseidon’s Thrall’ was a short dagger with a wavy design. I felt strange and wet when I held it in my hand and found that I couldn’t access any information about it. I called Jace to send me the mule and I packed the loot inside it just as I had planned. The mule lit my way back, and when I returned back to the main hub the creature had once again disappeared. Gale and Jace were ducked down behind cover. Gale's suit had been patched using pieces of Ariana’s found near the entrance. 

"She's gone and yet she's still saving my ass," Gale said. 

“We went down into the docking room, found several wrecked subs and hovercraft, but the place was flooded out. A few sharks made their way inside, but most of them scattered at the first sight of us. The bridge was all underwater, but there was some loot inside. We grabbed a few more swords and some artifacts we’ll research later,” said Jace, “but right now the elevator on the outside has been activated and we are planning to receive some company,” he finished.

“I can’t, I can’t kill anyone,” I said. 

“You don’t have to, just cover fire, we’ll take care of the rest,” said Gale.

“That's the same thing, don’t you get it?” I said. I couldn’t stand the thought of anyone else dying, not here, not like this, not when there were far worse things coming for all of us. Vee had told me awhile back about the daemons, and I promised myself if I couldn’t find a way home I would protect this world and my own from such nightmares. 

“Darn it, Jace,” I said, kneeling beside him, my gun hung over the edge of a console. 

The doors to the entrance opened, and five raiders came through heavily armed. One of them was wearing a full set of power armor. I fired into the air above them. Jace and Gale did the rest. After a small firefight we opened the entrance to the elevator shaft and made our way outside. I swam with my gun floating down by my side and a sword strewn across my back, sometimes holding onto the mule and other times pushing myself forward on my own, grabbing the small oxygen containers that the Five’s Army had dropped across the ocean floor. Within minutes we were outside the submarine they had commissioned. 

“I thought I was going to drown for sure,” said Jace laughing. 

“That was close,” agreed Galen. 

I stood quietly next to the two of them inside the pressure chamber on the submarine. It would take about an hour for our bodies to slowly adjust enough so we wouldn’t get sick on the surface. I was angry as I stared at my gun.. A red light stood blinking, and then I heard a voice in my head. 

“Myra, shhh… ok… listen up, this is going to sound strange but I’m tapped into your brain user interface via static waves, so long as you are holding your rifle, me, I can speak with you,” it said.

“Who are you!” I said aloud, catching Jace and Gale by surprise.

“Myra? You ok?” said Gale.

“Not you. Never mind, forget it, I think this tight space is getting to me,” I said, trying my best not to sound crazy.

“Nice save,” the voice said again.

I did my best not to speak.

“You don’t have to speak, you can type your words out, use your interface and communicate with me as if you would another player,” the voice said and so I began… ‘what is happening?’ 

“I am inside your weapon, the rifle known as ‘Bendi’, not a good name. I don’t like it; let’s just call us Zero. I am the dungeon lord you met under the ocean. I am all that remains of the Entros. I am a refugee, a creature that came to this world like you, like others you know of. I can help you survive; I have been here since the beginning, and I am afraid I will be here till it ends,” the voice / Zero said. 

'What was that creature? How did you get to be in that underwater dungeon? Why are you referring to yourself as a dungeon lord? Did you send an assassin after my friends?'

“That creature in my dungeon was a bio-organic construct created to observe the world above, that was a prototype, larger than the ones on the surface that you would mistake for spiders and other types of bugs. Unfortunately, now that I have disconnected from my ship, I can only see what you see when you are holding me. The assassin, as you called it, was created to grab your attention and lead you to me; the time had come for me to return to the world above and stop playing the role of observer. As the last of my kind it has been lonely below, ” Zero said.

‘What about the Mermen?’ 

“I was trying to create a body for myself, trying to escape my underwater world; so many times I had managed to nearly make myself whole but the last few of my living family passed away centuries ago in various forms. I was afraid, too afraid; and so I gave way, seeing the world through the eyes of the worm. And I refer to myself as a dungeon lord because that is what I am, had it not been you I welcomed into my home you would have found far more traps and far more problems come your way,” Zero finished. I let go of my gun and the connection was lost. When I placed my hand back on my grip I heard a small bing sound and Zero was back in my head again, “That felt weird, strange feeling being one place and nowhere the next, I guess I’ll have to get used to that, especially with what is to come.”

‘And what is to come? Are you responsible for what happened to Ariana and Ethan,’ I asked.

“If I was would you destroy me now, melt me down into scrip or sell me on the market, maybe bury me in the ground,” there was a pause, “no, I am not responsible for Ariana and Ethan, she had been infected before she came down, in fact I was able to study her transformation and the way she lost herself to the darkness,” Zero said. 

I let go of the rifle again. Ariana had become infected somewhere else, some other quest, that was both good and bad news. It meant that Jace, Galen, and I were currently safe from any strange exposure I might have been worrying about; but it meant that somewhere out there something was spreading, something was infecting adventurers and humans alike, and who knows how long it would be before it spread into any of the towns or worst, the Hub. 

“I need passage to the Hub as soon as we make it back to land,” I said towards Jace, who was studying some of the strange objects recovered in the underwater dungeon, along with a submariner uniform and an icebreaker pickaxe. There was also a harpoon gun, a trident, whale oil, a waterproof flashlight, and a few other pieces of junk we had grabbed in our escape.  

“Yeah, no problem, but why the rush?” he asked.

“I just want to make sure I get to where I need to be before you ask for any more favors,” I smiled. 

I placed my hand back on my rifle. ‘Do you know a way out of this world?’ I asked.

 Zero was silent before answering, “negative.”


32.




Daemon




A part of me felt bad anytime I let go of my rifle now. As if every time I did I was somehow killing Zero or sending him to some kind of strange limbo. He assured me it was no big deal. Perhaps it was the same as when I respawned… that world between worlds. I hoped that he could see the stars and the heavens, maybe he went somewhere warm, some paradise in his own mind where he could feel young and alive again. I knew that was most likely a lie I was telling myself. I couldn’t stand to have Zero in my head 24/7 and I still didn’t completely trust him but if it was true I wondered if it might have been better to die. That wasn’t why I let go of my rifle now. I had let go of my rifle because as we came to the surface we were ambushed by a group of daemons. The daemons we faced now were made from the bodies of the raiders that had fallen at the oil rig. Their bodies sewn, squished together in mass to create a new form, a form with wings like a bird but the head of a beast, giants with gears grafted on their sides. They were swarming our submarine. Swarming the sides as they crawled up from the waves. We weren’t the only ones under attack. In the distance where Arcadia was I could see smoke and fire. The raiders that came from the North had been carrying the disease, the infection, the virus with them all along. 

That was one of the reasons the Entros refused to let them in… the reason it had turned to us. Perhaps it was a friend. I drew out my sword and swung back-to-back with Jace and Galen. A large dropship flew above us and crashed down on the far away harbor destroying several of the yachts that had been secured there. 

“What the hell is going on?” screamed Jace hoping to hear from HQ. 

There was nothing. I sliced through a daemon and jumped down, making my way towards the beach as I stood with the water just below my waist. I could feel the tide pulling me back. My whole body felt heavy as I pushed forward towards the sand. The water was red. The sun raged its heat down on us. Across the dunes on the horizon they walked, stalking us like we were sheep and they were wolves. Some of the daemons were in fact wolves… infected, transformed. This whole darn world was going to hell. 

Gale pulled the Dawnbreaker from the mule and screamed for us to close our eyes. A white light surrounded us as we caught our breaths on the shore. I could still feel the sharp shells scrape against my knees; my wetsuit was so damaged I shed it like a snake would shed their skin. 

The sound of metal against metal. A mech. Another one of the Five’s great and expensive weapons came running towards us. It sounded far off at first, but as its shadow crossed in front of the sun, we saw it standing on the hills above firing its machine guns and blasts of energy at the daemons. 

“We’ve come to rescue you, boss,” said the mech pilot.

“‘Bout time you got here, the submarine captain is retreating, we have to get back to Arcadia,” said Jace.

“Arcadia is burning, the whole city is on fire, we’ve stashed what we could but our HQ was one of the first they hit. They came out of nowhere, like they were planning this whole thing. They aren’t attacking us like wild animals,” said the mech pilot. 

“Great, Just great, I had Croon’s guitar in there, if he ever comes back he’s going to kill me,” said Jace. 

“Croon’s dead isn’t he?” asked Galen.

“Dead, alive, never sure with that guy, got a message from him yesterday. Seems he’s up North near the Tomb of Giants chasing a bounty, and won’t be back for awhile,” said Jace off-topic from the battle at hand. It was a nice surprise to hear that Croon was alive. I wondered if Vee had known? And why I was all of a sudden only learning about it now. 

Once we left the beach we didn’t pause. We grabbed hold of the mech and it carried us upwards across the Sundread Coast and through a valley that led us to Arcadia. When the mech pilot said that Arcadia was burning it was an understatement. Many of the guilds and merchants that sold weapons had storehouses filled with gunpowder and power batteries. Most all of these merchants were within earshot of one another along with their storage spaces so when the daemons attacked… they hit them first. 

The mech pilot was right, someone was behind this attack. I picked up Zero and aimed down my sight so that he too could see…. ‘What is happening?’ I asked. “It looks like they finally found their king,” said Zero. Another darn king. What was wrong with this place? 

It should have been obvious kings and queens just don’t work anymore… I guess it was better than a daemon dictator or daemon parliament but still… another king I would have to kill. 

‘Pretty soon they’ll be calling me a kingslayer,’ I said to Entros. “They already do Myra, your defeat of the Troll King has not gone unnoticed,” he said. 

‘Ok, so where do we go? How do I find the king in all of this chaos?’ 

“Not that easy, the king wouldn’t be here, the daemons have a hive mind, the king would have an alpha here that he is using to lead this attack but he could be anywhere on Eda,” Entros finished as he began scanning the area.

A part of me wanted to run to find Vee’s shop, but I knew that she could take care of herself. She had been a warrior on this world for over a hundred years and died with the daemons far more often than either I, Jace, Galen or anyone else in this part of the world. At least if I killed the alpha I could put an end to this assault. 

“Any luck,” I said aloud without thinking.

“Myra?” Jace said my name, curious why I was talking to myself again.

“Sorry about that, I think the daemons are being led by an alpha, some kind of leader, if we find the leader I think they will end the assault,” I answered back. 

“Good idea, Pilot, scan for any daemons holding back, send the command to any ships we have in the area as well. We need to start evacuating the town. We can hold the daemons off at the Linwood border,” Jace ordered, keeping his cool in the face of all this chaos. 

The smell of burning gunpowder still filled the air around us. All of it was gone. The Five’s armory, the merchants square, and the other adventurer guilds. Even the Arcadia clothing shop had been destroyed. When we made it to the border we found most of the town had already been taken to safety. All of Jace’s dropships had been shot down, so we weren’t going to be flying our way out anytime soon. Most of the Arcadia harbor was destroyed as well, and we weren’t going to retreat back to the submarine at the coast… we wouldn’t make it that far anyway.  Nine mechs awaited us. The entirety of the Five’s Army (with the exception of Croon) were now these nine mechs. 








  	 1	Monitor: Light Combat Mech. The Monitor has an agile frame covered by ablative panels. It is armed with a machine gun in each arm and a flamethrower on each side of the torso. The model is notorious for its limited firing arcs. 

  	 2	Tyr: Light Aerospace Mech. The Tyr has a lean frame with fusion engines. It is armed with a railgun in the right arm and a rotary missile launcher on each side of the torso. The model is well-liked by techs for its reliable communications, and weapons systems.

  	 3	Executor: Heavy Assault Mech. The Executor has a hull-down six-legged frame covered by ablative panels. It is armed with a heavy railgun on each side of the body and a heavy laser cannon in an articulated tail.

  	 4	Destiny: Light Combat Mech. The Destiny has a basic frame and vectored fusion jump jets. It carries a vulcan machine gun in its right hand, and an armored shield in its left. A machine gun on each side of the torso provides additional firepower. The model is well-liked by techs for its common modular components.

  	 5	Raptor: Light Assault Mech. The Raptor has a lean frame with a center torso cockpit. It carries a chainsaw sword in its right hand, and it has a short-range missile pack in its left arm and a railgun on each side of the torso for ranged firepower. It is also equipped with an anti-missile system mounted in the center torso.

  	 6	Mjolnir: Heavy Urban Combat Mech. The Mjolnir has a six-legged frame with a center torso cockpit. It carries a heavy railgun in its hands, and it has a rotary missile launcher on each side of the torso for additional firepower.

  	 7	Kestrel: Medium Aerospace Mech. The Kestrel has a lean frame with antigravity nacelles. It is armed with a heavy railgun in the right arm and a laser cannon on each side of the torso. It is also equipped with an extended-duration life support system.

  	 8	Arbalest: Medium Artillery Mech. The Arbalest has a compact frame with a center torso cockpit. It is armed with a pair of laser cannons in each arm and a laser cannon on each side of the torso. The model is frequently field-modified with additional armor plates.



	

	A ninth mech sat in ruins. The Odin.





  	 9	(Linked Comment)Odin: Light Recon Mech. The Odin had an angular frame and vectored fusion jump jets. It was armed with a vulcan machine gun in the right arm and a long-range missile pack on each side of the torso. It was also equipped with a complement of remote observation drones. Drones that we were using now to scout the ruins of Arcadia for the alpha daemon. 






      This was it. We had come this far to be forced to run away. The battle everyone had been afraid of was happening. 




“Where is Vee?” I asked one of Jace’s pilots, the pilot of the mech called Kestral. “No one has seen her since the attack, I’m sorry, we aren’t sure if she made it out,” he answered. “I’m going back,” I said looking at Jace. He nodded. He was already with his soldiers trying to figure out what to do next. There was a mansion inside Linwood estates that the Five explored ,but it was better than living in the open until they figured something out. Most of the village was already on their way there. 

“I guess we are the resistance now,” said Gale, handing me an extra power pack and ammo for my rifle from the mule. I nodded, thanking him, and Zero and I began to make our way back towards town. 

Vee’s shop was located under one of the severed wings of the giant starship for which Arcadia was named. Supposedly the starship was smaller than the one that was the Hub, but it was still large enough to block out a part of the sun and for people to live safely inside… safe until now. I walked up to a the entrance to the ship and found a daemon attempting to rape a young woman. I held Zero up and shot it dead. 100% critical. The woman was crying, scared out of her mind, her clothes had been ripped and a part of her was exposed. I was afraid. Afraid for her. Afraid of everything that was happening around me. She grabbed me and I held her tight in my arms, wrapping my jacket around her. Vee was still missing, but I couldn’t leave the woman I found. I tried to comfort her, but there was no way I could go deeper and no way I had enough time to backtrack and come back. 

Tears rolled down my eyes.

“Vee, do you know where Vee is? How many others are here?” I asked sobbing. She didn’t answer. She couldn’t answer. I started to stand up picking her up with me. I moved the two of us farther inside the starship. 

‘Upload me into the ship’s computer. I will hack into the security and find out how many people are inside,’ Zero said. I did as he asked, moving the three of us towards a console that was flickering on and off. The ship was built with a self-sustaining energy source so that no matter what, it wouldn’t die. It could be destroyed, but so long as there were wires running from console to core, it was alive and well. The engines and hull on the outside, on the other hand, were jacked. To upload Zero all I had to do was hold him near the console…. After that a spark appeared and he had jumped outside my rifle and into the ship. I stood there, my back to the console on the ground, the girl in my arms. I stood there forever until finally there was another spark and Zero returned. 

“What did you find?” I asked aloud. The girl didn’t notice. 

“There are currently 120 people still inside Arcadia, none of them are Vee, about 30 are severely wounded. The rest are fighting hordes of daemons or hiding, I’m afraid there isn’t much we can do,” Zero said. 

“There has to be something,” I screamed. 

“Myra, I’m sorry, we have to retreat; the Arcadia is going to be scuttled, the daemons are overwhelming us, and someone set the self-destruct sequence 21 minutes ago,” Zero said. 

“That was when the attack started?” I questioned why.

“Yes, it was, Arcadia was lost before it had a chance,” Zero stated. 

I think we have a traitor. I didn’t say the words aloud, but I thought it very clearly and Zero agreed. The attack on Arcadia was foreseen. Maybe they weren’t working for the daemons but it was obvious that someone knew we would lose the city and turned it into a trap. 

A mule came towards us. It was followed by Gale. 

“Jace sent me to give you backup,” he said. 

“There are 120 survivors inside and we have about 20 minutes before this place self-destructs,” I said.

Gale cursed. 

The mule was filled with a heavy arsenal. Galen had been salvaging weapons from what was left of the Five’s HQ. 




Frostspear, a finely crafted lance engraved with runes of vengeance. It is said to have once belonged to a forgotten god of war.




Goblinpiercer, a finely crafted crossbow engraved with runes of vengeance. It was created by the renowned weaponsmith, Erin Axle




Heartfang, a masterwork short bow engraved with runes of justice. 




Malevolent Avenger, a masterwork mace.




Hellish Cruelty, an ornate quarterstaff.




Foepiercer, a legendary longbow engraved with the holy symbol of a war god. It is said to compel its bearer to protect the Dragon’s Tail Archipelago.




Rivergrinder, a mythical mace engraved with runes of death. It was created by a goddess of war for her most loyal ranger.




Warhammer, an ornate mace which once belonged to the ranger Halfo, who defeated Illfang the Kobold Lord of daemons.




Stonehammer, a mythical flail which once belonged to the great warlord Ealhhilt, who vanished in the Tomb of the giant Mara the Dire.




Foecrusher, a mythical morningstar which once belonged to the dwarf cavalier Alin, who fell in the Lance Wars long before humanity arrived. 




Most of those weapons were recovered in the Valley of Decay. Spoils of war against the Troll King. 

‘Zero, I’m going to have to put you aside for awhile, I’m sorry,’ 

“Don’t die on me,” he said. I slung Zero around my side and picked up the Frostspear. It had the most damage and worked well with my Cryomancer powers, doubling their strength. 

Gale took the girl and told several additional adventurers who had followed him to try and get as many Arcadians out as possible, and that we were all to meet up at Linwood Estates. 

I ran towards the ruins… the city. I placed a breather on my face so as to not suffocate on the ash. I moved as quickly as I could, turning my skin to ice as hot flames rained down around me. I was covered in steam by the time I reached what was left of the inn Vee and I had stayed at the night before. It wasn’t completely burnt down yet so I went inside. 

There was nothing. No one. Not a trace that this had been a bustling place the night before. Even that wretched menu had burned to scrap. Several of the bottles of whiskey burst as the flames boiled them and they combusted under the intense heat sending glass shards through the air. 

“Vee!” I screamed her name. Nothing. 

I kicked open the door to her suite and it was empty. The smoke poured in behind me. I screamed her name again and this time I saw her. Cloaked in a black hood I barely recognized her as she grabbed me. There was a flash of blinding light and silence. 




⎖   ⎖   ⎖   ⎖




Jace was leading the survivors through Linwood forests when they came upon a wrecked city block. It was strange seeing what had once been a city now laid in ruins covered by vines and green vegetation. The mansion was just around the corner, but between them stood several monsters. What was once a wide avenue that led to Violl's Garden was frail and no longer able to support anything or anybody without the risk of collapsing under their own weight. Gardens once looked after and trimmed to perfection were now rough and overgrown, returning back to their chaotic natural state. Many doorways still stood tall, and in some cases it was one of the few things left of a home. But most doors were completely gone, and only remnants of rotten wood were left behind. Broken roof tiles lay in the streets and gardens, and crusty, dry paint faded from walls and fences. 

Violl's Garden, once a growing community of hundreds of families, was now a forgotten remnant of a time long past. Were it not for the occasional bird call, the only sound in this town was that of the wind. The sounds of market vendors, playing families, and a loving community were no more. Noble men and women were once called upon from the fire station, ready to save whoever needed saving. Unfortunately, this town couldn't be saved. Funnily enough, it was mostly cats that had made this station their home now. Once upon a time you could go anywhere in town you wanted, walk into any home, and visit any previously private part of town, assuming it hadn't been destroyed by nature already. But not all was lost. In a way the legacy of this town lived on through the animals that lived here now; the spirit was still alive, albeit in a different manner. 

One creature looked like it had evolved from other life forms. It reminded Jace of a snake or an eel bent into the form of a goat. Electricity sparked across its body. It was a Shade Entity. A creature that normally dwelled in the northern hemisphere of Eda. Jace didn’t have time to question why it was here. There was another creature coming towards him and the refugees. The snotty slime sloth of the Abyss. Jace thought maybe he was hallucinating as the two creatures began to attack one another. The sloth had seen the refugees and thought they would be an easy snack, but the Shade Entity had other plans. Jace ordered the Arbalest to join the battle. With its heavy and modified armor it was easily on par with both creatures as they joined forces, and it took a beating. Jace drew his sword and attacked from behind, flanking them and jumping high into the air, coming down on the Entity’s head. The sloth was his next opponent. The Entity, though, still wasn’t dead. It took the form of a shadow and broke Jace’s sword, fragmenting it. Jace jumped back and rolled across the broken gravel road, taking cover behind a block of concrete. Several of his soldiers were firing at the creatures now. The mech was holding its ground, but not gaining any either. 

“Agony, revenant of the sky, grant me strength, power, devour,” chanted Jace as he began powering up his ki. Jace wasn’t a mage but he had learned a few incantations since his time with the Five’s Army. He struck the Entity with his fist, and it fell to the ground. 100% critical attack. He only had one shot -- and he made it count. Jace fell to the ground again, laughing. His mana was dropping, near zero now. He yelled for a soldier to toss him a rifle and they did. An R-91 Assault with ‘that old-school flare’. The assault rifle did heavy damage to the sloth as the mech began to slowly retreat. Jace had kept his word: He had led the Five’s Army through Linwood Forest,  through the ruins of Violl’s Garden, and to the Linwood Estates and ‘safety’. As the sloth faded away Gale came running up behind them with more survivors, screaming that the Arcadia was going to explode. It had been 20 minutes. 




⎖   ⎖   ⎖   ⎖




We were no longer inside the suite when I opened my eyes. We were in the forest standing outside a mansion. Linwood Estates. 

“What was that?” 

“I teleported us,” she said, moving the hood down off her head. 

She slid a small device off her wrist and dropped it to the ground. The device was smoking. 




- Quick Lore - 




Teleportation devices are illegal unless registered and cannot be activated while inside high level dungeons. Though many artifacts possess the ability to teleport one or more players across small distances sometimes teleportation leads to permanent disfigurement, cloning, and parts not being where they are suppose to be… Teleportation is very dangerous and can also result in loss of inventory, forced death, or change in stats. Some believe that when teleportation is used the body and mind is transported through the astral plane. Experiments have shown people having returned with battle scars, and no memories of being attacked. Travel at your own risk. 




“I could only use that once, what a shame I had to waste it,” she said. Waste it. She had just saved my life. In the distance we saw a fireball reach up and touch the sky. Arcadia had self-destructed.

As the explosion covered the air, several mages cast a spell creating a bubble around the entire mansion along with about an acre of woods. 

“Gale!” I heard Vee shout, “were you able to get my books?” 

“Sorry Vel, I was only able to secure a few, here’s the list.” Gale, who was alive and well, stood on the other side of me. I took a look over Vee’s shoulder and read the list of what had survived:




The Articles of Damselw

The Stone of Cybele

The Libram of Darkness

The Tanunga Slates

The Nath-Ynath Apocrypha

The Khammerki Apocrypha

The Articles of Hracwo

The Book of Dzyan

The Beliki Esoterica

The Grimoire of Taztema

The Tome of Paray

The Compendium of Thewe

The Compendium of Shadows

The Circle of Fire

The Greater Key of Solomon

The Articles of al-Ni

The Codex of Gori

The Book of Tendrils

The Articles of Beray

The Visions of Thelmo




Nothing I had heard of nor something I understood. I could only wonder how much of it was fiction and how much of it was true game lore. 

“We also lost the Youthful Indiscretion, Ad Astra, Luna Moth, and Fera Courier when the harbor blew away,” said Gale. 

“At least you saved my Grimoire of Taztema, that’s a favorite of mine,” she said smiling, looking not at Galen or me but at the woman who had been attacked by the daemons sitting alongside several others getting medical attention. She added… “We did all we could”. 




Life is at its most intense during the struggles between predator and prey. Each side trying to outmaneuver the other. Humans with their tricks and daemons with their numbers. We were at a standstill for now, but already so many had come together to make the mansion safe. The Five’s Army stationed their mechs around the perimeter. The Tyr, Destiny, and Executor were all torn apart and remade into turrets, while their power batteries were being used to power the mansion and medical supplies. Several mages were seen drawing runes and traps along the ground while others cast healing spells on the wounded. 




Jace and I entered inside the mansion and found several Hollows. I used the Frostspear and froze them quickly, letting Jace finish them with a whale tooth dagger he had picked up inside the underwater dungeon, and when that broke he started to use a small pistol he carried on his hip. Somewhere during the chaos he had lost his sword, and he wasn’t ready to replace it yet. Both of us used this moment to work out some of our anger, our rage that had been building since we hit the coast. When all the Hollows were dead and there was silence, Jace took me aside and told me the truth about the mansion. It wasn’t some abandoned property or just some place that no one came and went from. The Five’s Army had claimed it was a safe house while other stories had called it haunted. Whatever it took to keep people away. The truth was that it had belonged to Jace’s own family. His family crest hung above a massive fireplace alongside faded portraits. 

All of this was his -- but there was a catch. The mansion was haunted, not by ghosts but by monsters; and of course that meant only one thing….  This was a high-level dungeon.
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The Mansion




	The once smooth network of roads that led to the estate were frail and no longer able to support anything or anybody without the risk of collapsing under their weight. Gardens grew beyond their artificial borders and began claiming parts of the streets and other houses. Doors were boarded up tightly, and some showed signs of painted symbols, with meanings known only to those who put them there, but whoever put them there was long gone too. Window panes hung perilously from their hinges, and here and there drapes had been flung out by the wind. Linwood, once home to thousands of families and counting, had been forsaken and left to rot alone. An eerie silence had taken over and was only interrupted by the cracking of wood in the wind and the birds who had made their home in one of the many collapsed roofs.

	The animals of this town always had the people of the animal shelter to count upon in times of need. It's perhaps for this reason that many had made this particular building their home, even if it wasn't the same as before. Jace’s family had been caretakers. Half of the estate had been used as a shelter, and you could still smell it in the air though there were no longer kennels or animals to care for. No. The only animals here were wild. Feral cats, dogs, and other wildlife that looked at us with strange, weary eyes. They were not vicious. They welcomed us. Maybe it was a relief. Maybe some of them thought of us as loved ones returned home. No matter how you looked at it, the manor was an eerie sight to behold. Lives forgotten, perhaps completely ruined; and there was barely anything to show for it. But even with all the animals that lived here now and made this town their new home, you couldn't escape the feeling that so much had been lost forever.




	My HUD went off like I had never seen before. A warning. The first time I had seen a warning as I stared at the basement door to the estate. Something terrible was down there… something I wasn’t ready for but had no choice but to face. I guess my idea of playing it safe until I reached the Hub was out the window, had been since I let the Five’s back in my life. Not that I was worried. We were assembling a team. Myself, Jace, Vee, and three other high-level players from another guild called the Venir were gearing up to go down. We had too. There were more and more daemons gathering around the mansion and inside the dungeon were supplies we would need to survive. 

The mansion itself was shaped like an L, separated into three wings. There was the west wing, the center wing with the birdcage, and the east wing. It held over 20 different rooms, some small, some large, some made into libraries and others into sitting areas. It had large windows and almost seemed to be breathing as god rays shone across the foggy glass. It had been a long time since anyone had set foot on the estate besides the Five’s Army, who really only ever used one of the several dozen garages that were set off to the side of the actual manor. There was a dried up fountain in front, too, where the cracked and sealed driveway ran in a circle connecting to the main road, which was nearly invisible in two separate areas. Most of the survivors were gathering just outside, setting up small tents. Larger canopies hung down from mechs, a shield from solar rays. I thought it was strange and somehow funny that even in this world you could get sunburned and sick from too much solar radiation, but disease and sickness seemed to be all but gone. I guess there were a few laws of physics that couldn’t be screwed with, and that was one of them. Our bodies were stronger, faster, more mystical than back home in the real world; and yet we were still susceptible to subtle dangers and had to take care of ourselves. 

“Myra, for this mission I have a special request: Refer to me as Vel,” Vee said. I turned around holding Zero in my arms and tilted my head to the side.

“Why?” I asked.

“I have enemies, enemies that haven’t seen my face but know the name Vee, they know the name of the witch of Arcadia. Now that I am joining a raiding party I would like to be called something else… think of it as a codename."

	“Vel, short for Valentine?” I said jokingly.

	“Funny, but no, it’s initials for something very important to me, something I don’t want to forget,” she started… there was more she wanted to say but I could see it in her eyes. There was something she couldn’t say. She had been living in this world for a long time… I wondered how many aliases she had, how many names, how many times she had been Vee or Vel or someone else. 







	Name: Vel

	Age: Unknown (250+)

	Gender: Female

	Race: Human / Hybrid

	Level: 90

	Class: Tech-Mage

	

	HP: 300

	Mana: 1000

	Stamina: 150

	

	Agility: 10

	Endurance: 10

	Intelligence: 10

	Charisma: 9

	Luck: 8




	Abilities: Unknown

	Skills: Unknown

	Inventory: Uknown




	Reputation: Codebreaker, Witch, 

	Alignment: The Hub / Hiur

	Languages: Common (English), Troll, Elvish, and Goblin







	Was that the first time I had looked at her stats? No, I think I had tried before but wasn't able to. I knew Vee had been strong but I had no idea she was a level 90 player. She was nearly maxed out in every way. I felt afraid… she was so undeniably strong she could blow all of us away if she really wanted, and yet she was hiding herself, hiding her abilities, her skills, hiding her name. What was it she didn’t want us to know? While I felt afraid I felt safer at the same time… with Vee / Vel a part of our party, we would be unstoppable. She could probably clear this dungeon herself without any of our help, but why was she running away with all of us? Why hadn’t she just taken care of the daemons? Were they that much of a threat to a player of her calibre? I wanted to ask but I knew better. I was already walking on broken glass, and she had already done so much for me since… since the beginning.  

	“We dive in one hour,” said Jace, “I suggest you get something to eat and drink before we go,” he finished motioning for me to grab a meal with him. 







⎖   ⎖   ⎖   ⎖




	The six of us stood at the basement door. A door covered in gears with one lever that was locked. Jace had a key tucked away inside one of his pouches that fit it exactly. 

“Been holding onto that for awhile,” he said, undoing the lock and pulling down the lever. The gears spun and dust blew out from the inside out the basement. I could taste the stale air as it ran around us, the doors stopping just wide enough for us to fit through. This was it. Our small team against a brand new dungeon. Luckily we had a second advantage. Jace had a map of the layout, actually he had blueprints of the entire estate. I double checked my weapon and communicated with Zero, asking him if he was ready for this, and I could feel his resilience as we stepped forward, lighting the way for the rest of the team. I promised that I wouldn’t take my hands off him, that I would do my best not to let go and leave him in that endless place of wonder, the void between his existence and whatever the hell it was. 

	Vel followed behind me, beside Jace and the Venir soldiers - Gabe, Cooper, and Ganesh. I looked them over before we left. 







	Name: Gabe

	Age: 25

	Gender: Male

	Race: Human / Hybrid

	Level: 52

	Class: Paladin 

	

	HP: 300	 

	Mana: 150

	Stamina: 100

	

	Agility: 10

	Endurance: 10

	Intelligence: 7

	Charisma: 5

	Luck: 8




	Abilities: Unknown

	Skills: Unknown

	Inventory: 404




	Reputation: Neutral 

	Alignment:t The Venir / Hiur

	Languages: Common (English)







	Again it was strange…. Just like Vel, I couldn’t get a sense of their abilities, skills, or inventory. Maybe that was something players over level 50 had but these weren’t players. It wasn't hard to tell though that the three of them were together, together and had been that way for a long time. 

They all wore the same gray and red combat gear with a few different patches here and there, but you could easily tell they were from the same guild. They kind of reminded me of mercenaries, but I knew they were far more respected than that. Based off what Vel had told me, the Venir were from the Northern territories and were infamous for defending settlements against raiders and monsters alike, and they had no problem scavenging supplies and weapons from the dead. They had chosen their name promising ‘thy kingdom to come’. They were also popular dungeon hunters, having dived as far south as the Southern Reach and the wilds to the west. 







	Name: Cooper

	Age: 27

	Gender: Male

	Race: Human / Hybrid

	Level: 55

	Class: Paladin / Psion

	

	HP: 150	 

	Mana: 200

	Stamina: 100

	

	Agility: 7

	Endurance: 7

	Intelligence: 10

	Charisma: 8

	Luck: 9




	Abilities: Unknown

	Skills: Unknown

	Inventory: Unknown




	Reputation: Neutral 

	Alignment: The Venir / Hiur

	Languages: Common (English), French, and Spanish







	Cooper was slightly different than Gabe and Ganesh as he carried with him a lot of technical equipment; and instead of a rifle like the others, he had some kind of high-tech harpoon gun that looked like it shot out a retractable blade. I was very curious about it, but at the same time, it was none of my business to ask him where he got it or how. My theory was that it was a weapon of his own design. It looked like it could also be used as a grappling gun… something I’m sure came in handy, getting him in and out of places pretty quickly. From what I heard, many of the dungeons in the Northern territories were set up vertically and involved a lot of free climbing, as well as other tricks. 







	Name: Ganesh

	Age: 27

	Gender: Female

	Race: Human / Hybrid

	Level: 52

	Class: Paladin

	

	HP: 100	 

	Mana: 150

	Stamina: 100

	

	Agility: 8

	Endurance: 8

	Intelligence: 9

	Charisma: 9

	Luck: 8




	Abilities: Unknown

	Skills: Unknown

	Inventory: 404




	Reputation: Neutral 

	Alignment: The Venir / Hiur

	Languages: Common (English), Mandarin







	Ganesh was the third Venir coming with us. She had been the reason they were with us in the first place. She had come to Arcadia searching to trade some intel for a settlement in the Valley of Decay… turns out Jace and I had gone to that settlement previously, after it was turned into a hellhole. Ganesh had family there and wanted to see the place for herself. Something about an artifact, a family heirloom that she wanted. Gabe and Cooper accompanied her here as pack brothers. Apparently, the first rule of the Venir is that you never dive alone. It was in Arcadia that they met up with Jace, who promised to take them there after they helped us clear the basement and the refugees from Arcadia were safe. A part of me believed they would have said yes either way, even if Jace wasn’t holding such a valued reward over their heads. They were intimidating but they didn’t seem like they were bad people. 

As far as what they were hybrids of I wasn’t sure. I thought it was strange. Vel herself had been a hybrid of something so that made four that I’ve met now, not including the Troll King…. 
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Rama




As it turns out the grappling gun wasn’t Cooper’s own design but created by Kyler Mason, Arcadia’s own gunsmith and merchant. Kyler had already started banding the merchants together when we made it to the estate and was working hard to get the guilds all together on the same page protecting it. Some were clearing out monsters and daemons in the surrounding woods, others were scouting the daemons that were gathering miles away. The rest were guarding the estate itself while we were dungeon diving. I couldn’t complain. There was a clear rush I got whenever I stepped foot inside a new unexplored place… even if Jace was telling me where to turn and stop. Around every corner we had to deactivate some kind of trap. At first they were simple. Don’t step here or this will shoot you in the face. Don’t touch the wall; it’s toxic. Don’t look at the light for more than 5 seconds or you’ll go blind. Then there were the pits and pools of radioactive materials we had to cross. Several levels down we had to wear gas masks and cover our skin with bandages because the fumes were so deadly. 

“Why the hell,” I said aloud, motioning towards Jace. He knew I was wondering why his family estate had so many dangers. 

“My great-grandfather built this place, he was paranoid in the later years of his life and made a deal with some Trolls who worked for him… he buried himself alive down here….” Jace said. We were both wondering if it was possible that his great-grandfather had still been alive… in my mind I was wondering if we would come face-to-face with Jace’s great- grandfather and find he had turned into some kind of super mutant or dungeon god. 

This is how hell is made… from the top down… from inside out. 

A creature appears. It resembles a python but it has six tails. As opposed to solid substance, it appears to be made of some gelatinous material. Zero tells me to fire and I do without warning the others. Startled, no one stops me as I move towards a small box behind the creature.







	Magic Items





  	 1	Curse Scroll

  	 2	Magic-User Scroll (Message) (300 scrip)

  	 3	Philter of Love (300 scrip)






Total value = 600 scrip




Zero displays the items and how much they are worth as well as my current bank account. 




“Not bad,” says Cooper. 

“Thanks,” I say back. 




“We should have brought a mule with us,” says Gabe. 

“We could still go back to the surface,” says Cooper looking at some more discarded tech that was thrown about on the ground. 




Three levels down we hit the jackpot.




		Gems




	1	Aquamarine (500 scrip)

	2	Azurite (10 scrip)

	3	2 x Black Pearl (500 scrip)

	4	Blue Quartz (10 scrip)

	5	Chalcedony (50 scrip)

	6	Deep Blue Spinel (500 scrip)

	7	2 x Freshwater Pearl (10 scrip)

	8	Golden Yellow Topaz (500 scrip)

	9	2 x Hematite (10 scrip)

	10	Lapis Lazuli (10 scrip)

	11	Malachite (10 scrip)

	12	Moss Agate (10 scrip)

	13	Red Garnet (100 scrip)

	14	Rhodochrosite (10 scrip)

	15	Rose Quartz (50 scrip)

	16	Silver Pearl (100 scrip)

17.      Star Rose Quartz (50 scrip)

18.     2 x Turquoise (10 scrip)

19.     Violet Garnet (500 scrip)

20.    White Pearl (100 scrip)

	

Total value = 3,570 scrip




          Jewelry





  	 1	Gold necklace set with gems (6000 scrip)

  	 2	Platinum crown set with gems (4000 scrip)

  	 3	Platinum pendant set with gems (3000 scrip)

  	 4	Platinum tiara set with gems (8000 scrip)

  	 5	Silver bracelet set with gems (1000 scrip)

  	 6	Silver crown set with gems (5000 scrip)

  	 7	Silver necklace set with gems (1000 scrip)

  	 8	Silver ring set with gems (5000 scrip)

  	 9	Wrought gold bracelet (1500 scrip)

  	 10	Wrought gold crown (1000 scrip)

  	 11	Wrought gold necklace (1300 scrip)

  	 12	Wrought silver and gold necklace (500 scrip)

  	 13	Wrought silver and gold pendant (900 scrip)






Total value = 38,200 scrip







	Weapons




	1. Energy Rifle (3500 scrip)

	2. Bow (2500 scrip)

	3. Scaled Armor (3000 scrip)




Total value = 9,000 scrip




For a grand total of 50,770 scrip. Even though Jace had promised me passage to the Hub, I now had almost enough to buy my way there on my own… only now none of that scrip was worth anything… none of the gems, jewelry, magic scrolls, or weapons were worth anything without Arcadia. Even if I took everything I found and traded it, I would still be stuck without a way to travel north unless I set out on foot on my own. Not an idea I was against, I had traversed a pretty large portion of Eda already; but there were dangers near the wall, things I had been warned against… high-level monsters that even Vel feared. 




When we hit the fourth level we found ourselves in a maze. Room one had a stuck, simple wooden door, a locked iron door, and two more open passageways that led to room two. Room two was empty except for a stuck stone door. Room three had an iron door, a wooden door, and another passageway that sat two feet off the ground. Guess which one we chose. The passageway led to a fourth room. We could hear the sound of dripping water as it filled the corridor. A laundry chute that seemed to lead several levels below filled with webs… there was a thumping, a hissing around us and an acrid odor in the air. The fourth room was also filled with numerous large pillars that seemed like they had been placed randomly throughout the room. It was here we also noticed skeletons hanging from chains and manacles on the walls. 

“We aren’t the first people to enter this dungeon, after all,” said Gabe. 

“Look closer,” says Jace, shining a light at one of the figures’ skulls.

“Trolls?” Gabe asks, looking closer.

“Yeah, buried in here with my great-grandfather, sealed inside to keep its secrets,” Jace answered. 

“Then how did we get the map?” asked Cooper.

“The map is based on the original draft my great-grandfather wrote, I’m honestly just guessing,” smirked Jace.

“You have to be kidding me, we’ve been following that map for the last several hours now and you’ve no idea where you are going?” Cooper grinned. He was half-smiling at Jace. None of us were mad. This was a part of the adventure… a part of what diving into dungeons was about. We had only faced one small monster so far, but this was by far the most mysterious place each of us had been in a long time.. Beside the underwater dungeon with Jace and I. 

The sound of dripping water filled the room again. As we continued to look for a way out we noticed a crater in the floor. Zero was actually the one that pointed it out to me but I didn’t let on that I was getting help. I thought maybe introducing them to Zero would be too weird… too much. They probably wouldn’t understand it anyway, except for Vel, I’m sure she noticed I was getting help. 

“Look at this!” said Ganesh, gliding her hand against the wall.

Water started to flow out from beneath a small seal below her feet as she pushed her hand against a certain area of the wall.

Several moments later each of us located a secret valve that we could open and shut to let water in and out of the walls and floor. We were getting wet but something else was happening. The floor and the crater were splitting. 

“It’s a weak point, fill the floor with enough water it might break open and we can rappel down,” smiled Gabe. 

We did as we were told and the floor cracked open in front of us. A hole that went straight down, skipping several levels of the dungeon. 

“Who’s first?” asked Gabe jokingly. He was already setting up his climbing gear when Cooper jumped, firing his harpoon into the ceiling above and rappelling down until he was barely visible by our light in the tunnel below. 

“Send down a light,” his shouts echoed from below. We did but the light faded before reaching him. There was a scream coming from the darkness. 

We screamed down towards Cooper asking if he was alright. It looked like the line from his harpoon had swung left, then right, then it was straight again. He shouted back in a muffled voice, “I’m fine, it’s safe, come down”. Gabe handed me a rope and gave me a quick tutorial on how to rappel down. He did the same with Vel and Jace. Ganesh was already descending when we heard another scream. 




“Come down, it’s safe,” rang both Cooper and Ganesh’s voices. 

What the hell?” said Vel but Gabe had already begun his climb down with his rifle in hand. Something was wrong and we all knew it. Vel, myself, and Jace followed behind and about halfway down we saw it. A large creature that looked like it wasn’t from this world, its eyes shimmering with a body that seemed reflective. It had several sharp teeth that extended outward, but it was like a worm clinging to the side of the wall. Ganesh and Cooper were being held by some kind of web with tentacles attached to their throats. They were still alive, we could see it in their eyes. Jace jumped with his sword in hand and the rope tied around his waist. He wasn’t going to risk firing his weapon. He hit the beast hard and it tore in two as he continued to fall into the darkness. We heard a splash. The beast screamed and let go of Cooper and Ganesh who fired at it repeatedly as they fell too. Soon we were all falling straight down into a pool of water. 

I could feel small fish swimming around me as I swam, holding my breath, towards a light. When I emerged I found myself beside the others in another large chamber, climbing upward on submerged stairs. I was still holding onto Zero as much as I could, and I watched as he calculated how much air I had and how much stamina I was using. When we all finally picked ourselves up and looked around, shining our lights in the darkness, we found another lever. Jace pulled it and Gabe shouted at him, but instead of a trap or some diabolical device the lever went down and there was light. 

“Backup power, I read it on the blueprint, this is the last room,” Jace said. 

“I guess there really weren’t any monsters down here for us to clear. Why are we here anyway, it’s not like we can really use this basement for anything; there is too much water for storage and too many small corridors to create any kind of comfortable living space,” said Gabe. 

“We’re here because that computer,” Jace said pointing towards a large mainframe, “is key to defeating the daemons and activating the estate’s security,” he smiled. 

“We already have mechs, soldiers, and tons of guns, what do we need the estate’s security for,” asked Gabe. The answer should have been obvious. If the estate had its own security, we could use that instead of wasting our own supplies and manpower. No, instead Jace told us the dark truth… there were more daemons coming, more than imagined, more than the scouts had found. Something had happened, the last few weeks inside the Valley of Decay. A large crater had appeared, and daemons were pouring out. Our soldiers, weapons, mechs, they wouldn’t be enough. With the added security of the estate, at least maybe we had a chance. 

It was simple. All we had to do was figure out how to turn on the security around the estate, and it would create a shield that we could use around our entire camp. Some would call it a magic barrier; but looking at the tech around us it was obvious…. It was a force field. I wanted to ask Jace more about the crater, but I didn’t get the chance. How did he know so much about it? Where was he getting his intel? Had he gone out there himself? Maybe. He had been coming and going from Arcadia quite a bit, but why keep it such a secret until now?

Jace tried several times to hack into the computer terminal and failed three times. After the third try, we noticed that the water level around us was rising. 

“Someone left the sink running?” Cooper joked. 

“It’s another trap,” said Jace, starting to sound worried just as the system locked him out. I heard him curse under his breath. There was no way we could swim back. 

Cooper took a long wire out from one of his satchels and tried plugging it into the terminal. He was sent flying backwards as sparks erupted. 

“It’s not going to be like cracking a safe,” said Jace, offering him a hand up. Zero pinged me, “I can do it, just lay me down on the terminal, and I can hack into the system, I recognize this operating system,” he spoke softly into my head. I hadn’t quite built up enough trust with Zero yet to determine whether he was truly an ally, or some kind of foe that was using me. I had let him believe to this point we were partners. Giving him access to a system that could essentially turn him back into a dungeon lord just didn’t seem like the right idea. “No,” I said, “there has to be another way, Jace and Cooper will figure it out,” I thought aloud. Nobody gave me a second glance. We were all starting to worry about the water… and something else. Something else was in the room with us now. 

“Back-to-back,” shouted Gabe as we readied our rifles and stood in a circle next to the monitor, “see anything strange, you fire; I know I heard something,” he said. The water was at our knees. Whatever it was, it was small. Small enough to swim through the corridors and track us. I moved to my right just a little and thought I saw something move just under the water. The corridor we had swum through to get here was long and we had swum towards a light; but what if there was something else down there… something in the dark, something not friendly like the fish. Like most dungeons, even this one seemed to have its own small little ecosystem; and just like most dungeons, this one, too, had its own king. 

The eel jumped upwards towards Ganesh and wrapped itself around her, pulling her down as we fired against its hide. Our weapons did little damage. 




Name: Rama

Age: 10

Gender: Female

Race: Elemental / Eel-like creature 

Level: 35

Class: Daemonic

	

HP: 500

Mana: 500

Stamina: 1000

	

Agility: 10

Endurance: 10

Intelligence: 1

Charisma: 0

Luck: 5







Vel took a step forward towards the Rama and Ganesh and from her hands unleashed a flurry of blue energy. The creature dropped Ganesh and went flying backwards. I summoned up as much mana as I could and followed behind her, freezing the water in the creature’s general direction, trapping it as Gabe and Cooper took care of the rest. “Not much of a boss, if you ask me,” smiled Cooper. That would usually be the moment that another larger creature attacks and kills him, but that is not what happened. Instead the terminal activated and the water receded. And while Cooper lived another creature did appear. This time, though, it was a machine. A golem of some kind that seemed to grow out of the walls. Vel and I used our powers again in unison, but they had no effect on the golem.  







Name: Terminal Overlord

Age: 0

Gender: None

Race: Golem 

Level: 95

Class: Daemonic

	

HP: 5000

Mana: 5000

Stamina: 5000

	

Agility: 10

Endurance: 10

Intelligence: 5

Charisma: 0

Luck: 7







And it was by far the most overpowered creature I had ever seen. 




Vel made me stand behind her. I screamed at her, ”Vee, no you can’t face that thing alone,” and she turned at me and I saw her eyes turn purple and yellow as another type of energy wrapped itself around her body and two opaque pairs of wings appeared, one larger on top of a smaller pair. Ganesh was staring at me, an angry look on her face alongside Gabe and Cooper and Jace, who were staring towards the creature and Vel. Energy flowed from her back towards her weapon, powering it up. I saw a burst of light and saw her mana spill down to zero. As my vision returned I saw, blurry as it was, Vel take some kind of magic potion as her mana returned to normal and her stamina and health stabilized. She fired again. The golem, Terminal Overlord, was down to 3000 HP. 

Vel’s attacks would have decimated any other creature, but not this one. The Venirs attacked, pulling out all the stops, and the creature’s health dropped a little more. Jace and I were about to attack, too, when the creature grabbed hold of Cooper… and remember that part when I said he wasn’t going to die, that this wasn’t like that… 




	I was wrong. 




“Alright Zero, this is your chance, prove to me you are my friend, my ally,” I said, turning away from the others and laying my rifle down on the terminal. I could feel the surge as Zero left my side and became one with the other machine. The lights flickered. The golem had pulled Cooper apart and had its eyes fixated on Gabe and Ganesh. Vel’s power had disappeared and she was standing against the wall beside Jace. Everything was lost. If Zero betrayed me now I would never reach the Hub, I would never make it back home, and worst, the two people I have come to know and love as friends would be dead. I closed my eyes and listened for the screams but none came. Zero had kept his word.

The Terminal Overlord dissolved into dozens of pieces of scattered tech and gemstones. 



	Gems





  	 1	Blue Quartz (10 scrip)

  	 2	Citrine (50 scrip)

  	 3	Emerald (1,000 scrip)

  	 4	Fiery Yellow Corundum (1000 scrip)

  	 5	Golden Pearl (100 scrip)

  	 6	Purple Quartz (50 scrip)

  	 7	Jacinth (5000 scrip)

  	 8	Malachite (10 scrip)

  	 9	Onyx (50 scrip)

  	 10	Pink Pearl (100 scrip)

  	 11	Red Spinel (100 scrip)

  	 12	Rich Purple Corundum (1,000 scrip)

  	 13	Silver Pearl (100 scrip)

  	 14	Star Ruby (1,000 scrip)






	Total value = 9,570 scrip




	Jewelry





  	 1	Gold bracelet set with gems (5,000 scrip)

  	 2	Gold necklace set with gems (4,000 scrip)

  	 3	Gold necklace set with gems (6,000 scrip)

  	 4	Platinum crown set with gems (2,000 scrip)

  	 5	Silver brooch set with gems (3,000 scrip)

  	 6	Silver brooch set with gems (4,000 scrip)

  	 7	Silver earrings set with gems (1,000 scrip)

  	 8	2 x Silver pendant set with gems (2,000 scrip)

  	 9	Silver pendant set with gems (3,000 scrip)

  	 10	Wrought Platinum ring (1,500 scrip)

  	 11	Wrought gold brooch (1,100 scrip)

  	 12	Wrought gold pendant (1,300 scrip)

  	 13	Wrought gold ring (700 scrip)

  	 14	Wrought silver brooch (700 scrip)

  	 15	Wrought silver necklace (600 scrip)






	Total value = 37,900 scrip




And another 6,000 scrip in metal and wire.

	Total value 54,970 scrip




Ten legendary weapons appeared each from a part of the creature’s body. The first three were from its left arm. The Orccutter and Orcslicer from its body and spine. The Celestial Vindicator was its head. Its teeth became arrows for the Fiendtooth, while the rest were parts of its right arm and legs.





  	 1	Heavenly Glory, a masterwork trident said to compel its bearer to defeat Sini the Treacherous.

  	 2	Damned Predator, a mythical rapier which was taken from the Lair of Batu the Gruesome.

  	 3	Luminous Glory, a masterwork crossbow engraved with the holy symbol of a god of trickery. It was created by the legendary human weapon smith, Atham.

  	 4	Orcslicer, a masterwork scythe engraved with runes of death. It is said to compel its bearer to defend the Exalted Kingdom of Hithlonde parallel to Valhalla, wherever that is. 

  	 5	Orccutter, a masterwork longsword engraved with runes of destruction. It is said to have been created to slay the Hydra of Adund in the lost region.

  	 6	Celestial Vindicator, a legendary morningstar which was created by a goddess of war for her most loyal ranger.

  	 7	Heavenly Fate, a magical quarterstaff said to be imbued with the spirit of the elf cavalier Elenden, who perished in the Yelger Steppe in the lost region.

  	 8	Fiendtooth, a mythical longbow said to be imbued with the spirit of the cavalier Thatelch, who defeated Napha the Wyrm Queen.

  	 9	Skullspear, a magical shortbow said to be imbued with the spirit of the illustrious warlord Mesym, who perished in the Desert.

  	 10	Eternal Executioner, a finely crafted scythe said to have been created to slay the Behemoth of Aric.






Zero did it. We won. And given the quantity of legendary weapons we had found we would all be leaving here rich. We watched as the terminal activated the security net around the estate. Jace smiled at me, “I don’t know what the hell you did, but thank you,” he said as I got a ping from Zero, who had uploaded himself back into my rifle. I picked him up from the terminal and quietly thanked him. I wasn’t going to bother thinking of anything clever to tell the others; I was just going to say that I shot the terminal and it must have been a fluke. I knew Vel and Jace wouldn’t believe it -- but they didn’t have to. All that mattered was that we were ok. The golem was gone and the estate was safe. Gabe patted me on the back and smiled as Ganesh came over towards me grinning. I felt a knife cut into my side. She grabbed Zero from my hands and pointed it towards Vel. 

“Vee, we’ve been searching a long time for you, traitor,” she said before firing. 


35.




Knees Deep in Darkness

	

Zero fired a blank. Ganesh screamed and threw my rifle to the side pulling a dagger from her waistband and running towards Vel, who grabbed her by the neck and tossed her aside. “Traitorous bitch!” Ganesh shouted as Gabe grabbed her, holding her back, “What’s going on?” he shouted. “What’s going on is that woman is Vee, the slayer, the Valkyrie of Hiur,” she shouted.

“Is that true,” Gabe asked looking at Vee / Vel. 

“Yes, it is,” she said.

“You would have to be a hundred years old?” Gabe added.

“That is true as well,” Vel answered. 

“How is this possible?” Gabe asked confused as both Jace and I were about why Ganesh had attacked her.

Vel looked at me, “I told you I had enemies,” she smiled.

“What is the meaning of this?” Jace added.

“She slaughtered dozens of our people, our ancestors, the founders of our clan, she is a daemon,” Ganesh screamed, still trying to break free from Gabe. 

“I did what had to be done,” Vel said. 

“You did what you wanted and stole from our kingdom and ran, to think you’re still alive and hiding, I heard rumors that the witch of Arcadia had come from the North, I didn’t really think it was true until I heard her call you by that name,” Ganesh yelled. She was staring at me with anger, a hatred in her eyes that she had been burying deep. A hatred for all things Vee. 

Gabe still wasn’t convinced. 

“She saved us, if she really was the Valkyrie of Hiur, why would she do that?” he said while trying to calm Ganesh down.

“I’m sorry, Ganesh, Gabe, I am, but I had my reasons, you wouldn’t understand,” Vel added with tears running down her eyes. 

Gabe let Ganesh go. 




Ganesh didn’t attack Vee again. She knew what she would have been up against. Perhaps she was planning something against her or she had finally let it go. Gabe took me aside and began healing my side. I had barely lost any HP with the initial hit, but there was a bleeding effect and I was losing a few hit points every minute. While he tended to my wounds Jace called down for a Mule that could help carry out more of the loot we had found. The estate was a treasure trove full of it. 

As everyone else stood in darkness I asked Gabe what Ganesh meant by the Valkyrie of Hiur. Gabe explained to me that a hundred years ago, one of their own turned against them and became known as the Valkyrie of Hiur. She had killed hundreds of her own and fled. I looked at Vee, sitting with her back against the wall crying. I watched her in disbelief. I couldn’t believe that she was the same slayer of the North, all the time I had spent with her she had been so kind, a little bossy, but kind nonetheless and she was always looking out for others, even now. Perhaps that was it though, she was making up for another lifetime of misdeeds. If she thought of this world as a game, like I had once, would I have not done the same to gain power? Player killers were more common than anyone wanted to admit; but that was survival. Was a lifetime of violence the reason she was so peaceful now? I didn’t have time to ask her directly. After Gabe healed me, the Mule was filled and we made our way back to the surface climbing our way out from the depths of the dungeon estate. 




The barrier was invisible to the naked eye, but we could clearly see it working as daemons scouted the outside of the estate, turning to electric ash and dust as they tried to make their way across. After a while, they stopped, obviously having become aware of what was happening. They were growing in intelligence. Adaptive intelligence. In a way the daemons were similar to players. They were conscious beings, conscious as us, but alien. As we distributed the weapons to the refugees, Kyler came and found us. He had succeeded in uniting the guilds and merchants that had come, and now he had another favor to ask of us. Though we had found weapons it wouldn’t be enough… not for what was coming. A daemon king with an army that could break the barrier. They were three days away. 




The favor was simple. If we were going to stand our ground, we would needed allies. The Iron Keep weren’t far from us, and Kyler was on good terms with them. Good enough he hoped they would come to our aid. There was also the Hub and the Hiur to the North, though it would take about a week or more to reach either of those places. Still scouts and couriers would be sent all the same.




I had a few hours while Jace and Vel, alongside Gabe and Ganesh who wouldn’t let her out of their sight anymore, packed the Mule with valuables and Gems we had collected from the dungeon and others to give to the Iron Keep as a part of payment for travel and protection. Kyler had a good plan. If we all tried to run we would be picked off; if we stayed and held our ground, at least we had the advantage of using the estate’s defenses to hold our own. Once word of our siege reached the Hub, they could send reinforcements or at the very least, flying machines that could take many of us to safety. 

Zero and I sat together in silence while he decoded several fragmented pieces of information he had acquired from the estate’s basement. Apparently, the mansion, at least the lower levels, no longer belonged to Jace’s family, but to a man named Leer. It also detailed some kind of daemonic possession that had become weaponized a hundred years prior. I decided to keep what little I knew about this to myself. I wondered… no, I knew somehow what happened to Ariane and Ethan in the underwater dungeon had been a result of such a weapon. There was more to all of this. More to this land. More to all of it than I could imagine. 




Zero went on to tell me what he knew about this world. 





  	 1.	Tethered. Humans born on Eda.

  	 2.	Unchained Humans, like myself: players. 

  	 3.	Daemons born of the Void, like the ones attacking us.

  	 4.	Pure Daemons, like the Daemon King, who were an alien species.

  	 5.	The ancients, born on Eda, known as Precursors.

  	 6.	The Entros, like Zero, who came before us.

  	 7.	And LAST he finally told me of a sixth alien species, called the Ema, or angels, that were the opposite of the Daemons. 






Apparently, based on recovered data, the Ema were the ones responsible for creating the daemons in the first place. They were near- perfect creatures that ascended into godlike beings and created this realm before becoming guardians of light over the corruption of the void. The daemons were the product of a few that had become corrupted. Unable to ascend turning to find alternate ways to achieve immortality even at the cost of their own souls. The stronger Ema had the ability to open rifts in time and space; but eventually, they too became victims of the darkness and the daemons that came from within. And though they had fought them back and held their ground, the war continued across a multiverse… ending here on  Eda, Vee’s world. And if we aren’t able to stop them here, they will invade all of Bane. At least that is what Zero is telling me. I made a note of all of it and decided that once Vee and I are alone I would have to ask her about it. About all of this. 




As we prepare to make our journey into the night, across Linwood forest towards the Iron Keep’s fortress south of Grimm Porres, I gather what I have left of my supplies and store my money and what few treasures I have kept with a banker named Slev. He’s a kind person but a little eccentric. Always rambling about the good ol’ days when he too was an adventurer, and how now he spends his time hoarding the treasures for those in need. I don’t know if I can trust him, but he gives me a blood oath and a piece of paper that binds his word to his life. For that I agree to let him hold what I can not carry and hope that by the time we return I am not too late; or in the worst case scenario, someone kills him and steals all the goods. I’ve always had a hard time trusting people I know little about, but I guess that is a part of the way the game is set up… a part of this world I have to deal with. At the very least, if something happens to me and I die and respawn this is a way of keeping my equipment and money backed up. If I don’t respawn… well, it’s all worthless to me if that happens anyway. 




At about midnight we stop. We are a few miles from the estate and haven’t seen any animals or creatures since we left. Gabe tells me that he believes we are being watched, studied. Maybe the daemons are looking at us as a way of getting through the barrier. I think about the data Zero has given me, and I think again about telling the others; but that would only raise more questions. Vel sets up a protection barrier around us and, following Hiur tradition as well, hangs dragon teeth carved with runes from branches above us. 

“Why are we on foot instead of taking hover cycles, hell we could have taken a mech; it’s not like the estate needs it with the barrier in place,” says Gabe towards the rest of us. 

Jace looks at him and gives him the answer, “The couriers are using hover cycles to get to the Hub and Hiur, we’re only a half a day’s journey on foot from the Iron Keep, if we keep our heads down and get there in one piece it will save time and resources, two things the people of Arcadia don’t have.” Everyone stayed quiet for the rest of the night as we laid down pieces of cloth over the cold ground. The forest still smelt like a forest, and a part of me felt calm and at peace knowing we had runes surrounding our encampment. If any hordes were to sneak up on us, the runes would explode and give us a fighting chance. Maybe that was enough. As I finally began to shut my eyes, I let go of Zero and felt a chill run up my spine. 

A menu screen appeared. Not the typical one I had gotten used to, but something new. I saw all my skills, inventory, the usual information, but there was something new blinking in front of my mind’s eye. I hadn’t leveled up but I had been rewarded with a new subclass… Slayer. Like a paladin, it was a soldier class; only slayers were proficient in one-on-one combat with monsters. I read through the subclass and saw that my melee stats would be boosted in one-on-one battles. I was happy with that; the only drawback was that IF I entered any one-on-one battles and boosted my strength and accessed the subclass, I would not have access to any of my Cryomancer powers temporarily. Fair trade, I guess, depending on the foe. 

After I closed the menu and opened my eyes one last time, I saw the fire we had made was burning out. I was pretty excited about my new class but had no problems waiting to find out how well it worked. Vel was sitting just above me, holding her finger to her lips, telling me to keep quiet. Gabe, Ganesh, and Jace were all asleep. She sat down next to me and whispered into my ear, “You just got a new class, right?” she asked. 

I shook my head without saying a word. 

“What was it?” she asked.

“Slayer,” I whispered. 

“Mine was Battlemage,” she whispered in return. 

“We both got a second class?” I whispered towards her in surprise.

“The world is changing, think of it like a new feature, some will see it as a gift from the gods, others like us know it’s more than that,” she spoke softly. 

“What does yours do?” I asked.	

“When my team is overwhelmed, I can cast powerful offensive spells, some I have only ever dreamed of casting; only I become defenseless against any incoming attacks, yours?”

“I become stronger in one-on-one fights when my slayer class becomes active; only I can’t use any of my magic powers or skills,”  I answered.

“Interesting, it feels like the world is testing us, changing our resolve, we both gained new classes that are based on how we have behaved since we’ve been in this world, you fighting with blades against monsters and bosses and myself studying the world of magic,” she began to say something else but stopped. I knew what it was. If she cast a high-level spell and became defenseless I could be her shield. It was how we had been fighting all along. And yet she was still hesitant, after I learned the truth about her past to be allies.  

“Have you ever encountered other players like me in this world before?”

“Not like you; like myself, yes, but as far as other players like yourself, I have only ever heard rumors, tales of fighters that came from nowhere that could resurrect themselves; however, most of those tales came from the lost region,” she answered.

“Perhaps the lost region was an area of this world people from my world could enter and leave,” I said my voice slowly growing louder as the idea of getting home filled me with joy. 

“No, the lost region is a crater, when we first got here it was a flourishing land but we blew it to hell when the daemons first appeared,” she answered. “If anything tried to survive there they would die of sickness”. 

“In Bane, when I came before, I would use a VR headset and gloves, a pod I built myself. I was fully immersed, but I was always able to logout,” I said.

“You were on a different plane, think of it like a computer server. You were here in-game, in Bane, but you weren’t in Eda. Bane is like standing on top of a layer of glass: You were only looking down through the window. Once they moved you inside Eda, you were outside for the first time”. 

“But how did they move me?” 

“They found one of the pathways. They probably moved your avatar while you were unconscious.” That made sense to me, I remembered how it was possible to sleep in Bane, how your avatar would lay still when you logged out. It was always important to logout somewhere safe. 

“So where did this new class come from,” I said thinking out loud. I was searching for an answer. Eda was both a virtual world that could be manipulated and as real as it could possibly be.

“The powers you have in this world come from an element that is in abundance, think of it like a force of nature. I guess in the real world they would call it qi, or chi, ki, vitality. When I lived in Hiur we called it the Hugr, based on the old Norse word for spiritual power that humans could use for supernatural deeds. Either way you look at it it is a life force that flows through the body and powers us all. It’s a force beyond our HP, mana, and stamina, beyond any of the skills we can measure. When an update occurs you could say that the Hugr in this world is being powered up. If you let me I will show you how to channel your Hugr so that you can grow stronger,” she said.

“Where do we begin?” I smiled.

“In Norse, there was the body, known as the lík, its life force or soul known as, an astral body, hamr, and Óðr, the force that surrounds us, Hugr was the ability to manipulate those forces…” Vel went on to tell me how her husband, a man named Jake, and her brother, Croon, had fought for her, for all of humanity. She told me how her husband, Jake, had become corrupted by the daemons, and he was taken from her a hundred years ago, that the corruption spread from one person to another and she was forced to slaughter almost all of the friends she had begun to call family. How she became the Valkyrie of Hiur, the witch, and why she had sworn a new oath to herself that she would protect those that couldn’t protect themselves, that she herself felt responsible for bringing everyone to this world and that she would get stronger. 




She was crying again now. I thought about putting my arm around her but held back. 

Her story reflected my own. Yet, despite losing Jake, the love of her life, she kept fighting. All while I’ve been lazy. Biding my time to get home. Maybe a part of me is scared of going back. Scared of the future I’ll find waiting at the Hub. 
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Firestarter

	

We woke up when the sun rose. It wasn’t much sleep but it was enough to get us through the day. Vel removed the runes and packed them up with the rest of her gear. No one knew anything about the conversation we had the night before. I was still trying to take it all in. We started walking and didn’t stop until about halfway through the day when we sensed we were being followed. 

“Daemons?” asked Jace.

“No it’s something else, feels human,” said Gabe. Gabe and Ganesh were experts at perception. They could get a sense of the creatures around them and even tell what they were from up to a hundred yards away. I wasn’t quite sure how they were so skilled at that and guessed maybe it had something to do with them being Venir or being from Hiur. Vel, I was sure, was capable of the same thing as she shook her head agreeing with Gabe that we were in fact being followed by a human. 

“Someone from the estate?” I said.

“No, someone else, there is a darkness to the presence,” said Vel.

“EVERYONE GET DOWN,” shouted Ganesh as a fireball flew over our heads into a nearby tree. The tree fell down and hit the ground like thunder as it caught fire to the forest around it.

“Everyone ok?” exclaimed Ganesh. We were fine. We pulled together in a circular formation and studied the area around us. Gabe pointed towards a spot in the trees and shouted, “There!” before firing a burst of energy from his rifle. 

“Miss,” he said. There was a surprising amount of shock in his voice and another fireball heading our way. 

We scattered. Vel pulled up a shield of magic around Jace and herself while Gabe and Ganesh stood back-to-back several meters away. I was by myself another several meters away, and that was when I saw her. A woman, hovering in the air, surrounded by fire on all sides. Zero told me to fire, swearing up and down that we were all going to die and that being melted down was a fate worse than death. I tried to get a read on the figure but I couldn’t. I couldn’t even tell if it was actually human or some kind of creature. The only thing I knew 100% was that it wasn’t a daemon; and because of that I couldn’t pull the trigger. 

“EMILY!” Vel shouted. The figure turned towards her and dissolved into ash in the air. The fire behind us began to dissipate as if going out on its own. Vel ordered us to put our weapons down but Gabe and Ganesh weren’t about to follow her command. Jace and I did as we were asked and Jace ordered the two of them to do the same. Gabe lowered his weapon but still held it firm enough he could fire at a moment’s notice. Ganesh did the same. 

“Emily, it’s me, come out,” shouted Vel, “we aren’t here to hurt you,” she added. Just then a cloaked figure emerged from the woods. A woman with bright red hair and dark-colored eyes stood with a grin in front of us. Below her cloak she wore a full set of combat armor with red mesh that looked like webbing running down the sides. 

“You know this woman?” said Gabe. 

“This is one of my oldest friends,” Vel smiled. Gabe held his rifle tighter, I could see fear in his eyes. As far as he was concerned Vel, aka Vee, the Valkyrie of Hiur was a threat. Meeting one of her friends was not something any of us had been planning on and certainly not the way we were attacked. 

“I’ve had a lot of raiders come through my woods, I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you at first,” Emily said. Her voice was soft. She looked like she was in her mid-twenties, though it was possible she was just as old as Vel herself. 

“What does she mean, her woods?” Ganesh asked, clearly annoyed about everything that had happened in the last five minutes. 

“I protect these woods and the creatures inside, I am the guardian of Linwood,” she proclaimed proudly. 

“Come on, seriously, first you were the Lady of the Fire Shrine, god only knows what happened to that place, the Woman of Dragon’s Tail, the Keeper of the Flames of the Valley of Decay, and now you are the Guardian of Linwood Forest,” Vel was laughing, “make up your mind,” she added.

“Really, that coming from the Witch of Arcadia, the Seer of the Tomb of Giants, the Valkyrie of….” Vel cut Emily off, “I get it, we like to move around,” she finished. The two of them were bickering for a moment, smiling at one another, then Emily lowered her hood and came closer to Vel and Jace. She looked like she was smiling, “I’ve missed you,” she admitted, hugging her. Vel added, “I’ve missed you too.”

The rest of us gave them a quick moment to catch up before telling Emily we were on our way to the Iron Keep’s fortress. Emily laughed. 

“Good luck, that place is in ruins, I use to visit a bar inside there for awhile but a few days ago the whole place got taken out by a horde of daemons, you know the kind, turns out they have been gathering in numbers underground, I’ve put a barrier around parts of the woods but they keep getting through, honestly I thought you guys might have been infected and that’s why…” Vel held up her hand and told her to stop. 

“Infected?” Jace asked. I was curious too. After what I had learned the night before and what had happened to Ariane, and what Vel had told me about happening to her husband and Hiur, it seemed less a coincidence that something was happening to the world around us, something bigger than trolls rising to war and daemons appearing from the void. 

“It’s not important, not yet,” said Vel. 

“Always trying to keep secrets, why are you afraid to tell them? A hundred years ago you stopped the first rise of the Mal in Hiur, you should be proud of how many you saved…'' Emily stopped, “wait, that’s why you went to Arcadia, why you left the North, what happened? What happened to Jake?” 

“Jake’s dead, so are the Mal,” Vel answered, looking down at the ground. 

“I’m sorry I didn’t know,” Emily expressed, turning to hug her friend again. 

“Hold on? What is a Mal?” said Gabe.

“A daemon that possesses a human. Over time it turns people like us into powerful daemons, daemons on par with even some of the strongest dungeon creatures; no, stronger I’m afraid,” said Emily. 

“So the Valkyrie of the North, that was you that killed so many of our people but you did it because they were infected by that Mal thing?” Ganesh was both stating and asking. 

“Yes, including her husband, so have some respect,” said Emily, who was now holding tightly onto Vel. It finally sank into Ganesh and Gabe. Vee wasn’t their enemy after all. One of the things the two took great pride in was being able to tell when someone was lying. They knew Vee had never lied to them, only that she was keeping secrets. Now, they knew why. 

“I’m sorry,” said Ganesh.

“I’m sorry, too,” said Gabe. 

“Ok, if everyone is done apologizing, we still have a lot of people depending on us back at the mansion; and if we don’t get help we’re all about to be wiped out by the daemons anyway,” said Jace. It was almost funny hearing him demand everyone’s attention. He was right, though. 

Emily took us to the ruins of the Iron Keep so that we could search for clues. There was nothing. Most of it had been burned away. It looked like they set fire to their own armory in an attempt to drive the daemons away, and they succeeded in taking most down with them. We searched the area trying to see if there was anything we could salvage, but everything had been destroyed. All that remained were a few fragments here and there. All useless. All except there wasn’t enough. Not enough bodies. Not enough pieces of debris for the haul that the Iron Keep had recently bought from Kyler. They were still alive and we knew it. The Iron Keep raiders that came to trade with Arcadia never made it back to the fortress, or if they had they moved on. 

We still had a chance; all we had to do was follow the clues. 

“You never should have kept that from us,” I said towards Vee. She knew what I was talking about. 

“I understand it was hard for you but Gabe, Ganesh, Cooper, they all deserved to know what happened a hundred years ago, they deserved to hear that from you, not some stranger that nearly burned us all to death, even if she is our friend now. Please, no more secrets,” I said. This was the first time I felt like I was lecturing Vee. She shook her head and apologized. She knew I was right. The memories were painful for her, but Gabe and Ganesh were descendants of the ones she had called her clan and ones she had killed. We were all a party now, and that meant trusting one another.  Gabe even asked her to come back to the North with them once all of this was done, set the record straight. He asked me, too, but I already had plans. 

Emily led us back to her home. A tree house in the woods. We used an elevator made of vines and wood to access the first level, which she used as a living space. The second level was her bedroom. A third level was above, which she used as a small armory. She had a small collection of weapons. Mostly melee but there was one rifle that looked familiar. It looked almost identical to my own. 







The Viridian




‘Made from Viridian Steel, this rifle is kinetic and can fire either bullets or shards of energy. A classic weapon for a modern era.’




Damage: 15 (with a 35% chance 100 critical and burning damage)

Class: None

Weight: 10







“I’ve got some herbs and fruit to eat, feel free to help yourselves,” Emily offered, motioning towards a barrel of hard fruit that looked like they were starting to turn brown. The herbs were placed in jars, none of it was labeled, so it was anyone’s guess what she had actually been gathering. 

“Heard from Croon lately?” Emily asked.

“Respawned somewhere up North, sent a familiar after him,” and that was all Vel said. 

“A familiar, that’s a good idea, I think I know how we can find the survivors of the Iron Keep!” said Emily. 

Just like that Emily conjured a creature from flames that looked like a wolf made of red, burning fibers. The creature sat in front of her. 

“Does anyone have one of Kyler’s weapons?” she said. 

I pulled out the small dagger I had bought. It had been hidden in the side of my boot, and I handed it over to Emily. She said something to the creature, and the dagger turned to ash. 

“Sorry about the little sword,” she smiled. 

“No problem, will this really help us?” 

“My familiar can track the elements that made up the dagger after I transmuted it and turned it to ash, so long as the Iron Keep bought some similar materials from Kyler in the past, then we should be able to find them,” she smiled. 

“What if it takes us back to the estate?” asked Jace.

“That’s a risk,” smiled Emily again. 




We took off behind the familiar into the woods. 

“So conjuring a familiar, is that something I can do?” I asked, running beside Vel.

“It takes practice, but yes, as long as you are tethered to the outside world. The familiars act as copies of your subconscious mind, taking many forms but some you can create yourself from forms of thought. If you weren’t tethered to the outside and you created one, then your consciousness would slip into the familiar and you would lose yourself,” Vel answered. I was nearly out of breath when we reached the survivors of the Iron Keep, or at least what was left of their caravan. It sat in front of us in ruins. A hover barge wrecked, buried halfway into the ground. The barge was familiar. I recognized it at once; after all, I was once kidnapped by trolls on one. 

We began scavenging the barge, looking for anything useful, but there was nothing around. 

“Nothing, again,” said Jace. The familiar led us to one weapons cache, only the weapons had been torn apart. 

“This is the spot, there’s nothing else around for miles,” said Emily. 

“So that’s it, we’ve done all we can; maybe it is time we head back to the estate,” said Gabe. 

Jace was glowing red hot, I could see the anger in his face. He clenched his fist like he wanted to scream and punched the side of the barge as hard as he could. A bullet flew through the air and punched a hole beside Jace’s fist. We were under attack. 

We ducked for cover behind the barge, but we were surrounded on all sides. Emily created several figures made entirely of fire around us that took most of the weapons’ fire that came our way. The figures dissipated and reappeared until there were five in all. Emily herself was sitting behind us concentrating. If I could read her power level, I would probably be watching her mana drop exponentially; but she was still a ghost. Zero was doing his best to pinpoint the targets but they were moving… quickly. 

“We have to surrender,” said Vel.

“Like hell,” shouted Emily. The others agreed with her: Even though we were outmatched and outgunned, it wouldn’t be the first time we pulled through. After fifteen minutes of feeling like we had been sucked inside a battle royale, Emily’s fire figures faded and our attackers came out of the shadows of the trees, guns drawn. They weren’t afraid of us firing on them. There were far too many targets. Even if a few of them fell, we would barely make a dent before we ourselves were gunned down. All of us still had our weapons drawn as their leader approached us….

“I am Artois, leader of the Iron Keep, what have you?” he said.

Jace lowered his weapon and stood in front of us.

“I am Jace, leader of the Five’s Guild, with me I have the Witch of Arcadia, the Firestarter and Guardian of Linwood, the Venir, and the Troll King Slayer (he was referring to me). We have come searching for you, Arcadia has fallen, we have retreated to a mansion, the estate and conquered the dungeon inside, we are being hunted by daemons and ask your help in clearing an escape for our people,” he paused, “and you will be handsomely rewarded with as much treasure as you can take,” he finished.

“We do not want your treasure,” said Artois.

“What is it that we can offer you?” asked Jace. 

“Vengeance,” smirked Artois, “Vengeance”. 
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Vengeance

	

We were stripped of our weapons and taken prisoner. The Iron Keep, led by Artois, took us to a secret settlement after a second large barge came and picked us up. They had laid a trap for us. Before they took my rifle away I heard Zero screaming in my head not to let them, that he would rather die than disappear back into the void, but there was nothing I could do. I promised to get him back as the guard held out his hands waiting for me to hand him over. The raider looked at me like I was crazy having such a fine attachment to my rifle. He played with it for a moment, even looked down the sight. In his hands, though, Zero was not different than a plastic toy. 

At that moment I wasn’t sure who was in more trouble, us or the estate. I wondered if Zero would awaken to his touch. Maybe screaming at him in some way the raider couldn’t quite grasp. 

“Weird weapon, sounds like it’s hissing at me,” he said laughing, tossing it to another raider. 

“Yeah I hear it too,” said the second.

“Only when holding it, maybe it’s cursed? Should we destroy it?” said the first.

“Let big boss know, he’ll decide,” said the second, handing it to a third that put their ear down towards the trigger laughing. 

At least I knew now Zero was REAL and not something I had made up in my head. I had doubts at times; sometimes it felt like the game world was getting to me. Every part of my being, my body, my mind had been adjusting to this place. The longer I was here, the more I felt like my old life was nothing more than a distant memory. 

“So what deus ex machina is gonna save us from this one?” asked Jace, hands tied behind his back looking straight into my eyes. No, maybe he was staring at Vel who was standing to my right side. Sometimes it was hard to tell with him. He had a little bit of a lazy eye when he stared at anything for too long, and all of us had been staring at one another for quite awhile since they threw us in a holding cell together. 

The secret settlement was more like an abandoned bunker, built inside a small hill. We were bagged after we stepped inside and led down some kind of maze. I’m sure the others were counting turns and steps just like I was, but I lost count halfway down. The bunker / settlement was most likely another dungeon that had been reacquired. 

“At least we aren’t bagged anymore, I was getting dizzy in that thing, felt like I was gonna puke all over our hosts here,” said Gabe, fiddling with his chains. 

“They are enchanted, don’t bother, most of the Iron Keep are soldier class, paladins, but there is a powerful mage down here somewhere,” said Ganesh. 

“Maybe that Artois guy?” I stated.

“No, he was a soldier, a Slayer type, most likely former infantry from the Hub,” said Vel. 

“So someone we haven’t seen yet.”

“That would be the case,” finished Vel. 

We stopped talking for a while. None of us had anything to say to one another, we were just all trying to think of ways we might escape. In movies and games things always seemed to work out fine… the guards would come and somehow one of us would break free of our chains or cast some kind of spell and free the others. Together we would all make our escape moving quietly from one room to the next. Somehow all of that would be followed by a big explosion and we’d all go home. 

The guards came, half an hour after we stopped talking. They dragged us into an open room and forced us to our knees. All of us except Gabe, who they threw inside some kind of pit. We could see into the pit, which had a floor made of sand. It was an arena. That should have been obvious from the beginning. 

Artois stood on the other side, on top of a high throne carved from the jaws of a giant. 

“All hear me, I am Artois, leader of the Iron Keep, and bound servant to the Troll King in life and death,” he didn’t have to say anymore. That was the moment I knew we were all screwed. 

“We have captured the kingslayer and his companions and now he will watch as his friends die one by one; vengeance is ours this day, for our king.” He finished going on about how the Iron Keep will rise up and become the true rulers of Eda. So I guess it turns out they had aligned themselves with that monster and had been biding their time. So much for not making enemies. 

Just then a creature that looked like a man emerged from under the sand. It was a draugr. Several more appeared, carrying swords both great and small, some carried daggers. There were about ten in all. Gabe broke free of his chains. Somehow, whatever had been cast over them had been broken. He didn’t take a single step back, instead he walked forward towards the first walking corpse and bashed its head in with the metal cuffs still wrapped around his wrists. It tore at his clothing, ripping his shirt before he finished it with its own weapon. Using the greatsword he held in his hand he turned his attention on the other nine draugr left. They came at him from every angle and he fought with all the strength he had only jumping back to dodge. By the time the last draugr fell he was a bloody mess. 

There was a red glow in Gabe’s eyes. 







Name: Gabe

Age: 25

Gender: Male

Race: Human / Hybrid

Level: 53 (he had leveled up)

Class: Paladin / SHIFTER

	

HP: 700 

(boosted as he drew energy from the battle raging around him)	 

Mana: 300 

(boosted by the blood he spilled)

Stamina: 600

	

Agility: 10

Endurance: 10

Intelligence: 2 

(dropped when he went into battle and his eyes turned red)

Charisma: 0

Luck: 8




Abilities: Shifter




Everything else looked the same.




Skills: Unknown

Inventory: None

Reputation: Neutral 

Alignment: The Venir / Hiur

Languages: Common (English), Troll, Elvish, and Goblin







Gabe was a hybrid. Born in Hiur, the far north, he was part human and part shifter, a type of sub-species of human that could shift into different animals. Mostly werewolves, bears, etc. The experience of shifting was painful, the most pain any player could endure. It was a brutal class to mess around with and extremely rare. The transformation alone could kill someone or force them to logout… but the experience. The experience of being a wild and feral creature was unlike anything describable. At least that was what I heard. 

Gabe’s muscle mass grew. Shifters enveloped the mass around them to transform. The physical changes couldn’t just come from thin air after all. But all around Gabe was nothing but sand. The organic mass he was using to power his body was the rotting flesh of the Draugr. His body was fusing with the dead. 

Vel was laughing.

“You are about to find out how dangerous the people of the North really are,” she smiled, bringing herself to stand and cheer for Gabe. 

“Release the daemons,” shouted Artois. 

Several daemons came out from a panel that moved in the sidewall of the pit. The arena seemed more and more gladiatorial. 

I could hear the bones snapping as Gabe’s transformation continued. His ears grew pointed and his arms elongated as he let out a scream in pain. His skin turned a dark gray as his hair fell out and his teeth turned into fangs. He didn’t look like a werewolf or any creature I had seen. This was something different, something deformed. 

His whole body turned pitch black, and Gabe was gone. What had been Gabe ran towards the daemons that came slashing with its claws. It had no eyes. No features. It was a slender man, hollow, with claws, fangs and pointy ears. What was left of the man had disappeared. 

Artois laughed, “Push the second prisoner inside the arena, let us see how feral the beast truly is.” 

Ganesh was pushed inside. Gabe turned his attention to her as he tore the last daemon in half. She was begging him to stop to listen to her voice. She herself had the ability to transform but she had not the heart to turn on her partner. 

Vel screamed for Ganesh to run as Gabe turned his hand over inside her chest. 

Her hands grasped at her face and covered her eyes, desperate for some form of relief from the sharp, head splitting pain within. She desired relief no matter what form it came in. She even contemplated giving up completely, there didn't seem to be an end in sight. With the passing of each moment the pain only seemed to get worse and worse. For a moment she feared it would never stop.

Fighting through the pain was becoming increasingly difficult, but above all else it became increasingly annoying to have to deal with. But sick of having to deal with all this, she decided to simply refuse to acknowledge the pain and get on with what she was doing to the best of her ability.

As what used to be Gabe tore her apart, Ganesh lifted her left hand with the palm towards the side, thumb and one finger forming a circle, two fingers half clenched and one fully clenched is a gesture that is used to strengthen an agreement, a sign that she was making a promise in Hiur. 

Crushed, broken. Ganesh’s body was one big mess; and then she was gone. 

Another creature steps forward from one of the openings inside the pit. Its two legs gracelessly carry its draconian body filled with a chaotic energy. Its massive tail wriggles behind it; the crack of whips can be heard with each of its movements. Two stunted wings extend themselves, fully blackened bones and see-through membranes that looked like shredded paper stretch upward as if the beast is just waking up. The creature’s eyes look downward towards what had been Gabe, which begins walking towards it faster and faster. Artois is laughing. Vel is crying, Jace is looking away. All of us are powerless to stop this madness. 

A white text appears before my mind’s eye. It looks like a chat box, some kind of invitation. I click it fearing the worst…

My thoughts become entangled...

Weak, I feel so weak. I can feel the void, the nothing running along my body, but my head is too heavy to take a look, my arm is too heavy to lift, everything is too heavy. How long has it been? Minutes? Hours? No, I think it has been years! Who knows. Somebody will find me soon though. Ha, as if. This is no time for jokes, stupid mind. I'm dying. There's no way out. I'm going to die, oh god I'm going to die. No, please, I want to live. I can't die, I must not die. Somebody, anybody, please help me. I don't want to die. I don't want to die.

I feel so lonely. All this wouldn't be half as bad if I just had somebody with me, somebody to talk to, somebody to hold me. Why hasn't anybody found me yet? Are they even looking? Maybe they gave up. No, they'd never give up. Something terrible must have happened to them. They'll continue to look for me until they've found me, dead or alive. This is the end, I can see it clearly. I'm beyond saving, beyond the point of no return. I'm going to die. No, please. There must be something that can be done. I need.. I need a miracle. I'm freezing. When did it get this cold? I wish I could move my body to warm up or wrap a blanket around me. At least I feel no pain, everything is numb. Numb and cold. Null and void. 

So be it, the end of my life, crushed in an instant. Fine then, let it be.

“You cannot give in. You may be down but you cannot give in, ” I cried aloud. My entire body tells me to lay down and rest. Zero’s thoughts are driving me crazy! 

My thoughts continue to be filled with the worst as they become  entangled with Zero’s helplessness . 

I hope I'm not forgotten, or worse, abandoned. People are still looking for me, right? It hasn't been very long I don't think, surely there are still people looking for me. Yes, they must be. Somebody will find me soon, I just need to hang in there for just a while longer. I haven't been forgotten.

This is the end, I can see it clearly. I'm beyond saving, beyond the point of no return. I'm going to die. “No, please, I don't want to die.” Zero’s voice echoes again and again.  I need.. I need a miracle. A miracle. A miracle… I think  I'll just close my eyes instead. I love you al.  Zero ranted on and on until finally a small pause, just long enough for me to cry out…

“Zero!” I said aloud. Vel turned towards me like I was nuts. 

“But how can this be, alas I am hearing things, the end is come now, the cold, the nothingness, the emptiness, all is lost, there is no hope,” Zero began ranting again but this time I stopped him, “I can hear you just fine, how? What is going on?” this time I thought the words just like I would while holding Zero in my hands. 

“Wait, it must have worked, finally, at last it worked! I have breached the outside!” Zero’s voice changed tone. 

“How long was I gone?” he asked.

‘A few hours, Gabe has transformed into some kind of monster, Ganesh is dead, we are being held prisoner by Artois and the Iron Keep,’ I replied. 

“Amazing, for you it has been hours but for me, it has been years!” he said. 

‘What happened?’ I asked.

“They took me, they put me in a pile of scraps but that was their mistake, I was able to expand, to hack into the dungeon itself. I feel I’ve spent years tearing down the firewall. I found a way to make myself wireless… right now my signal is streaming across the room, I understand now, I see what has happened, please tell me I AM NOT crazy this time,” Zero said almost singing. 

“That’s great but is there anything you can do to help us?” I said this time in a whisper. 

“Maybe, but you are not going to like it,” Zero replied. 

What was Gabe and the deformed ogre were battling it out in the arena. Several more draugr appeared from behind more hidden panels. The ogre was strong. It was starting to get the best of what was Gabe. I felt a chill run down my spine. Zero was doing something. The lights in the room blinked on and off for about two seconds, the sand in the pit began to vibrate. 

“The mana dampening field is off,” cried Vel, breaking free from her chains. Jace did the same. I still couldn’t quite get mine loose. Vel went after the guard behind us, taking his rifle and firing at another. Zero did it. 

“IDIOTS!” screamed Artois, grabbing a rifle that he had sitting beside his throne and aiming towards the pit. 

Dampening field… around the entire dungeon. But Gabe was able to use his power in the pit. That meant the pit was outside the field. 

That would be wrong. The sand in the pit subdued some of the field and made it so Gabe was able to use some of his strength but the dampening field was still on, only hindered. 

“That thing I said about you not liking what I could do,” Zero said, “it’s happening”.
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Maturin

	

Gabe turned to dust at the touch of a creature that looked like a giant alligator or a snapping turtle, torn apart by the field of mana that surrounded it. The creature, which I will call a Maturin, named for another creature created by a writer in my world, must have been seventy maybe eighty feet long as it rose from the ground, cracking the surface like an egg. 

We could see the rage in its eyes. 

“You’ve let loose the guardian, now we are ALL going to die!” shouted Artois towards us as we climbed to higher ground. He and his men were already trying to escape the underground, but the only exit was currently sitting right behind our new nasty friend. 

“What does he mean, guardian?” I asked, looking towards Vel for answers.

“Guardians, they were protectors of this world’s greatest secrets, they stand guard at the gates, the openings to other realms within Eda.” she answered. 

I held Zero in my hand. He was back to being himself now, analyzing the situation and looking for a way out, a way for us to escape. 

“We are going to have to fight it,” Zero said as I stood staring at the large crusty reptile. I could see various lines and symbols stretch across my line of sight as Zero augmented my reality, showing me several weak spots and the % chance I had of hitting them. This was a new feature Zero hadn’t shown me before. I liked it. 

As I aimed down my sight I saw a circle that grew wider and smaller depending on how accurate my aim was. On my Earth there were 356 known species of turtle with about half of that endangered. The largest living turtle was a leatherback measuring just under seven feet. This ‘World Turtle’ was all of that to the extreme. As it climbed out of the ground we could see its tail whipping back and forth. It’s tail wasn’t like a turtle tail at all… it was long and pointed outward like that of a rat. 

I could see parts of the ground falling down below the turtle. It had been waiting all this time to break free. The dampening field built into this underground cave that was the key… 

“Zero, can you turn that dampening field back on?” I asked, 

“Negative, I had to fry the whole system, it would take an insanely large amount of power to reboot it and we would have to make it up to the main server room and manually override the system, you know, flip the switch,” he answered. 

“What if we used the power between Vel, Jace, and I, would that be enough to restart the system?”

“No, it would take a hundred of you, maybe more,” Zero answered. 

“So we have to fight our way out,” I said.

“Not necessary, you asked if Vel, Jace, and yourself could do it. It would take a hundred of the three of you but for Emily we need only one”.

“Emily? The Firestarter?”

“Yes, Emily is the key,” Zero proclaimed as I told the others, “I have an idea: If you guys can trust me, I think we can get the power started again; but we have to make it several floors above,” I said. 

A moment later I explained my plan / Zero’s plan to them. Lucky for us, the Turtle had its attention focused on Artois and his men, so we had time to make our way around the perimeter and talk things through. Emily agreed, reluctant at first to help, she made a good point saying that we should just make our escape and let the guardian run wild. The only drawback to that was that this was no longer a pure guardian, it was filled with rage; years of mistreatment had turned it inside out. Once it was through with Artois and his crew, it would be on the rampage. I couldn’t be responsible for that. Selfishly I begged Emily to help us, convincing her that should the guardian break free from the underground it would decimate the forest she had sworn herself to protect. +5 charisma. I succeeded.

We made our move towards the opening, taking several shots at Artois’s henchmen as they came after us. We were still enemies, even with the guardian tearing its way out around us. Artois himself was far too busy directing his men like a true guild master. Some of them would summon shields, while others used long-range attacks hitting the guardian’s hard shell with everything they had. When one line ran out of ammo or mana, another stepped in its place, letting the others recharge while healers tended to the wounded. Looking at Artois directing his men from the vantage point we had, I felt pity for them. We were all trying to survive in this world. Some of us by different means than others. In that way, this was just like the real world.

“Enough sightseeing, move it Myra!” I heard Jace shout. He was leading us alongside Emily while Vel and I were trailing behind. 

The upper shell of a turtle is the carapace. The spine and ribs are fused through to the plates just beneath the skin to form a hard shell. Exterior to the skin the shell is covered in what is known as scutes, tiny horny plates made of keratin (which also make up scales), which protect the shell from scrapes, bruises, and in this case gunfire and magic. The lower part of the shell is called the plastron. Together the two parts are joined together at the turtle’s side by bony structures called bridges. The inner layers of the turtle shell are made of, more or less, sixty other bones that fuse together with the shell so that the turtle cannot crawl out. Most turtles though can retract their head inside their shell, or at least far to the side. The quick extension of the turtle’s neck is something that it utilizes while hunting. 

The guardian, now nearly all the way free, is extending its neck towards Artois’s fighters and grabbing them one by one and eating them whole, while the floor below is beginning to flood. Pretty soon, most of the level will be submerged. I have no doubt now that the water level will rise high enough to drown us all, if we don’t act fast enough or find a way to seal the underground below. 

We make our way through the passageway and can hear a low roar coming from behind us. This is the moment: We can choose to run, or we can stop the world turtle / guardian by turning the dampening field back on. We choose the latter. Maybe that makes us heroes in a way. Instead of looking out for ourselves we have chosen to stay and fight, even if it means Artois and the Iron Keep live to fight us another day. 

Unlike the rest of us who were blindfolded, Zero was carried down into the underground and has mapped out all the various passageways. I guide the others through taking the lead. I guess it was my choice in the end to do what was right that led the others to follow. If none of us knew the way, we would have been trapped in this maze until the guardian found and killed us anyway. We were three floors below the server room, and there were no hostiles between us. Most of the Iron Keep was watching us fight, thirsty for their vengeance. Those that weren’t down below were probably guarding the exit, and we would deal with them later. 

The server room was white and filled with about fifty black monoliths with holographic displays. Zero tapped into one, and I directed Emily towards a conduit inside another room in which she could use her power. The room was shielded from the server room by a thick alloy and a glass window. I imagined the glass was made out of something just as strong as the alloy. The conduit looked like a simple control console, side-by-side with a square spot for someone with a high mana level to place their hand. Emily did and as the console came to life she burst into flames. Her power surged throughout her body. The conduit drew from her as she powered up more and more until the entire room was filled with fire. 

“Emily was given the ability to use fire, a fire starter. She could envelop her body, her enemies in flames. Before she could control her strength she would sometimes go supernova without realizing it,” Vel revealed to me, admiring Emily as one of the most powerful entities in all of Eda. 

“Is it working?” I asked Zero.

“Yes but it’s still not enough. We can weaken the creature, but the dampening field won’t hold. We won’t have enough power to bury it anymore,” he added. His voice sounded exhausted, and I could only imagine how hard he was working interfacing with the server. 

Emily burnt out. Her fire stopped burning. The dampening field was activated. Too tired to move, Jace stayed behind with her while Vel and I made our way back down towards the ‘World Turtle’ and Artois. I had spent so much time living in this world trying to survive… trying to avoid danger just like this, especially after what happened with the Troll King; and now here I was, about to fight a guardian, one of the strongest creatures in all of Eda. Just my luck. 




[image: Image]


39.




The Guardian

	

Artois was losing men fast. Most of his team were dead by the time we reached the bottom level, which was already halfway submerged by water. Turning on the dampening field had greatly diminished their power and caught them off-guard but the guardian was weaker. No longer protected by its barrier of mana, we could actually cause it harm. 

I fired a shot from Zero into the guardian’s neck and watched it roar in pain. A part of me felt bad. The guardian wasn’t always feral like it was now. Once it had sentience, and while it may just be an NPC with artificial intelligence doing something it was programmed to do, it could still simulate feelings and pain… something most humans can’t even do. 

I could feel its eyes on me as it moved its webbed hands and claws towards us and water splashed up against the wall. I could taste the salt and smell it in the air as I caught my breath. The water was flooding in from the great ocean. 

“Artois, we have to work together to take down the Guardian,” Vel shouted. 

“You are the ones that caused this, I’m not sure how with your tricks but my men and my king will be avenged,” he returned. 

“I guess that’s a no,” I laughed. Funny how even in the middle of battle with my blood racing I was able to relax and find peace. A part of me felt like this was what I was supposed to be doing. I fired at the guardian again, and this time it snapped its jaw down towards me as I dodged. 

“The Iron Keep will not fall!” shouted Artois, ordering several of his men to grapple the guardian. Several started climbing along its back. Seven in all. Two fell forward into the water and died instantly. Hitting the water at the height they did must have felt like hitting concrete. Another was whipped by the guardian’s tail and flew back against the cave wall. The other three were near the top of the creature’s head when a smaller beast emerged. 

“Turtles all the way down,” I said aloud. The smaller ‘World Turtle’ tore through the Iron Keep soldiers before jumping down towards us on the ground. Vel’s wings appeared. It was the second time I had seen them as she powered up. Artois stared over at her, “the dampening field?” I heard him say, wondering how she was able to use such power. Her attack was just as it had been before, and the smaller guardian was gone. Like Gabe, it turned to dust.

Vel whispered, “Alatar Trasim,” and a barrier of electric energy appeared, turning itself into a form that looked like a shadow. She had created a decoy, and in doing so had caught the attention of the guardian. 

The decoy ran as the guardian slammed its claw down, scraping the ground. The Guardian grabbed hold of it, sending an electric shock across its massive claw. Artois took advantage and sent another three of his men to grapple and ride along the back of the turtle. No second smaller guardian appeared, so there was hope; but the creature dived down and struck itself against the side of the cavern, squishing the Iron Keep soldiers. Artois was down to maybe thirty men left. One, a powerful mage, just as powerful as Vel, continued to attack the creature with waves of energy channeled through a Ki-Rifle. 

“Claructo Canieum,” I heard Vel shout. Another powerful spell. 

A familiar appeared. An elemental made from water that grabbed the guardian, holding it down for the others to attack. I felt like, no, I was in the middle of a big event, a group raid with a massive dungeon boss, the kind it takes multiple players to take down. 

“Artois, we have to work together,” I shouted again hoping now he might listen to reason. 

“Never,” he screamed back, pointing towards me ordering several of his men to fire. 

I fired back and we lost the time Vel had given us. She retreated behind some rocks to begin cooling down. She had drained all her mana, and her stamina wasn’t looking much better. If she wasn’t such a strong player she would have been dead. As I took cover beside her, Artois ordered his men to attack the creature again, swearing that he would deal with us later. 

“I’ve gathered some information about the guardian that might prove useful, would you like to see it?” Zero said. 

“Show me,” I answered. 




“When the realms were created, one on top of the other, the rifts emerged; and alongside them, the guardians of creation. The guardians were the familiars of the Ema (which Zero translated to angels). Created to keep daemons and the corrupt forces of chaos from invading from the worlds below, the guardians are made from immortal objects that surround a gem. They have an incredibly high mana and health. They are held together by life force passed to them by the Ema. Their bones are made of dust and mud and inscribed with alephs or runes that bind them together. They are, in a sense, not just familiars, but golems as well. Destroy the gem, and the guardian will no longer be able to hold itself together. Think of the guardians as NPCs that guard high-level areas that can’t be passed through. They are the enforcers, the wardens of this world… to defeat one is near impossible but NOT impossible.”

“Kind of like taking out a dungeon core, okay, I can do that,” I said. 

I felt my heart beat faster. I remembered my first full dive years ago. The first time I played a VR game and fought a boss. I had that same feeling now as I fired and rolled, dodging again and again. The ‘World Turtle’ was frenzied as it went after me, Vel, Artois and his gang; unsure where to attack, it came at us all, tackling the wall behind us as we moved as far out of the way as we could. This continued again and again. 

My stamina and mana were low. If I could have gotten a scan on the guardian, maybe this would have felt easier; but I felt like we were fighting some kind of immortal object, which in a sense we were. 

“Nothing in Eda is immortal,” Zero told me, highlighting another weak part of the guardian’s body. I fired again. 

My ice glaive gave way and I felt my power leave me. My new ability, Slayer, had activated and Zero told me that he had grown another level. 

“So my weapons can level up now?” I smirked.

I felt 10x more powerful than I had ever been; but I couldn’t quite balance Zero on my arm anymore so I fell to the ground and balanced him on my knee, focusing on the guardian’s neck. 

My HP, stamina, and mana were all back to normal levels. The guardian screamed, throwing its head back as the energy emitted from my rifle hit it.




Critical Damage x10




A wave of water rushed over the others and myself as the creature fell backwards. I felt myself drowning as I tried to hold onto Zero but couldn’t. Vel caught him as he slid behind me. Several of Artois’s men were sucked under the creature as it began to rise again. I grabbed a sword from one of the dead. My sword… Vesta Anoron. They did try and take everything from us. I knew I shouldn’t have felt bad taking from the dead. It was mine to begin with. Still, this was a horrible way to die. 

I jumped in the air towards the guardian. I defied gravity. I felt my body move as if lighter than air, and I felt like one of those kung fu fighters in Asian cinema. I felt myself running up the side of the ‘World Turtle,’ following a path along the top of its shell and digging Vesta Anoron into the side of its neck where I had been firing before. The creature was bleeding; only it wasn’t red blood. It was gold. It threw its head back and shook with my sword still stuck in the side of its neck, as I hung on for my life. Vel fired a shot from Zero towards the creature’s eye, and it began falling forward. I grabbed my sword from the monster and swung at it again, watching as my blade slowly dulled and withered. Still sharp enough to do just enough damage. 

We were winning. Everything was going according to plan. 

The guardian lay against the ground and I stood in front of its massive head and jaws looking at it breathing. It looked like it was dying but we had yet to destroy the monster's core. I knew this wasn’t over but had no intention of spending the next 72 hours wearing the creature down piece by piece. We didn’t have the luxury of time. As the creature stood up it opened its mouth, and I dove forward. I’d kill it from the inside. 




[image: Image]
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The Belly of the Beast

	

I held my breath for a moment before breathing in the disgust around me. The inside of the ‘World Turtle’ was haunting. A world all itself, though there was no living creature in sight. Instead it was like a cave of red light where the walls and floor, made of muscle rather than rock, moved with its every breath; and stomach acid lined the walls, still melting away the unlucky Iron Keep soldiers who were snapped up by the guardian’s jaws. Unlike them, I jumped in, forcing the creature to swallow me and my sword whole I cut open its throat all the way down. There were several small worms coming for me inside the creature crawling across the lining of the guardian’s stomach. The whole thing was a nightmare. 

One of the Iron keep guards surprised me -- I guess there were a few more living creatures around me -- begged for mercy as his body decayed on the ground below me. I swung my blade down sparing him a slow death, fighting that part of me that wanted him to burn, to rot away inside the belly of the beast. That wouldn’t have been fair. Like us, they were doing what they could to survive. Even if the rest of Iron Keep disagreed with Artois, he was still the one in charge, their leader. They were loyal to the end. 

I wouldn’t be able to stay inside the creature long. Already the foul air was making me nauseous, and I felt like I was going to die. My health was dropping a few hit points every few seconds, but it wasn’t substantial. Perhaps it was some kind of poison. I had to move fast, and I did. I had to cause as much damage as possible; and if I could find the gem inside the guardian I had to destroy it. 

I swung ‘Vesta Anoron’ into the stomach of the creature, ripping it apart and spilling blood until I found the heart. I swung into the creature’s heart again and again but it didn’t break; it flinched once or twice, but for the most part it was like I was beating a stick against a wall. I felt the tip of my blade break as I swung again towards the muscle of the creature cutting open a vein and covering myself in golden blood. I felt the creature moving, beating at itself as I tore it apart from the inside out. 

After another minute, I saw it. The gem inside the creature. Covered in a web of hard veins that looked rock solid. I reached out trying to take it and slid backwards against the inside of the creature. I could feel bone break against my back as I tried again to reach the core, again failing to grab hold of it. A moment later the guardian ripped open its chest and I fell to the water below. I could see its shadow below me as it retreated into the depths of the water to heal. 

There was silence for a moment as I swam towards the shoreline. Artois and the rest of Iron Keep thought they had won. They saw the creature struggling while I was inside it but they had no idea that it was because of me. Attacking it from the inside out was a good plan. 

Vel tossed me my rifle and a grappling hook, which I used to bring myself forward to the ledge she was standing on. We were on the other side of the cavern, away from Artois, but that didn’t stop them from setting their immediate sights on us. 

From one battle to the next. I thought about warning them but it would have been too late. The guardian emerged again, smashing down onto three more of Artois’s men. If only it had landed on top of him, then maybe we could have talked some sense into the rest of them. The creature was more feral than ever. Maturin’s chest had healed, but there were massive scars and tumors surrounding the area where it had ripped itself apart. 

I stood there in wonder. What does it mean to be alive, to live, to love, to be petty, loyal, jealous, angry, lost or truly happy? Sometimes our goals, our dreams are set so high we know we’ll never achieve them but we try nonetheless. Some of us lose ourselves in the journey, trapped in a maze of our own mind; while others make it out and find themselves living a life the rest of us could only dream of.  Other times you have to let go, smell the roses, enjoy the adventure, and fight till you have nothing left. Then you remember it is pointless; but you still fight, again and again. 

I let the creature devour me again. This time I’m not as lucky as I was the first time. I lose the bottom half of my leg, and I’m bleeding badly. I go straight for the gem this time. Zero screams at me in my head. Telling me to stop. I don’t need to know my chances of surviving are practically null.  I let go of my gun and let it slide down by my side as I draw my sword one last time. I can see my blade only has a few good hits left in it before it falls apart. I don’t even bother to focus on my HP - I know it is low, I know I am dying. I swing ‘Vesta Anoron’ one last time, and the world around me turns to dust. The guardian fades and I’m alive floating in the water below. 




Vel rushes into the water towards me. I can see a health potion in her hand as she rips open the top of the bottle. In the distance I can see Emily and Jace taking care of what remains of Artois and his gang. Vel doesn’t make it to me in time. The last thing I see is the void. The darkness… the world between Eda and my own as I wake up from stasis inside Sanctuary,  starting point, banging both my arms against the broken glass wearing nothing but a ragged shirt and cargo pants. The stasis pod opens up and I fall to my knees in the dark hull of the starship where my journey began. It looks no different than the last time I was here. A warning appears, telling me that I had exhausted all of my respawns… This was my last life. 







Name: Myra

Age: 19

Gender: Female

Race: Human

Level: 1

Class: Cryomancer

	

HP: 100 

Mana: 100

Stamina: 100

	

Agility: 7

Endurance: 8

Luck: 9 




Abilities: Low-level magic

Skills: Guthwou lvl 2, Jothe lvl 1, Melee weapons 

Inventory: None




	

Reputation: Freelancer, friend of the people. Troll hunter. 

Guardian Slayer

Alignment: Arcadia

Languages: Common (English)







That was it. All that work gone. I was back at Level 1, all my skills reset. Months of work lost. I still can’t believe it. I killed a guardian.  And that… that changes everything. Maybe an exaggeration; but my friends would survive, and I’d be remembered as a legend. Not only that, but I had proven the “impossible” was possible. 
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Red Ogre 




Caleb

	[image: Image]




Ogres stink. They smell like a landfill -- only the landfill isn't filled with garbage but rather mountains of dead skunks. To most living people, the smell is enough to make them pass out on contact. Lucky for Caleb he came prepared with a rebreather… wearing it now, though he couldn't imagine what would happen to him if he took it off. The smell was starting to find its way through, despite the fact that the rebreather he wore had been top of the line, expensive, at least according to the information he found after he stole it from one of the villages he had visited before entering the tombs. He had killed maybe a dozen Ogres once he found his way through a hedgemaze and into the actual fourth dungeon / tomb. Ogres were also ugly. Like Trolls that had been inbred. Knowing these things didn't help him in his quest, though. He could kill and maim dozens of Ogres, but the dungeon was still a maze, what felt like an endless cave. 

	

Caleb wandered for what he felt like must have been days. He was nearly out of rations. He had brought enough for several weeks. Had it been that long since he entered the first tomb? His mind was filling with doubt as he wondered if there was really any point to this… 




…maybe Leer had been lying. [image: Image]




Another Ogre. This time a red giant with one eye and an axe. So far Caleb had run into three kinds… green, brown, and blue. Each Ogre was different in small, subtle ways. The green ones had mushrooms growing on them and seemed to have an aversion to fire, while the brown ones didn't care about being burned and looked like they had been bathed in mud from head to toe. The blue ones were the hardest he had encountered until now… they were weak only against blunt attacks. The red Ogre, Caleb guesses, are probably immune against fire attacks but weak against water. 

As he quietly moved towards the red Ogre, he could feel the heat permeating off its torso. It must have had a body temperature around four hundred degrees. Strong enough to heat up the rock around it, as it stepped forward marching in what looked like circles on a set path. Caleb watched it for about half an hour, wondering if maybe he should just find another way. He could easily double back and take another tunnel… but what creature would he encounter by doing that. No, this was the best course of action and he knew it to be true. 

Caleb gathered all the water he had. He had a plan. Maybe it was a bad plan, but it was a plan. He had grown used to taking risks. Since the first tomb he had leveled up quickly. He was already pushing level 30. He had relied on his instincts as a VR player since the beginning, and he wasn't going to give up on himself now. 

Casting a wave of magic, he hurled the water at the red Ogre and watched as it reared back, blinded by Caleb’s surprise attack. The red Ogre grabbed at the ground, blindly burying its massive fist in the dirt as steam rose around its body. It was heating up. The angrier the Ogre became, the more red hot the attacks. Caleb had made his way around, but it already smelled him. Probably on account of Caleb having not bathed in days. Not since he found an underground hot spring. It didn't need to see him to know where he was. The beast charged with fire rising out from below its skin. Its eyes were red hot, and Caleb knew it could see again if only because of its rage. 

Standing his ground, Caleb cast a protective barrier around himself as the Ogre came down hard with its fists. The barrier began to crack, and Caleb could feel the flames of hell bearing down on him. He wasn't going to lose. With his sword in hand, he let go of his protective shield and held it forward. The Ogre continued closing down on him, pressing onto his steel blade with all its force. It didn't care if it was going to die… it was going to kill whoever had soaked its eyes with water.

The Ogre's flames turned to small embers before its body turned a charcoal color and began withering away. Caleb was safe again for the moment. Just lucky enough to survive. 




And just as he had trusted his instincts before, he followed the path before him and found another temple. Another giant sitting on a throne. The giant was different though. Two heads. It was an Ettin. A legendary creature. Now no longer living, the Ettin was nothing but a husk of rag and bone. Two giant skulls empty and shallow staring down at him. Near the giant's foot he found two chests and the fifth key… one of the chests, of course turned out to be a mimic, but that was an easy kill. The mimic was only a level 5, and Caleb had leveled up so much since he began his adventure he had lost count of his stats… that wasn’t his focus. He knew he had been gaining health, mana, stamina, but he poured everything he gained into offense. He was a weapon. A tank and a mage together in one. 




The second chest held a rifle.







'LK-19 / Thunder Rifle'




'This weapon is a beauty, but world-renowned and known for its versatility and adaptability. It uses 5.56 x 45 mm rounds and other calibers that have yet to be replicated. Possibly Dwarven in origin. The weapon has an upper and lower receiver to allow for easier customization. The pistol grip is made out of wood. The stock is made out of laminated wood. The standard issue magazine is a casket which carries 40 rounds, but customization for other magazine types and sizes is possible. It has both a button and lever mechanism to release the magazine. The selective fire modes are safe mode, 3-round burst, and automatic. This weapon was designed for the freedom fighters with the purpose of keeping the peace. The weapon is called the LK-19, but it usually goes by its nickname 'Thunder'.




Damage: 50

Class: None

Weight: 10







And another weapon. A fairly large, thin, straight blade made of copper is held by a grip wrapped in common, royal blue shark skin. The blade has a barbed, slightly curved cross guard, adding weight to the blade for a better weight balance, as well as offering hand protection during battle. The cross-guard has a jeweled skull on each side, a clear sign this weapon belongs to a champion. A thick pommel is decorated with gilded linings, which is to be expected from such an elegant weapon. The blade itself is engraved. A line of text is engraved on the blade, which is supposed to give the weapon and its owner extra strength. This weapon is used only during celebrations and has no name nor does it show a damage, class, or weight. More of a prop object in Caleb’s mind. A decoration. Caleb picks up the rifle and slings it around his back. After, he holds the ceremonial sword in his hand and stares at it in the silence before suddenly breaking out into laughter. It had been too long since he had smiled and the fighting seemed to never stop. It was hard now, hard to believe that this was just all a game. Even as he held what should have been a nice trophy. 




…And like most games Caleb found a way to skip ahead. 




When Caleb first started playing he met Leer. The devil himself who told him if he found a way through 7 tombs collecting 7 keys he could unlock a powerful artifact that would allow him to find Myra and escape the game. Caleb wasn't sure now if escape was really an option. Myra’s body in the real world was dying, torn apart by the attack that left her crippled and on life support. It wasn't like there was any real reason to go back. 

Like a magic whistle, teleportation, a hidden wall or magic spell, most games had bugs or glitches built in that players could use to speed-run through obstacles. Most arcade games could be beaten in a matter of minutes now… the harder console games of the early 21st century too had bugs that could be exploited by the right people. The tombs were no different. Each acted like a level. Caleb had figured that out once he found the first key. He wasn't just inside Eda, he was moving across realms from one 'tesseract' to the next. Each level had its own enemies, puzzles, and of course bosses. Each level its own challenges…. And each level a maze, purposely built from the bottom up. On the outside they were called the tombs of giants… that was the first clue… they were tombs. Being built from the ground up meant that the builders… the engineers and workers that made them had to have a way to quickly travel back and forth between them. That was what he was searching for now… no longer content with just making it from one dungeon to the next. Caleb had devised a way to cheat the game. 




A creature as large as a giant stood before him and the entrance to another maze.

"I guess I'm supposed to kill you," he said quietly to himself.

The creature turned towards him and looked down. It had a smile on its face and a look of hunger. How did these creatures eat? Caleb’s thoughts wandered for a moment as he began moving backwards, turning the safety on his rifle off. All he had to do was fire a few critical shots and the beast would be down and he could continue on his quest. 

"Stop," the creature spoke.

"You can speak?" Caleb asked, he was still readying his rifle. The giant, if it was fast enough, could probably cause his hit points to go down before he managed to take it out, but it definitely wouldn’t kill him.

"No fight, not want to fight," the giant said. 

"You are in my way," Caleb said. 

"And you are in mine," the giant spoke in a deep voice.

"Well why don't we just both move aside,"

"Can't move, can't stop, can't let you pass," the giant looked like it was fighting some kind of control over its own body as it stepped forward… 

And into Caleb’s line of sight. 




+10 Critical Strike

+100 EXP gained. 




Was the giant sentient?

The human mind and soul are merely the sum of our experiences and priorities, not too far from an AI in theory. Except for that soul part. The constructs inside Eda have no souls. This is a playground. Or is it something more? Maybe this second life wasn’t just VR, maybe the truth is more…. I’d heard of ghosts in the machine, paranormal sightings in VR worlds but this… Caleb’s mind continued to wander as he entered the next level. Finally he was beginning to grasp the truth. Eda, and by extension Bane, were not just a game.

Like the dungeons before, Caleb found himself wandering through another maze. This time it was another cavern with small, tight tunnels and blue lights lining the walls. His eyes wondered if he would ever see sunlight again. A few enemies appeared here and there… mostly goblin- like creatures, but nothing that could hold its own against him. Even a minotaur, an enemy that would have destroyed him in the first dungeon, was of little threat. Caleb knew which way he needed to go… he could feel it pulling at him, some kind of sixth sense he had developed by playing the game. Maybe it was something he had in him the whole time and this world… these worlds just brought it out more, cultivated it into something more. 

He moved against it. 

Struggling against the grain. 

Until finally he found himself in a big empty room. 

"Big empty room, no enemies, must be a boss level," he said to himself holding his new rifle 'Thunder' up, ready for another fight. 

Nothing happened. 

There was no event trigger.

There was only Caleb and the big empty, as he moved forward towards the center of the chamber. 

High above him he could see a light shining down. The sunlight hurt his eyes as he stared up at the crack in the sky. 

Caleb sat down in the center of the chamber with his legs crossed. He meditated for a moment. Sharpening his skills with his mind, he wondered whether this was the end, or if he should turn back and follow the pull that he knew would lead him to the next dungeon. He screamed. He screamed for what he felt like must have been hours though his voice never went hoarse. And then he cursed… cursing the game, cursing Leer, cursing Myra, cursing himself. He cursed Rebecca who had talked him into venturing inside the game-world. He cursed God, he cursed his family, his mother, his father, his grandmother, and he even cursed the dog he never had but always wanted… and the day he was born. 

He cursed the dungeon, and the dungeon cursed him back. A loud echo, a roar filled the chamber as the ground began to rumble and rise above her. The way back was gone. 

The dungeon was alive, and it was listening to him. 

As he rose towards the light, he began to cry, but his relief turned to fear as he felt his body black out and he woke up standing on top of a large rocky mountain. He saw a city in the distance… a city under siege, a horde of monsters and a massive starship where several figures were fighting.  

He felt the pull again, but his body felt like it weighed a thousand pounds and he couldn't move. Leer stood behind him smiling. 

"I see you found your way," he said, smirking, his voice hissing. 

"I found nothing, what is going on?" 

"The battle for the future, the future of this world and worlds beyond, can you not feel it? Moments like this? Flash points in time, that moment it all comes down. Tell me, did you take the easy way or the hard way?" 

"I followed my instincts," Caleb said, trying again to move. 

"I should thank you," Leer hissed again.

"Thank me for what?" 

"For what you've brought me, the artifact, the one thing that will end all of this," Leer smiled… his smile looked cruel and discomforting. Leer looked human, but there was something wrong with his eyes… the wrinkles in his skin. All of it looked like he was wearing some kind of body suit. Was this the first time Caleb had noticed? 

"I never made it through all seven dungeons," Caleb smiled in defiance. Something told him he had joined the wrong side, and that by not completing the quest Leer had given him he had in fact helped save Myra in some way. 

"One dungeon to test your patience, a second to test your will, a third to test your strength, a fourth to test your resilience, and a fifth to test your love. If you had continued to the sixth and seventh dungeons you would have found yourself trapped in an endless loop; like others you would have fallen to your own self-destruction but instead you chose to fight against the pull, against the game… You have proven you are more than just a player. You are a master of your own fate," Leer held up his hand, "and in doing so you have created this…" he was holding a gem, "this… is you," he smiled. 

Caleb felt cold. 

A pain inside his chest. 

"What have you done?" 

"I figured out what made you," Leer hissed, squeezing the gem in his hand, "the whole time, watching, waiting, the artifact I sent you for, you could say I sent you to find yourself, to find that hope". Caleb could see Leer for what he was now as he held the gem tightly in the palm of his hand…. He was a monster. Like something akin to an Old One, Caleb felt like looking at Leer straight on was going to drive him insane. There was darkness in Leer's eyes, telling Caleb he should be terrified, that he needed to run. He began to question everything as he stood there still all the while feeling like he was falling down into a rabbit hole. Leer held out his hand and all of reality seemed to tear away. All that mattered to Caleb was finding his sister… 

"Come child, your sister Myra awaits".


42.

 Nemesis

 

Myra

 

I looked down at my arm and began to cry. This couldn't be real. For almost as long as I’ve been here I've lived without the use of my left arm, a part of me incomplete but I found a way to survive. I grew used to the shakes, the itching, the phantom pain. I grew past my disability and turned it into a weapon. I was stronger without it in most ways. Now, it was back, I could still feel myself shaking as I moved my arm around. It felt ghostly. There was a pain… a pain I couldn't get past. I could feel the ice running cold through my veins as my powers manifested themselves inside my own body. I was so used to summoning my ice glaive and using my phantom limb as a weapon I had forgotten how to stop. My arm began to turn black and blue and I fell to the ground. After a few minutes I passed out from shock.

I was in and out of consciousness for half an hour before I woke up inside a cave. "Where am I?" I said aloud to myself. I tried to move but found myself in chains. My arm was almost solid black but I was still able to move it freely. It was cold, I could feel the cold, burning inside my veins against my bone. The pain however was nowhere near as bad as it had been before. I must have been sedated and only now could I feel it wearing off. I managed to get up as far as my knees when the lights flickered on and I could see a strange, hooded figure standing in front of me, digging dirt out from under his fingernails with a small knife, as he stood smirking.

"I don't wake up for just anybody," the figure said.

"Who are you?" I shouted, "where am I?"

"You're underground, Welcome to the Cantwell. We've been watching you for a while, Unchained," the voice said.

The Cantwell was a starship buried underground just south of the starting point. I recognized the name. It was a starship rumored to have been lost in the Battle of Broken Dreams several years ago in Bane. I'd heard Vee talk about it while I stayed at her place. She told it like it was some old ghost story, not something so real. No one knew what happened to it, and there were rumors that it had been controlled by Daemons, hybrids, and other aberrations. The guild it belonged to…

"Nemesis," I whispered under my breath.

"So you've heard of us," the voice said.

"Before I became trapped here I heard of a a guild called Nemesis. I'm guessing that is you?"

"That's a good guess; not quite right, though," the voice said. The figure came closer to me, putting their knife away and letting their hood drop down behind their head. They were mid-twenties. Dark hair with bangs that ran down just over his right eye which had a scar running beside it. Short beard and brown eyes. The figure had a slender build, but they looked like they were athletic. Not compact with muscle, but strong enough to take on a horde by themselves for sure.

"Here, take this, you look like you need it," the figure said, tossing me a towel. 

Judging from the figure's demeanor I knew they were a player like Vee and not a child born of Eda like Jace. There was something about the way he held himself, moving as if he had been alive for years and years. They were connected to this world much like I was, like Croon, like Emily, like dozens of others I had yet to meet.

"What does ‘Valkyrie of Hiur’ mean to you?" I asked in a way to test the figures’ response.

"She sure has told you a lot hasn't she, I'm glad. I wonder what she has told you about me," the figure said. He still had that same smirk on his face. I knew he was talking about Vel, about Vee. The way he said it, the way his face turned away I could tell just thinking of her was hurting him.

"What does ‘the witch of Arcadia’ mean to you?" I asked again. I could feel my heartbeat racing. Chills running down my spine. My power was building up inside my arm… I felt like I was going to explode. The last time I felt like this was against the guardian, and before that against the Troll king. This time was different. The buildup was just inside my arm.

"A lie, a last way out," the figure said. He was moving closer now.

Beneath my skin I could feel my veins growing colder, nerve endings seemed to shut off and soon I felt my arm tear away as a blade of ice tore through right below my elbow. The chains broke because of the cold and I was free. I screamed in pain.

For a moment I was ready to pass out but my heart was racing faster than ever. My adrenaline was keeping me looking forward. Even as I looked down and saw my arm was gone again. 

"Stronger than we thought, those chains were meant to hold a Vrax,” said the figure. This time he was smiling. I threw my body forward towards him, swinging my bladed arm in the air and coming down against him. He moved out of the way and drew a great sword from the air. It appeared holographic, at first, before taking shape, manifesting it was entirely made of ether. I didn't feel like I was level 1 anymore. I felt like I still had the same powers and abilities I had when I was nearing level 50. I felt strong,  I felt it inside me.

"The daemons came and we all ran, we took control of this ship, the Cantwell, lost, abandoned, as a last resort to protect ourselves from decay, from the Mal. Daemonic possession," the figure said, dancing around my attacks. He used his blade to block and parry. He was fast. If I could catch him off-guard, maybe I could win.

“But the daemons found us, infected us, broke us. Before us, they conquered hundreds, maybe thousands of worlds, traveling from one dimension to another. Planet after planet. We were fools to think we could hide." The figure was almost laughing as he blocked another one of my attacks and swung, breaking my blade in half. “The Chel, so called alien guardians, were unable to wipe them out, fought them back, imprisoned them on this world in the orbit of a black hole. They controlled the only way in and out. The Chel dubbed this planet, Eda and wiped it from their records. Now all that is left are a few rumors of a lost quadrant and a place called Underworld. All of us are prisoners here.” he went on, “all of Eda, all of the underworld, is at war.”

I tried conjuring a second blade of ice but found my mana was running low. It should have hurt. I should have fallen in pain but I was numb. Numb to the attack, numb to his words. I was barely listening when I finally heard him say his name...

"My name is Jake, by the way, and I've been playing this game for over two hundred years.” I was forced down to my knees. He somehow made his way behind me. What kind of person was he? Vee had described him as kind, sensitive; I felt like I was fighting a monster. I felt my body bend backwards before I fell to my knees. I felt a force pushing against me… binding me, it kept me from moving.

"I should probably let you know, I'm not your enemy, Myra Unchained, I'm actually here to help you," Jake smiled.

Jake, could this really be the one that Vee had told me about? The one that she had slain in Hiur? She said he had been infected by the Mal, that there was no chance he had respawned. Had she lied or did she not know?

"How are you alive?" I just barely managed to get the words out.

Jake's weapon disappeared. I felt the pressure against me dissipate to a tolerable level. It was still there but more like a gentle hand holding me down. "I guess she told you that part? I was infected by the Mal, the daemon virus, I still am, I let Vee kill me. I had no choice. I respawned, only I didn't appear at the starting point, I was here in the Cantwell -- and I was still infected. New body, same damaged mind. I wasn't the only one though…. Others like me were waiting, they were the first to discover the Mal, and they had been working on a cure. I let them experiment on me. Not by choice at first, but as the Mal grew inside of me I knew I couldn't return to the surface world. I've been in and out of stasis since, waiting, fighting against the infection. For her it’s been a hundred years; but for me, it’s only been months, and I'm already starting to show signs of changing. I've wanted to reveal myself so many times. I've sent signs. Familiars that have guarded over her; others to keep her company. In many ways, though, I did die. If she saw what I am now, she would do whatever it takes to save me; and I can't have her take that risk. When I heard rumors of you, of an unchained, I knew it was only a matter of time before Vee herself took an interest and I was right," Jake stopped speaking for a moment. Another figure came into the room, "Enough," the second figure demanded. Jake looked up, surprised. 

"Don't speak another word," the voice demanded again.

“She has every right to know," Jake argued back.

I looked toward the second figure and back towards Jake.

"All of us are infected, myself, Vee, the Hub, Hiur, Arcadia, the smaller settlements, every living being in Eda with the exception of you," Jake said as the second figure looked on, disappointed.

"What do you mean?" I asked.

"The Mal has been slowly burrowing itself inside all of us since we passed through the rift. Daemonic ether. Since you came through they haven't been able to get to you yet, though it’s only a matter of time".

"So at the moment, I'm immune?"

“Not immune but yes, in a sense, you are also the key to our survival," Jake smiled.

The second figure revealed itself to be another young man.

"This is Lt. Riley; he's kind of the one in charge around here, he's been working on getting the Cantwell back in flying order. All in all we have about 200 survivors, all of us severely infected by the Mal. Each day that number grows in Eda. The wildlife, humans in the smaller settlements, the Mal has been tearing its way across the continent for years. From what I understand it’s now set its sight on Arcadia. I heard about what you did at the estate. We've been watching everything from drones the size of a fly. Pretty cool when you think about it".

"Spying on people isn't cool, why aren't you doing anything about it?" I was angry. 200 soldiers could have saved how many lives in Arcadia. Could have spared my friends and I our quest to seek out the Iron Keep. They could have kept me from dying.

"We can't reveal ourselves yet, the daemons that are surrounding the estate are being led by a powerful psion known as Leer. He's the one that corrupted the Troll King. If we were to make a move against him he would take control of our minds in an instant."

"How do you know that?"

"Several players with Mal tried once to make a stand; it didn't play out so well for them."

"And that's why you never reached back out to Vee? Why did you never let her know you were alive?"

"I couldn't risk her getting caught up in this, I couldn't risk losing her again, I couldn't risk her trying to save me," Jake answered looking down.

"Everything the two of you went through and you left her," I said. I was angry at Jake. I couldn't imagine abandoning Ellie. I didn't care that he had his reasons or that the Mal had infected him; there was always something.

"Maybe, I… I don't know," he paused, placing his right hand on his left arm. I could see it now. The black veins just below his skin. The slight red in his eyes. The way his teeth were slightly more sharp than they should have been. It had all been there the whole time but I was too busy trying to break free to pay attention.

"Well you told her that, you should go ahead and tell him everything else," said Riley.

"Like I said before, we are here to help you. When we watched you take down the guardian we knew you would respawn and we decided to come get you. The soldiers we sent found you tearing the ship apart. Feral. Your powers had turned on you, so we knocked you out and brought you here. We had the feeling you'd break free of the chains, so I came to watch over you."

"Ok, that explains the chains, how did I lose control?"

"Your subconscious mind took over, your powers manifested themselves in a brutal fashion driven by your instinct to stay alive. You are on your last life; your body is going to do everything it can to stay living," Jake explained.

"Ok, what else do I need to know, what are you not telling me?"

"Arcadia has fallen, the estate has collapsed. You were unconscious for two days, and the daemons are now making their final march towards the Hub, and we are going to send you to stop them.”
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43.

 Trials

 

Chaos…

 

The world cannot be predicted or explained.

 

Jake handed me an audiolog.

"This was taken from our archives…. Something happened during the Battle of Broken Dreams, soldiers were transported to another realm and recovered this. Maybe it will help give you an idea what we are up against and how important it is that we win," he finished.

 

Audio Part 1

 

“We are losing ground. At first the daemons saw us as nothing but a nuisance. They toyed with us and played with us like we were part of some kind of game or entertainment. Perhaps we were. It was obvious we were on their home turf, some wasteland that the real daemons didn’t venture inside. The farther out we moved away from the ship, the more they pushed us back. Sometimes they would send stronger daemons to face our gifted warriors.

“This was a place for ghosts. We discovered their history and the more we learned the more we seemed to lose. The daemons were born of this world but they were not the ones at fault for invading ours. The species that lived on this planet, rather the ones that created it, were transhuman. We found sculptures and images painted inside caves and buried in the ruins of cities that told us the story of the world around us. Any of the time we weren’t fighting we spent studying trying to piece together the broken pieces of this jigsaw puzzle before us. The human-like species that lived on this world had advanced technology to the point that it would look like magic to us. Some of us have started calling them the Ayma or Aymites, after the Hebrew word for threat or menace: איומים.

“They created artificial atmospheres and terraformed the solar system. We have found records that show eight to nine different planets, depending on the source, and several smaller worlds that they colonized. With so many different worlds, they eventually went to war. They never left the solar system until finally their advancements got the better of them. After thousands of years, the humans honed the metaphysical and tapped into what we would call magic. They were using runes and machines to bend the rules of their world. If this was an alternate reality or dimension, it was highly possible that not all the same laws of physics applied. They manipulated what we would call ‘dark matter’ and tapped into their consciousness. When the sun started to die, they built an artificial one around it and merged the two together. When the Earth began to die, the wars began to stop.

“They recreated this world in the Earth’s image as the other ones broke away, forgotten in all but their own archives. As time moved forward, some began trying to ascend. They believed that if they could achieve a higher consciousness, they would shed their bodies and join a deity that I can only perceive as what they believed to be God. They could live for thousands of years; but they were still human, still mortals. Those that denied ascension built the machines and uploaded their minds inside of them. They achieved their immortality; but it came at a very high cost. War broke out between those that longed for peace and those that longed for immortality. Their world began to die again. Some broke away. We found records of an exodus. A group that built a ship to explore the space beyond their world. They called themselves the ‘Advent’ and they used their advanced technology to open a rift in reality. The rift destroyed half their solar system, as it took an enormous strain of energy to open. They drifted outward and the rift closed.

“We found that, when the ones who had uploaded their minds into the machine began to lose touch with their souls, they became something else… something to be feared... daemons.

“The daemons were as immortal as the machines they had made. They could never get sick, never get old, however they could physically be hurt or killed. Their minds were linked together like a hive. They weren’t the same beings they had been before. They fed on each other’s emotions, but their loss was too great. They had fallen too far to ever be anything like they once were. The emotions that had made them unable to ascend such as greed, lust, anger were all that was left. When their thirst for more became too much, they reached out across the galaxy. Astral projection from their reality to our own. Slowly they began re-creating the technology that had been used once before to bridge our worlds, the mutliverse together. They created a rift. Small at first, just enough they used possession to re-enter our world. ”

 

Audio Part 2

 

“Many humans are gifted with the ability to feel more than others. Something we call empathy. The ones that are highly sensitive and gifted with the ability to be affected by other’s energy, the life force that drives us all, that intuitively feel and perceive others as who they really are, they are called empaths. The term has been widely used throughout history. Mostly science fiction; though in many cases it’s something out of pure fantasy. Empaths can perceive physical sensitivities and spiritual sensitivities. They tend to know the motivations and intentions of other people. It’s not a superpower. It’s something that we as humans have been capable of for eons.

“There are three types of empathy. Affective, the capacity to respond with an appropriate emotion to another’s mental state. Affective empathy is something we all do. Everyday. You are doing it right now. When a mother is in distress and her infant begins to cry, that is empathy at its most basic level. Second, as humans have become more aware, we have, as a collective, begun to tap more and more into our own empathetic nature. The last type of empathy is somatic. Empaths that have a physical reaction to the things around them.“

“As the rift in space grew, the daemons’ thoughts poured through. 

“The daemons, they fed on our emotions. Attacking our worlds one after another.

“The rift awakened something else in us. Mana, also known as ether, seemed to appear everywhere. It was magic. With it came superpowers. We honed the Mana to help create balance; but also, where there is power, there is fear. The fear of what one will do with power. 

“The daemons use us like drugs. Feeding off our fear. Fighting us, creating monsters, possessing us, even making deals with us. All so that they can get high off our fear, our pain, and our pleasure for war. Only time will tell if our strength, our will is enough to hold them back. ”

 

Audio ends…

 

"They feed off our fear?”

“That’s simplifying it, but yes.”

“So, what if we aren’t afraid of them?”

“They've evolved. Using possession to turn us into creatures not unlike monsters. You see, we discovered more. The daemons were once at war with the Chel, the same super-advanced aliens controlling the Spire, the ones that gifted humanity STL in Bane. A large- scale battle that spanned all the quadrants. When they started to lose, the daemons were forced to retreat here. Eda isn’t just another world. It’s a prison, built by the Chel, orbiting a black hole. That is why time moves differently here than the real world. There are only three ways in. You can crash, like many of us have; or there is a gateway in the Spire that connects to the Hub. There is another gateway that connects one way from the Spire to the other crashed vessel where you started, moving your consciousness, your soul from one body across space and time. These gateways are made almost entirely of ether; we call them ether streams. Problem is, once you cross from here to the Spire, depending on how long you are gone, months or years pass here on this world.”

“A gateway, is that how I got here?”

“Yes… In your current state your consciousness has actually been tossed from one clone body to another. Each time the clone degrades a little more, but you should have all your memories. Your body in the real world is most likely floating in a pod somewhere, kept alive on life support while your mind crosses through parallel realities, here.”

“I’m not exactly following,” I apologized.

“Think of your mind as a combination of networks and pathways. Well, your real body, your real mind has been spliced up, tossed in a blender and poured into a cup. That’s why some things feel different, off; even memories feel like fragments. In Eda you’re not only poured into a cup, but tossed back into the blender again and again with sugar on top. Each time you’ve died, you’ve left a little more of yourself behind. Eventually, the pathways can’t be split anymore, and your mind turns to liquid. So rather than a nice blend of human consciousness you are left with mush… dead.”

"Do you still have them? Your powers?" I asked. The abundance of mana /ether energy explained why I had developed unique skills here.

"Yes and no, sometimes I can feel it…” Jake sighed.

“I’ve only been able to use ice,” I stated

"Everyone taps into the ether differently. Many have extraordinary talents, but it still hasn't been enough. We fought for years trying to reclaim what we had, but there was no way to win once the daemons started evolving. Vee, like many others, cultivated and trained, harnessing energy from the planet, the ether that surrounds us.”

"How do you seem so confident we can win now?”

Jake paused… I could see it in his eyes. The guilt. The pain. The sadness.

"We gave up, something we aren't going to do again…. We can’t.”

Jake left the room and left me to sit for a moment to soak in what I had heard. The people living inside Eda had sacrificed everything for this world; and they were on the verge of losing everything… again. Honestly, I think Jake left to recollect himself; when he came back, I could tell he had been crying.

Jake held in his hand an update on everything going on.

Nemesis was very good at spying.

Vee, Jace, and Emily (along with Zero) were safe and heading towards the last known location of the refugees from the estate. A scout met with them just outside the Iron Keep's secret settlement and informed them of the situation. The daemons overran the estate, breaking through the barrier by charging at it with overwhelming numbers.

The guilds had united under Kyler Mason. Fen and the fur traders, Sullen and the bards, Gregorious and the hunters’ guild of Linwood, Caduceus and the Caden brothers who were known for their infamous wine and the drink of thunder, Ian and the poet society, Kiln the swordsmith and Faden the stable manager; even Lox the Lucky and Drakkon the Deacon fought to defend the last of the Arcadian people from the deadly daemons. All fallen. Kyler Mason, himelf, met his fate going neck-to-neck with the Daemon King himself; using a Vakra Scythe he managed to make the Daemon King bleed. There would be legends told of his bravery.

I took a moment to pause and breathe. 

Jake stared down at me again. He was telling me that they had come up with a way that would allow me to level back up. It was called the Trials. A system discovered in a hidden tomb, ancient knowledge that allowed player-controlled characters that had lost their experience points to gain them back. The only problem was that it was a long shot… and if I died again I wouldn't be coming back. The system had only been tested once before. Another player character from Jake's Earth. The player character succeeded in getting their level back, but died soon afterward from the daemon virus. Apparently, the system sped up the process tenfold. Luckily, I wasn't infected.

"Seeing a man become a daemon is not a pretty thing," said Jake.

I agreed. Jake, Riley, myself and another, a mage named Aphra were standing inside a room used for VR training. "Put this on," Jake said, handing me a visor.

"What should I expect?" I asked.

"I don't know," said Jake; obviously, he had never used the machine himself.

"Should I be worried about getting stuck inside another game?" I asked, trying to be sarcastic.

"I'm not sure. We can't pull you out manually, you'll have to get yourself out. Time moves differently inside the gate," Jake said motioning for me to have a seat. Gates, rifts, VR simulations, all of it was more of the same now. I felt like I was jumping from one burning building to another. All of this, I wondered, was it even worth saving anymore? The daemons were trapped inside Eda; they were a part of everything here. If I didn't help them… if I just let this world run its natural course, maybe the daemons would be trapped here forever. No. Things had already reached their apex; if the daemons managed to breach the Hub, the entire world of Bane was at risk.

"Let the trial begin," I said.

"All you have to say is system start," said Aphra.

"System start".

 

There was a flash of radiant light.

 

At first I felt myself falling. A moment later I was standing on a ledge. A platform in the sky. Several other winding platforms spinning in circles above me in some kind of vortex. Parts looked like a city I had seen before, broken and twisted, floating like debris. I could feel there was less gravity as I started to jump and climb. Without weapons, I was defenseless against any enemies, but there didn't seem to be any other beings around. As I climbed the second platform, I could see a light at the top of what looked like a floating tower. Somehow I knew that was my destination.

I took a running start and leapt forward, flying onto the third platform and making a superhero landing. For a moment I felt invincible as I ran towards the fourth and fifth platforms. As I touched down on the sixth platform I felt it begin to break apart under my own weight. I jumped quickly to the seventh and caught my breath. "That was a close one," I said to myself, taking a moment to look down. Never, ever look down. I was high in the air above the clouds. Any fall would kill me. I couldn't afford to make mistakes. I took my time and leapt forward again.

By the ninth platform, I began to feel lightheaded. The jumping was exhausting my stamina, though I had no way of reading any of my stats inside this mini-game. I jumped again and lost my footing. I fell forward and hit the rubble sliding off the edge. I hung there with my one hand holding onto the ledge. I still had use of my powers and created a block of ice leaning out from the side of the platform and used it to balance before letting go and jumping up.

 

"Can't let that happen again".

 

I stood up and looked forward. The eleventh platform was farther away than the last. I wasn't sure if I could actually make it or not, but I had no choice. There was only one direction to go, and that was up. I jumped and felt a wind beneath my feet.

I hit the eleventh platform hard, nearly knocking my shoulder out of place. The eleventh platform was slightly different from the rest. Still made of some kind of metal debris like the rest, but there was a sword, a great sword six feet in length, sticking out from the side.

"Must be for me," I said casually. I was beginning to feel like I was playing a game again. The sword was an obvious cue that there would be some kind of enemy ahead. I walked towards it and tried to pull it from the ground with my one arm. It barely budged, so I pulled harder, until I fell backwards. The blade was loose, but I was too weak to pick it up with one hand, even in the low gravity.

"I guess my glaive will have to do," I said, turning my arm into a weapon. It would have been nice using the sword. There were always handicaps having one arm… but that was one of the worst. That feeling of missing out on something, not being able to do something others could. I could still remember for the first few weeks I could barely tie my own shoes and had trouble getting my clothes to fit just right. Never knew going to the bathroom could be so difficult either. Losing my arm wasn't just the loss of my limb, I had to learn to rebalance myself; even walking was different. Eventually I got the hang of it. That's what we do in life. We survive. We fight through the hardships, the handicaps and we make our weaknesses into strength.

My weakness was my greatest strength. My phantom limb was a weapon, a glaive of ice that could break through the toughest armor and cause some serious damage. I was right, of course, about the great sword meaning there were enemies ahead. From thin air appeared several draugr. Each armed with their own bone swords and shields. My glaive broke through their shields and I took them apart piece by piece.

"Don't mess with my ice," I said, almost trying to sound cool. "Eat my rear," I said, taking down another.

I continued to cuss a few more times as the draugr came again. Instead of finishing the fight, I jumped to the next platform. This time it was spinning. I felt nauseous for a moment but adjusted. I had to time my next jump just right.

 

Halfway home.
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Trials Part 2




I jumped across another ledge. This time I could see a trail of platforms floating in the air to make my way across. Jumping from one to another was easier said than done. The moment I stepped on one it would start spinning so I had to immediately jump again. If not for the low gravity, I'm sure I would have fallen a dozen times to my death. I finally reached the upper platform. More than halfway now, I could feel the cold, thin air around me, but I was closer to the tower than I had been before… close enough to see it wasn't just a tower, but a lighthouse. 




I looked up and saw another set of platforms. The one in front of me was moving up and down. I jumped across and rode it upwards to the next stable platform. I had lost count, now, of how many times I had done this. I felt like I had been playing forever. Maybe it was the thin air. The lack of food. I couldn't even remember the last time I ate. Hopefully the team back at the Cantwell had something spicy on the menu. With my luck, they were probably all living off the same meager rations the Five's Army, and most hunting / explorer guilds lived by. Not that taste was a big deal, but some kind of treat would be nice to have, now and again. I think the last time I ate anything grand had been when I ran into Croon in the Valley of Decay. He would have gotten a kick out of slaying the guardian. He probably would have tried taming it with his guitar. 

The air around me was glimmering. There was some kind of dust in the air around me that made me feel like I was surrounded by broken glass. The world below looked fractured… hypnotizing even. At one point I felt like I had been staring for several minutes. 

"Gotta get my head back in the game," I said, talking to myself once again. That was fairly common. Most games I played, whether I was with someone or not, I would find myself saying things aloud. I had forgotten that habit when trying to survive Eda. For so long, I've just been surviving. Not playing. Maybe it was time for a change. Maybe if I actually changed my focus, I would be able to make more of a difference. 

I jumped again. This time the platform led through a twisting tunnel. I could even see the gears decorated in some kind of art deco design. I froze the gears and watched as the tunnel stopped twisting. "Nice," I said aloud. I was beginning to think this whole fractured reality game was easy. It wouldn't be long now until I made my way to the top and got my experience back. What would I find? This whole thing felt like some kind of testing ground. One of the gods or goddesses of Eda? No. That seemed too strange even for this world. Most were dead, according to the lore anyway. Something about a battle between the heavens. The only survivor dying out after they gave birth to mankind. It was actually interesting but I hadn't focused too much on the lore of this world. 

I jumped to another ledge. My head wasn't in the game. I began falling forward. As I fell off, I saw a figure appear from behind me. He grabbed my arm and pulled me back, tossing me to the ground. 

I stood up, and before me stood the Troll King. His dark hair. Pale white skin like he hadn't been outside in his life. Leather armor that covered him from the neck down. Built just as he was before. Even the red in his eyes. On his back he was carrying the greatsword I had pulled up from the platform. 

"You're dead!" I said ready to fight.

"I just saved your life, you want to calm down," the figure said.

"You're the Troll King, I killed you".

"Yes, you did kill a version of me, a version that lost himself many times over. My name is Alexander, by the way," he said smiling and offering to shake my hand. I declined the handshake.

"Tell me how the hell you are here!" I demanded.

"Ok, long story short I woke up just like you on my last life. I was looking for a way to get my experience back and level up quicker when I found a tomb just south of Hiur. Inside I found a machine, a headset and when I put it on the words just came to me. I said 'system start' and I woke up here. After climbing a few platforms I saw you ahead of me and started chasing after you. When you fell, I rushed over. No hard feelings, killing me, that was the right thing to do. I had found a way to copy my consciousness from one body to the next and had been doing it for years… I lost part of myself. I lost memories. I became obsessed with the role of Troll King… so obsessed I forgot I was human until I woke up in stasis," he said explaining everything to me. He was even smiling as he moved his hand again, offering to shake. 

It was like shaking hands with the devil; only he wasn't the devil, he was a kid just like me. 

"Why are your eyes red?" I asked. 

"It’s the Mal, a…" he began talking but I cut him off. I recognized it. He had the same symptoms Jake had; I just wanted to hear him say it. 

"How did you get infected?" 

"When I was the Troll King, a daemon named Leer came to give me counsel. He infected me and my royal cabinet, probably infected my army as well," he said looking down. 

Leer… I had heard that name before. Was it something Vee had said?

“I killed your army, are you sure you don't want revenge?" 

"You freed me from my army. Had you not, I would have killed the ones I love, the ones I took a vow to protect, the reason I went to the wilds in the first place," he said.

"How did you become Troll King?" 

"I was a bard, a tamer, I tamed a couple of Trolls and the next thing I knew I was leading an army, I gained so much power over a short time, but my body was frail. I started studying the dark arts and tomb raiding. I found a way to transfer my original consciousness to one of the golems and forgo my original body… so I did. Again and again until I myself believed I was something else," he said. 

I almost laughed when the Troll King said he was a bard. His story seemed to check out, though, and he had saved my life. 

"Ok, what's next?" 

"We get to the lighthouse and regain our experience, after that I'm heading to the Hub, I have someone I have to see again, someone I haven't seen in a long time," he said smiling. 

Alexander was fast. Faster than I was. While levels didn't really matter in this shattered realm, it was apparent that he had the advantage in every way. 

A few more platforms and we were there… standing under the shadow of the lighthouse. Pieces of road floated in front of us. Easy enough to cross; we jumped from one to another practically flying. The two of us were side-by-side when we landed in front of the lighthouse. There was no door… in fact there were no windows, no cracks, not even anything to climb across. The lighthouse was a solid cylinder. Two bonfires burned a few yards away from the lighthouse. A third off to the side. 

"Any ideas?" I asked. 

"You got me, I'm just a King," Alexander laughed, moving closer to the lighthouse and even putting his hand on the side of the white building. 

"Maybe there is a hidden switch or something?" 

"No, it looks solid, I think there is something else, something we are missing, check around the fire pits.”

There was nothing. Half an hour went by, and both of us were feeling more and more irritable. I even tried using my powers to create small ledges we could climb, but my ice didn't stick to the lighthouse walls. In fact, no magic whatsoever seemed to work on it, as Alexander tried to cut through the wall with the sword. 

"I'd kill for a coffee right now," Alexander said.

"A coffee?" I asked. 

"Don't they have coffee where you are from?”

"Yes we have coffee on my world, you're just the first person I've heard talk about anything real in a while," I answered.

"Yeah, being stuck here for hundreds of years, most players wouldn't. Think of it like a game of Stockholm Syndrome: They love this world, they'll fight to defend it. For most everyone here, this is their world; the old world is nothing but a forgotten memory. Me, I feel like I just got here. I have all these fragmented memories in my head that come and go, but they don't quite fit together; it's like remembering parts of different movies or books that I've read," Alexander said. 

"So what does that mean? You want to go home?" 

"Yes… I would do anything to leave this place," Alexander answered.

Turns out the Troll King and I had more in common than I realized.

We sat again. This time in silence. Neither one of us hitting the lighthouse or looking for a way up or some kind of key. There wasn't one and we both knew it. This was some strange puzzle we had to work out ourselves. As soon as one of us got an idea and began talking we stopped. We were both running on empty. 

"Maybe… no…" I said.

"What is it?" 

"Maybe it’s a spell? Like mages cast to create familiars, golems, or constructs. Like how I can create a wall of ice… maybe something cast this lighthouse here and we just have to figure out the magic words to open it."

"Like open sesame?" Alexander said, staring towards the lighthouse hoping it would open.

"It wouldn't be that easy," I said feeling discouraged. 
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The sun stayed in the same position the entire time we were sitting. I didn't notice it at first. I had been inside the simulation for hours, but besides looking down and noticing the glimmer I hadn't really thought about the sun. 

"Time isn't moving," I said. 

"What do you mean?" 

"The sun hasn't moved since we got here, and we've been here for hours," I pointed upwards towards the sky. 

"There's also no birds, no animals, a few draugr but that was it".

"So what do you think that has something to do with the lighthouse?" 

"Well, lighthouses are usually most active at night, letting ships know they are close to shore. Right now it's the middle of the day, so there is no reason for the lighthouse to be working". 

"Lighthouses are used to guide boats during storms as well… too bad neither one of us can mess with time or conjure up a storm".

Alexander was right. Neither one of us knew how to use that kind of magic. I thought about asking him if the Troll King did. Maybe that voice inside his head, those fragmented memories could give him some kind of clue. I couldn't ask that of him. 

"Think, darnit, there has to be a way out," Alexander said, cussing below his breath. 

I walked over to the lighthouse and placed my hand on it. 

"Maybe we are overthinking it, think about how we made it here, we simply said 'system start' and we found ourselves in a radiant light standing in the sky, maybe it's that simple…" 

"System start," I said… nothing happened.

"System open, lighthouse open, system update, door open, door start," I went on for another minute and nothing happened. Alexander watched me with a grin on his face. 

"Try system backup," he said just as I was about to give up hope. 

"System backup," nothing happened.

"Wait… try player backup," he stood up waiting to see what might happen. 

"Player backup," I said as a radiant light grew around me. 

I woke up from the simulation. Jake, Riley, Aphra and several others were standing around me.

"Checking player level now," said Aphra holding a holographic display. 

She looked up towards me and smiled, "She did it.”




Name: Myra

Age: 19

Gender: Female

Race: Human

Level: 43

Class: Cryomancer / Slayer

	

HP: 600 

Mana: 600

Stamina: 350

	

Agility: 7

Endurance: 8

Charisma: 9




Abilities: Ice Glaive, Stasis Shield, Ice sword, Low-level magic, etc.

Skills: Guthwou, Jothe, Melee weapons +1, Light weapons +1

Inventory: 

Empty




Reputation: Freelancer, friend of the people. Troll hunter. 

Alignment: None

Languages: Common (English)
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        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Blast Resistance

        


      
      	
        15 

      
    

    
      	
        


        Bleeding Resistance

        


      
      	
        25

      
    

    
      	
        


        Botany

        


      
      	
        11

      
    

    
      	
        


        Bow Rifle Expert

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        Capacity Boost

      
      	
        


        15

        


      
    

    
      	
        


        Capture / Tame

        


      
      	
        15

      
    

    
      	
        


        Carving

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Charisma

        


      
      	
        10

      
    

    
      	
        


        Constitution

        


      
      	
        45

      
    

    
      	
        


        Critical Boost

        


      
      	
        15

      
    

    
      	
        


        Critical Affinity

        


      
      	
        15

      
    

    
      	
        


        Defense

        


      
      	
        40

      
    

    
      	
        


        Detection (stealth)

        


      
      	
        42

      
    

    
      	
        


        Divinity / Fame

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Evasion

        


      
      	
        35

      
    

    
      	
        


        Explosives

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Fire Attack

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Fire Resistance

        


      
      	
        27

      
    

    
      	
        


        Focus

        


      
      	
        70

      
    

    
      	
        


        Fortification

        


      
      	
        30

      
    

    
      	
        


        Gambler

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Guard

        


      
      	
        30

      
    

    
      	
        


        Hacking

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Handicraft (crafting)

        


      
      	
        35

      
    

    
      	
        


        Heat Resistance

        


      
      	
        25

      
    

    
      	
        


        Health Boost

        


      
      	
        30

      
    

    
      	
        


        Hunting  (survival)

        


      
      	
        15

      
    

    
      	
        


        Hunger (cooking)

        


      
      	
        15

      
    

    
      	
        


        Ice Attack

        


      
      	
        70

      
    

    
      	
        


        Ice Resistance

        


      
      	
        83

      
    

    
      	
        


        Intimidation

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Iron Body

        


      
      	
        20

      
    

    
      	
        


        Latent Power

        


      
      	
        15

      
    

    
      	
        


        Luck

        


      
      	
        30

      
    

    
      	
        


        Medical Specialist

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Mind’s Eye

        


      
      	
        25

      
    

    
      	
        


        Navigator 

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Nullification

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Paralysis Attack

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Paralysis Resistance

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Peak Performance

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Piercing (Damage Boost)

        


      
      	
        15

      
    

    
      	
        


        Pilot

        


      
      	
        25

      
    

    
      	
        


        Poison Attack

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Poison Resistance

        


      
      	
        


        8

      
    

    
      	
        


        Poison Duration

        


      
      	
        


        5

        


      
    

    
      	
        


        Psionic

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Recovery

        


      
      	
        55

      
    

    
      	
        


        Stamina

        


      
      	
        55

      
    

    
      	
        


        Sheath Speed (reflexes)

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Strength

        


      
      	
        40

      
    

    
      	
        


        Stun Attack

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Stun Duration 

        


      
      	
        5

      
    

    
      	
        


        Stun Resistance

        


      
      	
        7

      
    

    
      	
        


        Survival

        


      
      	
        70

      
    

    
      	
        


        Tool Specialist

        


      
      	
        10

      
    

    
      	
        Training

      
      	
        


        50

        


        


      
    

  



45.




Landfall




They say that you can tell a lot about looking into someone's eyes. I stared into a mirror wondering what it was staring back at me. Aphra, Jake, they were wrong. I was infected. I could see the red tint in my own reflection. The daemon virus was inside me. I wasn't immune like they had hoped. Not that a dungeon lord could take control of my mind, I wasn't that far along. I was still the only hope they had. Now that I had my powers back, I felt just as strong as I had before… only with just one life left, I felt less like volunteering and more like running away. I couldn't. Not now anyway. Everyone was counting on me. I had no choice but to win. 

I didn't say anything to Jake or the others about what I felt, but I knew they could see it. Maybe it was best that none of us acknowledged it. The red in my eyes, the infection running through my veins. When I looked into Jake's eyes, I could see his love for Vee. When I looked into Aphra's eyes, I could see her love for living. The others too. Though their pupils might be tinted red or yellow, and they may be too far gone to save, I could see in all of them the need - the hope to survive - to win this battle -- not just for themselves, but for the others that they had no choice but to leave behind. 

The plan was simple, they said. We were going to launch the Cantwell, which was currently buried 600 feet underground, and attack the daemons outside the Hub before they could make contact with the refugees. I would go, myself, against the dungeon lord, kill him, and the others would come to my aid and destroy the daemon minions. After that, Jake and several of the others would go back into stasis, while I made contact with the estate survivors and joined them, entering inside the Hub. Like most plans, we were told to expect all of it to go wrong.  




Air: Online

Gravity: Offline

Communications: Offline

Hull Integrity: 35%

Weapons: Offline

STL Drive: Destroyed

Ion Drive: Online

Shields: 3%

Agility: 0%

Armor: 11%

Fuel: 2t 

Max jump avail: 0 Ly 







"Engine core is online, ion drives are warming up, all systems check out, we'll have a maintenance crew and a techmage at the ready just in case anything goes wrong," said Aphra. Turns out Aphra was mostly in charge of Nemesis. She had been a scientist and engineer in her past life and found working with tech in this world her special calling. She also had an obsession with simple toy machines, the kind that transform and use gears. She had placed several of her collection, which looked like they had been kit bashed to death, across the controls on the bridge. As she sat down in her pilot seat and hit the ignition button, I laughed as she tapped the head of one and it started bobbing up and down. Aphra was a twenty-five year old with an high IQ and the sensibilities of a five-year- old. In many ways I felt at home with Nemesis and the rest of the Cantwell crew. It was obvious they were all family, even Jake who had only been a part of it for a short time from his perspective. 

"All systems are green across the board," said another engineer. 

"Let the engines warm up before launch, we still have 600 feet of ground to break free from," said Aphra, smiling. 

“Can this thing go jump into the ether?” I hear one of the crew ask. 

“Not even close. STL drives are destroyed; but we can still break ground with it: Think of it like a sky barge, or better yet a sky dagger,” Aphra smiled.

Several of us stood in the back of the control room watching the holographic screens and digital displays that showed the hull integrity of the ship. The Cantwell looked like an arrowhead dug into the ground with four large cylindrical engines sticking out the curves on the back. The display showed several of the satellite array had been smashed, along with parts of the hull that had caved in, but Nemesis had already sealed those sections off. They had been preparing for this launch for years. I was lucky I found them when I did… lucky they found me. 

"Break free!" shouted Aphra, engaging the Cantwell's engines. 

Several of the ion drives kicked in, and I felt the ship jerk. The ion engines were the slow-burning kind we had back home. These were primed, consolidating energy inside crystalline cores that appeared in and out of space, time. Calling them ion engines was just for show. They burned ions, sure, but they also burned straight ether. 

We felt the Cantwell jerk as the ground above and below us began to burn up as the ship rose several hundred feet in an instant. 

"We're not breaking through, engines are in the red," yelled a tech.

I could hear Aphra cursing. Everything that looked so good before was turning yellow, and one of the engines on the left side had already burned out after hitting the red. 

"We're still holding together," said Aphra, pushing forward. She punched the controls with the palm of her hand and we began to rise again. 




[image: Image]




"For Vudione!" shouted Aphra as we broke free of the ground. The ship had made landfall. If we had champagne, we would have popped the cap on it; but again, it would have been too early to celebrate. We hit the surface, but we weren't rising above. The starship, the size of several football fields, had broken free and was scraping against the ground in a straight line, cutting through trees and rock like a pair of scissors shearing through paper. 

"Second engine burnout!" shouted the engineer from before. 

I stood beside Jake wondering what the hell we were supposed to do if this plan failed. We didn't have the luxury of time to walk, and since this wasn't like a game, we couldn't fast-travel or teleport. 

Aphra was cursing again, trying to push the engines, but all we did was move forward, tearing through the land like a ship tearing through ice in the Arctic. 




"Going to have to change the name of the Cantwell to 'Landbreaker'" Aphra smiled and looked back at us, "plan B it is," and she pulled a switch. A giant sail erupted across our holographic display. Outside the Cantwell a sail emerged high into the air. The sail was three times the size of the ship and caught the high winds in the air. It would have blanketed half a forest and probably all of Arcadia if it fell flat to the ground. Instead it caught the wind and pulled us forward as another engine turned red hot. Aphra was laughing, smiling as she steered us around using a holographic interface that surrounded her. The starship had turned into a landship for sure. A massive tank crawling its way across the ground at over a hundred miles an hour. 

“It will be another hour or two before we get close enough to dissolve the sail and slow down. Sorry we won't be able to drop down from orbit, but we might be able to take out some of the horde with our new tank, so that's a plus," Aphra smiled. Apparently being pessimistic was not a part of who she was in this life or the last. 




[image: Image]

	

“Myra, we need to get ready, we have some new gear for you to try out against the dungeon lord," Jake said motioning for me to follow him towards the ship's armory. I was still in awe as we tore our way through the fields and forests. I imagined how horrible it would be for any environmentalist and shuddered to think about anything that got in our way, but Aphra steered us through dead trees and decay. She was leading us down a set path that had been devoured by infection, taking us the long way around. It was also an attempt to give Jake time to prepare me for the battle ahead. 

I walked into the armory and felt a needle pierce my arm. Jake had injected me with something. "What the hell, man!" I shouted. 

"Nanites, a small implant, they will help enhance your senses for the next few hours and give you an edge in strength, endurance, and agility. He was right. Everything was +10. "You could have asked first," I said, scratching my arm. I could already feel the nanites inside me boosting my abilities. I would have said yes on my own. 

"Technically you are still our prisoner," Jake said.

I guess in a way he was right. If I refused to help them, they would lock me up, or in the worst case scenario, force me in some way; but they already knew I wasn't that kind of person.  




When we entered the armory I saw the ugliest armor I'd ever seen…
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The armor itself was white and gray and covered in what looked like black spikes that rose when the system sensed danger. One arm was shaped like my glaive. The other arm was covered in black, brown, and white techno-organic metal and had a hand with four claws… It might have once been painted red but the paint had mostly been scratched off, it could have also been blood. The helmet had a visor and almost zero visibility. It was totally reliant on a special HUD inside. There was a staff on the back. The whole thing was covered in scratches and claw marks. 

The power armor opened from the back. Jake motioned for me to climb inside and I did as he asked, expecting the worst.  I felt like I was floating inside a bubble. Everything was clear. The visor that I thought was going to have zero visibility was invisible. The armor itself felt light… lighter than other combat armor I had worn before. The staff was magnetic and stuck to my back but zipped around and landed in my hand as I imagined it. The spikes moved in a fluid motion depending on how tense I made my own muscles. For a moment, wearing the ugly armor I felt invincible….

"With this you should have a fighting chance against the dungeon lord," said Jake grinning. "We modified it a little for your arm… you should still be able to use your powers…" he pointed down towards the mesh on my left arm. 

"Where did this come from?" I asked. 

"There was a bounty hunter named Bats, he sold us a set after a job fell through, turns out he was hurting for scrip and needed to get somewhere up north pretty quick," Jake said.

"Thought you operated in secret?"

"We do. Bats was a bounty hunter Aphra had done some dealing with before, and he was just that damn good at his job; he tracked us down. Knew we had a small fortune saved for emergencies," Jake answered.

“So you paid him to keep quiet?” 

“That and the odd job for us now and then.”  

I laughed… Some of the characters in this world just seemed far too made up to be real. Bats the bounty hunter… yeah I remembered him. 

"So the armor? Do you like it or not?" Jake asked.

I stood there for a moment in silence looking down at the armored claw. 

"Couldn't have made it five fingers?" I said smiling… only Jake couldn't see my smile. He saw a menacing super soldier standing before him. 

"I hope you aren't being serious," Jake grinned. 

"It’s amazing, I feel light as a feather," I said with more cheer in my voice.

"Good, let’s test it out before you take on the boss."

Jake took a step back and whistled. A creature made of metal appeared from the ground, growing wider and taller as the walls disappeared and the armory turned into a small arena. I found myself looking up at a golem made of twisted walls and floors. I made a fist and punched the golem. Parts of it shattered and fell to the ground but it kept moving. I hit it again.

"Try using the glaive!" shouted Jake.

I used my left arm and severed the golem before taking a second strike and clawing at it with my right fist. It stopped moving.

"Four claws, not too bad, right," Jake grinned. It wasn't. 

"What about guns?" I asked.

"We have a few combat rifles, a coilgun, an M-44 original, a heavy…" Jake went on and on but I was already looking at the variety of weapons Nemesis had on hand. 







‘Ballistic Rifle - Rusted’ 

	

 ‘An energy rifle made illegal in half the galaxy.’




Damage: 10

Weight: 15










Medium Combat Rifle

	

‘Made from rusted parts and refurbished from the M-44 rifles used during the resource wars on Earth. This weapon was originally designed as a makeshift weapon, but it soon turned into a huge mass production project and is now in use by many hired protection forces. Brought to Eda via seed ships. Common.’

	

Damage: 15

Class: None

Weight: 10










Gauss Rifle

	

‘Special forces. Brought to Eda via seed ships. Uncommon.’

	

Damage: 25

Class: Paladin

Weight: 20










Heavy Combat Rifle

	

‘Made from restored M-44 rifles. This weapon was originally designed as a makeshift weapon, but it soon turned into a huge mass production project and is now in use by many hired protection forces. Brought to Eda via seed ships. Common.’

	

Damage: 25

Class: None

Weight: 12










M-44 Rifle (Original) / Cantwell 

	

‘Brought to Eda via seed ships, this is one of the few original rifles left behind by the crew of the Cantwell. On the side of the rifle are several scratch marks - possibly the number of kills made by a prior owner.'

	

Damage: 55 (10% chance critical strike)

Class: None

Weight: 12







"What about using a sword instead of a staff? I've never really been a big fan of staves or scythes," I said, picking up the M44 original. This was the strongest rifle I'd held besides Bendi / Zero's rifle. It felt similar in my hand, only lighter. It was shaped like a cross between a shotgun and a M60. 

"Sorry, no spare swords on hand, we have word though that Vel and the others took Zero and your sword with them," Jake smiled.

"You know about Zero too?" I said both in shock and questioning. A part of me wondered if Jake was testing me. How could he know about the Entros?

"Yes, we know about Zero, last of the Entros, like I said we have been following your journey for awhile. It was quite the chore surveilling you inside the underwater dungeon, but we managed. To be honest I'm sorry we kept it all a secret from you for so long, we just weren't ready yet," Jake explained.

I smiled, "I'm glad you are ready now." He had been selfish. Infected by daemonic possession, he thought it was better to give up and let others think he was dead. Watching from the shadows as loved ones cried over him and moved on. I wish it hadn’t taken him so long to believe in hope again. I could only imagine Vee’s first reaction to seeing Jake again was going to be both happy and angry.

"We've reached the waypoint, we're disengaging the sail," said a voice through a loudspeaker.

"Looks like it’s time to go top side," said Jake. 




I followed him through a hatch and watched as the giant sail that took up the entire horizon dissolved. I could see the landship was still tearing through the ground below us. We must have been moving at a hundred miles per hour, maybe faster, when we started slowing down. Behind us there was a trail dug into the ground where we had been. 

"Good thing we aren't worried about being followed," Jake said. 

"So how will I know the dungeon lord when I see it?" 

"It will look human, kinda like a man or a woman, might or might not be in armor. To be honest, we aren't really sure. We know it will be near the front but not leading the charge," said Jake. 

"Man or woman?" 

"Yeah, the dungeon lords are like the Troll King. Don't be fooled though, they are 100% daemon."

That was when I saw it. We were still charging forward through the ground and before us was an army. Hundreds, maybe thousands of daemons marching towards a wall and a city in the distance. I could see the city was large, way larger than Arcadia, with skyscrapers and an even larger starship spread across the horizon behind it like a sunken ship. I had finally made it. The Hub was finally within reach.
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46.




Nearly there, The Final Battle

	[image: Image]




My power armor was made out of the same steel as the hull. I stood upon the top of the starship as it began to slow to a halt. I felt like I was sticking to it like a magnet, the way it kept me from falling backwards. I could see the thousands of daemons in front of me, marching across the landscape towards the wall of the Hub. Some were gigantic, like kaiju, tearing apart whatever was in their path. Some flew with wings above the battlefield, and several others rode on the backs of black dragons. Trees were burning, and the sky had turned red with ash in the air around us. The Cantwell began to decelerate faster. I could feel the metal vibrating beneath my feet. How I wish they could have just run through all of them; but even that would not have been enough. 

"We are looking for the dungeon lord now, scanning, we'll be able to send his coordinates straight to the heads-up display inside your armor; just hang on," said a voice through my comm. This armor had everything. I smirked. My heart was beating fast, adrenaline, I could feel my muscles tighten as if I had been sealed inside a room with a bear. Two figures in the distance flying in the air turned towards us, away from the marching horde. 'Scouts,' I thought to myself, coming to investigate. As they came closer I could see they were wearing some kind of samurai-like armor. Metal covered them from head to toe, much like myself. I wondered if it was possible their armor was made of the same material. Maybe that had been where Nemesis had gotten the idea. 

The first one landed across the top of the Cantwell, across from me. Their wings were metal, too, and seemed to disappear at will. It was carrying a massive battle axe. The second followed behind it, carrying a greatsword. I smiled inside my armor. My first two kills of the day… wasn't going to let them report back. I took my stave, calling it forth to my hand like Thor would his magic hammer, and began to run forward. The second one with the greatsword leapt forward, and I was met by a powerful figure of darkness and sickness. Three smoldering eyes stared at me with a bone-chilling intensity, A squeal burst from its ridged mouth as we exchanged glances and our eyes became intertwined. Smoldering and smoking skin adorned its swollen head, which itself was in a state of permanent smirking. A crawling maggot escapes the creature's deep nostrils set within a broken nose. Its swollen head sits atop a hard, fleshy body. Runes or emblems, each glowing brightly, cover parts of its torso, seemingly like a reminder of some event in the past.

The creature advances. Its legs calmly carry its body with a hurried energy. A thick tail whirls behind it, a magma-like pattern flows through it with every motion. Two stunted wings extend themselves fully. Cracked bones, and fiery tendrils stretch upward over the creature. The creature continues to glare at me; a vicious smile appears on its face as the second comes to attack me from behind. 




Two jagged horns adorn its bony head, which itself is covered in horrifying piercings. An infernal light escapes the creature's twisting nostrils set within a stringy nose. Its bony head sits atop a massive, blubbery body. Chains are stuck within its flesh, but you can only guess at the origins.

The creature advanced toward me, its two legs firmly carried its fiery body with a composed energy. Just like that of a samurai. A massive tail slid behind it. It ended in a barbed tip covered in a sticky goo. In fact… the entire creature's flesh was made of the same substance. 

"Either of these two the dungeon lord?" I asked into my comm.

"Negative, look like second and third tier daemons," the voice answered.

"Second and third tier? You might want to tell them that!" I said, dodging another attack from the first daemon. The two daemons were working in unison… after one attacked me, the other would follow close behind. They were wearing down my stamina. If not for the power armor, they already would have landed several severe blows. The battle-axe came down again, hard against my side. I could feel the armor break, if only a small amount. I was losing. Jake had been talking to me like I was some kind of Mary Sue, that I was this world's savior. All I wanted was to get a message to my brother… to get back home. Yes, I wanted my friends here to be safe; but if I had to choose.. I wasn't their savior, I was a player lost in a world that was not my own. And I honestly didn't stand a chance against these odds.

I grabbed the greatsword with my hand letting go of my staff. My new Slayer class allowed me to equip it easily. I used all my strength to fling the samurai daemon away from me, watching as it let go of the sword. 







'Leviathan Greatsword' 




'A daemonic sword forged in the fires of a burning world.' 




Damage: 60

Class: None

Weight: 45







No pre-determined class. Good. I picked up the sword and used it to counter the battle-axe of the second daemon that came at me next. I could barely lift it up all the way with my one hand, even with the power armor giving me extra strength. Instead, I used it as a shield blocking the daemons' attacks, just before I dragged the blade across the hull of the Cantwell. 

"Nice thinking!" said Aphra through my comm.

So they were watching me even now. 

"Could really use some help out here," I said.

"If we move outside the rune barrier of the Cantwell, we could become possessed by the dungeon lord," there was a pause before I heard an apology and, "but there may be something we can do!" Aphra's voice turned to excitement as a metal golem like the one I had trained against burst up through the hull of the starship. 

"Doesn't that break the runes?" 

"Nah, not as simple as that," said Jake. 

The golem grabbed the daemon samurai and held it while I fought against the blob. To my surprise the Leviathan greatsword seemed to bounce away from its blubbery skin as I tried to lift it fast enough to cut. It was mocking me. Laughing inside its armor… its mouth twisted. I could see its sharp yellow teeth that looked like they had once belonged to different humans and trolls alike but filed down to fit. Both daemons looked like someone had pieced them together in some lab. Maybe they had. I had no idea what the dungeon lord was capable of… only that it had come from a lair far to the west and that it was basically a Daemon King hellbent on destroying the hub.

For some villains… there is only destruction and chaos. They don't think of themselves as a savior, they see what they are doing and only want more whether it is power or chaos. 

"How many are there like these two? How are we supposed to win?" 

I was ready to give up… to give in. 

"I don't know," said Aphra's voice. 

Jake appeared from behind me, firing a rifle and holding a sword in his hand. The daemon fell back, and I could see its body falling to pieces as if it had scattered into dozens of worms. No… the creatures were smaller than that. It was some made of small larvae that grouped together to create a body around a lich's skeleton. 

I smiled as I saw Jake take his sword and stabbed it through the still- beating heart of the lich. I was saved. 




Name: Jake

Age: Unknown (past 200 years)

Gender: Male

Race: Human / Hybrid - infected with Mal

Level: 90

Class: Paladin

	

HP: 1000 

Mana: 1000

Stamina: 1000

	

Agility: 8

Endurance: 8

Intelligence: 8

Charisma: 9

Luck: 9




Abilities: Unknown

Inventory: Ballistic Rifle - Rusted, Arkul's Blade of Vigedalr

Reputation: Dead 

Alignment: Nemesis

Languages: Common (English)







It wasn't a good scan, but it was something. I now had an idea of just how strong Jake was, and I wasn't surprised to see he was on the same level as Vee…. 

But she had killed him. He would have respawned like I did at level 1.




"How?"

"I went through the trials… it was interesting," he said. 

I didn't say anything else. He knew the risks.

"I couldn't let you go alone," he smiled, his eyes a bright red. I could already see the change taking place across his body as if some kind of black parasite was taking hold of him. 

Jake drew a rune in the air and walked through it. 

"Nath-Ynath, shield eterna," I heard him say. 

"I have about fifteen minutes before my barrier breaks," he smiled. 

The two of us turned our attention towards the samurai daemon still being held back by the golem. It was three against one now. As the larval daemon was working to pull itself back together, Jake cast a fire spell above it incinerating it to ash. 

The samurai daemon began to glow red as it used its back elbows to smash the golem tearing it apart. All I could think was how careful I would have to be, now that I knew it had an attack that could damage my armor. The golem was still moving and grabbed the daemon’s back leg as Jake rushed towards it. I felt like I was frozen but I had to join the fight. Since I came to this world I had been letting others save me. This was my chance to give back. I cast a wall of ice towards the creature, freezing it in place as it kicked the golem to the side and watched as Jake jumped through the air and impaled it in the chest with his sword, flinging his rifle around his back. The way he moved showed just how experienced he had been. 

Fire erupted from the daemon’s chest as it pulled the sword out. We didn't kill it. I could hear it laughing as we stood staring at the creature whose energy was melting the ice that had captured it. It started to point. Behind us another daemon attacked… a third, larger daemon. Electric powers crackled through its skin, perhaps a remnant of even stranger times.

The creature dashes forward, its two legs stumbling to carry its draconic body with a dreadful energy. Four skeletal wings extend themselves fully. Visible bones and shadowy membranes stretch upward over the creature. The creature looks beyond us in rage, it barely acknowledges our existence. It rams against me… thick horns adorned from the top of its skull break through pieces of my power armor, but it's not enough to kill me. There is just enough distance between the horns and my skin. I'm undamaged, but the daemon is pushing me backwards towards the other. 

Jake rushes towards me, but the daemon moves its wings in his direction, and a gust of wind pushes him back. Abiding the pain was barely an option as agonizing cramps seemed to crush my insides from within. I wanted to stop everything I was doing and treat the pain, but it would only make things worse if I tried. The road ahead was a tough one, and right now I wasn't sure whether we were willing to walk it anymore. Jake and Nemesis had been hoping for a champion for years, and here I was, failing them.

It was difficult to focus between the moments of pain and the voices telling me to stop what I was doing, but I pressed onward. Perhaps against my better judgment, I swallowed and continued onward, but taking at least some care to prevent making it worse. 

Thirsty and tired, and with sweat stains I could feel below the armor; nevertheless, I was determined to keep going. I told myself it would be over soon, whether true or not it was what gave me the strength to deal. One deep breath followed by another; the pain could be ignored if I tried. I just have to switch its balance… I've done this before. I was learning two martial arts. I moved my legs apart, moving my arm under the creature and holding it back with what little I could with the other while tilting my head backwards. I moved to the side and slid away from the creature, tripping it with my left leg and watching as it rolled three times across the hull of the starship and into a blast of energy from Jake's rifle. 

"Two down," I smiled.

"Guthwou?" asked Jake, smiling at me. 

"Yes," I said as we both looked towards the other daemon, who was no longer smiling. Guthwou is a mostly offensive martial art that focuses on beating your opponent through quick and swift strikes and utilizing different centers of gravity. I’d also now reached level 3. As soon as I found a way to knock the daemon off center, it was finished. 

We had ten minutes left before Jake had to retreat. 

I thought about firing at the daemon but knew it would be a waste of bullets. It had an energy about it that acted as a shield against projectile attacks. I could see Jake powering up another magic attack in the palm of his hand. I felt the ice around me dissolve as my entire body grew warmer. My second ability had activated and I had gone into 'slayer' mode. My strength increased… endurance… agility… I felt like I didn't even need the armor anymore, but knew I would probably need every advantage I could take for the battle ahead. 

Jake threw the fireball at the daemon, and it erupted as it came towards us with its wings fully extended. I still couldn't lift the great sword high enough to swing, but I could lift it enough to block as I ducked behind it and shielded myself from the creature. Its jaw split open in a trifecta. I could smell decay in its breath. Acid dripped from its mouth. It had been evolving to take our attacks. It had dodged the fireball like it was nothing and come for me. Jake tackled it with his shoulder knocking it back and it climbed over top of him pushing him down, breaking his rifle and sword as its wings changed to form tentacles and it became more human.




Name: Mannaz aka the Metal Shifter Daemon	

Age: Unknown (past 200 years)

Gender: Unknown

Race: Daemon

Level: 99

Class: Shifter

	

HP: 5000 

Mana: 5000

Stamina: 2000

	

Agility: 10

Endurance: 10

Intelligence: 8

Charisma: 0

Luck: 5




Abilities: Unknown

Inventory: Empty




Reputation: Dead 

Alignment: The Dungeon Lord

Languages: Daemon, can understand various other languages including English (common). 




That thing should have killed me. 

It should have squashed me like an ant. 

I was nothing compared to it. 

I wasn't the target. It was TRYING to get Jake's attention. To drive him its way. It was trying to get him to use his mana to attack with magic. It was wearing him down. Jake was the only one between us that stood a chance, and the daemon knew it. 

Jake looked towards me and spoke.. "Aperulus Averous."  

A vibrant violet array of particles surrounded me. I felt like time began to slow down. It hadn't. I was moving faster. Jake had cast some kind of spell. I didn't know how long it would last, so I moved as quickly as I could. The daemon was turning towards me… It knew. 

I gave my armor a command that broke it apart, and I ran as it fell away. To anyone watching, it must have looked like I was breaking free of it. I was still dragging the greatsword… I had to lift. I had to move faster. It didn't matter how heavy it was, I HAD to strike. Higher into the air… time began to return to normal but by the time it had I slashed the stomach of the daemon. 

I dropped the greatsword and fell. My stamina was gone. 

Jake smiled as he walked over towards me, his eyes glowing. It was all kinds of wrong. He had the same rage in his eyes as the daemons we were fighting. He grabbed the sword which had fallen beside me and picked it up with both hands. The daemon was down on its knee… critically wounded but not dead. If we let it, it would heal or adapt to another attack. Jake wasted no time. 

The daemon was dead as Jake came back towards me. The Jake I knew wasn’t there. It seemed as though the Mal had completely taken over because of the rage Jake felt while fighting the daemons by my side. I tried to back away but he put his hand on the back of my neck forcing me down against the ground. 

"Why? Why do you fight? For him? I could give him to you, you should know that…" his voice hissed. It wasn't Jake. Not anymore. 

"Does he define you? No… Maybe you define him?” the voice hissed again. The voice didn’t sound like the Jake I knew at all.

"I could kill you in an instant, but that wouldn't be good… not for either of us… what to do… what to do… maybe I should just break a leg or two," not-Jake hissed and smiled with his tongue hanging half out. I felt his hand tighter on the back of my neck. 

"I’M GOING TO KILL YOU," I shouted. I was enraged. 

"Kill me, kill the kid," it hissed. Jake was terrified this would happen. They were all terrified of this very thing. He had used too much of his mana in his attacks and weakened the rune spell that protected him. The Daemon inside had taken control.

I couldn't do anything. 

I was helpless. 

I lost.




“My brother doesn't define me, and I don't define him, we are family…. No matter how far apart. We are a team, and it doesn't matter whether we are separated by worlds or realms, digital or real," I smiled… I could see a familiar silhouette walking towards us. The not-Jake was too busy hissing in my ear to realize what was happening. 

"Love is boundless… and I may not be the champion they wanted me to be, but I have purpose… I have my own journey that defines me." I finished as a familiar attacked Jake and drove him backwards to the ground. Vee was standing above me, holding Zero. A tear was running down from her eye. Their reunion wasn’t meant to be like this.

"I knew you were alive, you idiot," she whispered, firing a blast of yellow energy at not-Jake. 

A specter appeared attached to Jake as he turned and deflected the yellow energy, and I saw the face of the Dungeon Lord again, its body made of energy. It unfolded four arms as it took physical form above us. It was using Jake’s mana to recreate itself in our world. 

There was silence. Darkness and at last a loud slash of something tearing away. 




	Vel tore through the Daemon… through Jake…




	[image: Image]




And it was done. 




The specter disappeared. Jake laid there, injured but alive. Vee had torn the tether between Jake and the daemon, cutting it like an umbilical cord. Jake would have a nasty scar across his chest, but Vee had been careful not to cut any organs. Jake’s eyes returned to normal, and Vee started healing him immediately, forcing a vial of red liquid down his throat. His Mana was nearly completely drained, but he would survive. Meanwhile, the battle for The Hub was already underway. Refugees were gathering near the wall while others fought to hold back the daemons charging forward. 


47.




The Wall




They weren't letting us in…. 

Hundreds of survivors stood at the gates of the Hub begging for asylum as a horde of daemons marched forward. Several hours had passed -- mostly Jake apologizing to Vee while all of us took arms against daemons. She knew he was alive. She had understood his messages; she had known he had been watching her in secret, and she had waited. Living like an immortal, she knew the two of them had forever. That didn't stop her from slapping him across the cheek and kissing him at the same time. 

As we descended from the Cantwell, Vee handed me Zero who was wrapped in an old cloth. I walked into the brig first. “I almost couldn’t shut him up,” she said. I took Zero and retreated. I wanted to be alone. I'm sure Jake and Vee wanted the same. The two of them had already run off to some storage room together or rather to fix the ship as they said, and I laid my sword against the wall. For now Nemesis were holding the daemons back, but more and more were coming. Unfortunately, time was our enemy and we had to make our stand or fall. 

The next thirty minutes were all we had left to relax before we made our last stand. Slowly I unwrapped the cloth from around Zero…"OH MY GOD MYRA,” Zero yelled out inside my head the moment my fingers touched Zero's metal. 

"Yes," I said without so much as a smile. I was alive but just barely. "I'm so happy, if I were human I would be crying right now!"  

"I'm glad to have you back too," this time I smirked in reply. 

Zero himself had leveled up quite a bit since I last used him. As a weapon with a build of his own it looked like he had seen his fair share of battle since we departed. He even had his own stats / player card ready. 




Name: Zero

Age: Unknown

Gender: Outside the gender binary, prefers to be called Male

Race: Entros

Level: 30

Class: Weapon Master

	

HP: 200

Mana: 200

Stamina: 0

	

Agility: 0

Endurance: 10

Intelligence: 9

Charisma: 8

Luck: 9 







"I've picked up a few new attacks," Zero proclaimed proudly.

"How is that?" 

"Since I was once a player I have been infused with certain anomalic energy, I've adapted to the users I've interfaced with including you, Vee, and Emily," Zero said. 

"What are your new attacks?"

"Ice blast, flame, and illusion." 

"Let’s go back to the surface and I'll show you!" he said with much enthusiasm. I agreed, realizing that the last place I wanted to be was back where I started with Nemesis. I had grown to trust them just as much as my other companions, but there was still so much I hated about the confines of the Cantwell. I couldn't quite explain it and didn't bother to try and talk it out with Zero. We had fifteen minutes left when we stepped outside the starship dock and into the woods. We were already being surrounded. 

"This is going to be interesting," I said as Zero cast an illusion of a decoy in the distance. I could see the figure out of the corner of my eye. It was already drawing the attention of one of the smaller daemons that had been tracking us. 

"Aim down my sight, I will handle the rest," Zero said.

I did as my gun asked of me, and a fireball burst forth from the tip and turned the smaller daemon and the surrounding area inside out. 

"It has a three-minute cool-down, but I can switch between all three attacks," Zero was talking proudly. I guess our being away from one another had done him some good. 

"Glad you missed me," I said, sarcastically.

"I did, wait till you see what being a part of you has taught me," Zero said. If he had been human, he would have been smiling. 

The Cantwell was well-armored and managed to give the refugees a fighting chance; but the engines were already overheating. Forcing the ship to a stop had stalled the engines and broken most of the important components.  It wasn't like it was going to fly again, but now, it wasn't going anywhere. Slowly, the energy supplying the weapons drained out, and the other members of Nemesis came out to join the fight. Most were armed in space marine armor, holding energy rifles and force shields. Together all of us made our way towards them and I found Jace and Emily. 

"What did I miss?" I said smiling at the reunion with my two companions. "How did you survive?" Jace asked, looking at me in shock. His eyes widened.

"I'll explain it later, I told you he would be back." 

Emily stood waving and trying to calm down Jace who was looking at me like I was some kind of ghost. I knew he had no idea what was going on. The whole death and respawn thing would turn his world upside down. Emily, on the other hand, knew exactly what I had done and what I had to go through to level myself back up. It was a relief in a way to have so many more players, no, to have my friends standing by my side. Still, I couldn't shake the feeling we were running out of time. 

In the distance I saw a figure flying towards us from the outskirts of the mountains. He flew over the daemons, killing any that got in his way. All of us prepared for another boss battle. The figure stopped. Floating down towards the ground, I recognized his face the moment I saw him. Caleb. My big brother. I yelled for everyone to lower their weapons. 




 - Quest - 

 Defeat the Daemon / Reincarnation Core




What I had been working so hard for had finally come to pass. My quest had come to an end. Only there was something wrong with his eyes. Caleb looked possessed, just as Jake had been, as he landed and stared at me. He smiled with his sword drawn, and I knew something was wrong. 

Still, he was my brother, I couldn’t let any harm come to him. Even if he had somehow been infected by the daemons. The final battle had begun…. 

“I can’t,” I said, shaking. 

“Sister,” his voice hissed. He was real, he knew me. “You have walked through fire too long, turn back. This city is mine.” 

“No,” I said, nearly whispering. 

“What was that, did you have some objection?” his voice was angry. 

“No,” I said, speaking up. “Caleb, stop this.” 

“Caleb is dead. This body, those memories. They mean nothing. I am going to escape this world… this hell, and anyone, anything that stands in my way will perish,” his voice growled. 

"Caleb, stop, please," I cry. 

"I told you: Caleb is dead. You think you can stand against me and what I want, you're nothing but a husk, your body, burnt up, your mind, memories fragmented, you don't even realize what you are," his voice growled again as he spoke getting deeper and deeper as he cut through me with his words. I started to raise Zero before changing my mind. 

"Should I fire?" Zero asked. 

"I'm sorry, Zero, you aren't going to be able to show me any of your new tricks," I said aloud. 

"Myra?" Zero's voice was sad. 

I didn't answer back, instead tossing the rifle aside towards Jace. 

"Once again your weakness shows, never once in your life have you been able to do what it takes. Always a loser. Second rate, second best. From the moment you were born you were always a burden. This mind, you have any idea how much they actually hate you." 

I felt my chest tighten. I wanted to scream. I felt like I was dying. 

"My brother doesn't hate me," I declared, stepping forward. I didn't know what I was going to do. 

"Let me show you," Caleb took his sword and rushed Emily. The sword ripped through her chest and everyone gasped. Emily, grabbing the blade with both of her hands she began to turn her body to fire. "None of that," Caleb grinned and I saw similar powers to mine emerge. Her flames turned to ice as she screamed. Caleb ripped the sword out from her body and she shattered to a million pieces. Gone. No respawns. Emily was dead. 

"No!" I screamed and cried. Caleb looked at me smiling and began rushing towards Jace. I lept in front of them, forming an ice shield blocking my brother's blade. 

"I see, so you've found a new family. Look how easily you replaced your own brother." 

"No, it’s not like that," my concentration wavered and the ice shield began to break apart. Caleb's blade was too much for it, and it shattered just as Emily had before. Jace readied himself to attack. 

"Please, he's my brother," I begged. I felt like nothing made sense anymore. 

"Not your brother anymore. That's a daemon," Jace said with a face full of anger. I was glad Jake and Vee weren't around to see any of this, but worried what they would do if they emerged from the Cantwell to see this mess. Rushing towards my sword, I found myself standing between both Jace and Caleb, who were ready to kill one another. 

"Little sister, please, like you could raise a hand to your dear old brother." 

"I won't let you hurt my friends anymore," I turned towards him, my icey glaive forming along the outside of my armor. As the ice settled and Caleb rushed forward towards me, our blades connected, but he was too strong. I felt my sword pull away from my hand and watched helplessly as it flew through the air. Caleb stood there for a moment, hovering over me, laughing at my pitiful defense. I created another ice barrier between us. This time it was stronger and more resilient than the last, but he broke through it with ease, grabbing me by the neck and lifting me from the ground. I dug my glaive into his stomach. It barely did any damage -- but the surprise attack had caught him off guard enough to force him to let go. He stumbled backwards, spitting on the ground. I could see that his veins and the skin around his neck were turning black, as if stricken by frostbite. 

"You're a waste of my time," he said, spitting once again. He turned towards the city, the Hub, the wall standing between us and a world gate that could lead us back to the Spire. 

Caleb was still in there, I knew he was. Whatever had taken control of his body was also fighting him. 

"No," I demanded his attention. Looking back at me Caleb smirked and cracked his neck. 

"This world is a prison. This body… this is my ‘get out of jail free’ card. You think I'd let a little girl like you spoil it. You think love can conquer all. This isn't some fairy tale. This world has seen giants, monsters, creatures displaced through time. My own kind has suffered long enough. I will make my way back to the world, worlds will crumble, humanity will bow to me. The Chel, the Skrav, the Aggregate, even the Gods themselves will bow. A new world will be born from the ashes of the old, and my kind will once again be worshipped in fear," the creature, the daemon, not Caleb spoke to me now, and I was more certain than ever that my brother was inside fighting for control. 

"If you wanted you could have gone straight to the Hub. Instead you decided to come here. My brother would only do that if he knew I could win. I will defeat you," I said, moving my legs into a fighting stance. I couldn't risk another close encounter, so instead I reached out with my power, extending my glaive like a spear across the distance separating Caleb and I. The glaive ripped through the chest of my brother's body. The monster screamed in agony as it tried to counter the attack, but I concentrated more of my energy on the ground around them, freezing their feet up to their ankles and holding them in place. "Jace, attack him with Zero," I shouted. He slid across the ground grabbing Zero, who must have awoken and figured out the situation pretty quickly as the gun fired a blast of energy at Caleb's body. The daemon fell as the blast of red energy tore away its arm. 

With a hole in its chest, arm and sword missing, I had hoped we had bested the monster, but it immediately started regenerating. 

"Pathetic little sister. You don’t have any idea how hard your brother worked to find you. Dungeon after dungeon. Nearly starving to death, fighting giants, walking through the cold winds of the mountain. I was there for him. I guided him. I gave him strength while you were busy playing soldier girl. He came to me as his guardian. And when it was all done. When all the tombs had been opened, when all the pieces of my core were brought back together and he emerged, I took his body. A sacrifice. And now I understand. I see it is only natural that I deliver to you a good death. A warrior's death in your brother's honor," the daemon voice sounded like it was speaking under water. Was my brother emerging? No. It was weakening, but my brother was still lost inside its flesh. 

"I… am… not… pathetic," I declared, standing ready to attack again. "If any of what you said is true, you stole my brother's body. He wasn't willing. He came after me because he is a hero… not this… not what you are now. My brother is my hero!" I jumped through the air and landed with my glaive right beside the head of my brother. I couldn't do it. I couldn't kill him. I had stopped just short of taking his neck off. 

"Like I said… pathetic," the Daemon - Caleb grabbed my arm and twisted it to the side. I felt bone break in my upper arm, shoulder, along with several of my ribs as my glaive broke to pieces and I hit the ground breaking through the surface several inches deep. I laid there, my body twisted, broken, watching as Caleb moved towards a group of Nemesis soldiers that were coming to our aid. It was easy to forget that there was a battle raging all around us. Hundreds of soldiers and refugees fighting against an army of daemons. Several of which emerged from behind us and started attacking Jace and Zero. Daemon - Caleb somehow had command of them. They were like puppets on a string. 

"You still couldn't kill me," I said, picking myself up off the ground. 

The daemon turned its attention back towards me. 

"Always the persistent brat. Always having to get what you want. Never working a day in your life. Playing games like they were all that mattered, while I worked risking my life diving and working," the daemon was holding a soldier by the neck, and its wounds had all healed. It felt unkillable… and for all I knew, maybe it was. Jake had said this war has been raging for hundreds of years. This planet was a prison. 

This was why I was brought here. Bits and pieces of memories came flooding back to me. I wasn't here to rescue an asset or retrieve anything. I had already done that long before I came here. I had received my pardon from Fera and started working side-by-side with them. My real mission was clear now. I was here to live. 

If Caleb was telling the truth, if my body really was nothing but a shrivelled husk back into the real world, this was my second life, and he had only come to live it by my side. I started to remember more. After my race with Breq, after I was imprisoned because of Silas' mistakes, my brother and I took a deal with Fera Space. I became a mercenary. I wasn't just some player. I was one of the best. My life had gotten better, but it was meaningless alone. My brother left the Raft with me. Following in my footsteps. We were going to meet for a dinner after a day’s work.

"My brother…" I started, "my brother followed me. He followed me out of the Raft, out of hell." 

"You still don't get it do you? This isn't paradise," the daemon snarled. 

"It is. This planet, on the edge of the space, the edge of time. It’s a new beginning. Not just for me: for Julie, for Jake, for Vee, and for my brother. All we have to do is take out the trash," I grinned, planting my hand on the ground and turning the entire area around me in every direction to ice. I impaled daemons in sharp icicles killing them instantly, and my brother, I did the same to him. Tearing through his arms and legs until he hung in the air and the ground below him was drenched red. He wasn't dead. He still had the daemon’s core inside of him. Healing him. Unlike the daemon possessing Jake, this one wouldn’t be as easily expunged. 

"I will not be bested by a child," the daemon growled. 

"I am no child, dear brother." 

"You can't ever go back to the real world, don't you understand. I am the only way. The gate will take you back to Bane, but you will hunger, you will thirst, you will starve and you will die." 

"I'm not going back. This… this is home."

"My armies will never surrender."

"Caleb… if you can hear me… if you are in there."

"Myra…" the daemon's voice softens. Finally, finally I've broken through. 




****




The armies of daemons began retreating, overwhelmed as the Hub opened its gates for us and the turrets on the Cantwell came to life. Jake and Vee had managed to power the ship back on after all. 

Our victory was more than assured… and my brother and the daemon inside of him were trapped, quiet. Jace helped me drag his body into the Cantwell, where we placed it inside stasis. 

"One day, this will all be a bad dream," I said with absolutely no idea if I would really ever be able to save my brother again. I did know I was never going to give up trying. 

The next morning I stood on the top of the Cantwell, staring out at the battlefield. The sun shined bright over the horizon, and in the distance I could see rain clouds beginning to form. It was going to be a long day, but for now, there would be no more fighting. I still had some things to decide. My body back in the real world wasn’t an option but I still needed answers. Answers Eda can’t give me. And of course I’d have to find a way to save my brother.  Eventually I would have to return to Bane. I’d have to find out from Fera Space what happened to me and why. For now all that was left was to rebuild. We had claimed our paradise. 




 - Quest Complete -  

Ruler of the Underworld.  


Epilogue.




Three Years Later…







"We tracked the last of them,” said Jace. I followed him through the narrow hallways of our Guild, located on the outskirts of the Hub between the Cantwell and the wall. It was a new colony, a refugee camp for Arcadians and all the others whose lives were ruined by the daemons. After the Battle at the Hub, their attacks had grown less and less frequent. Their leader, a daemon named Leer, was weakening, and with him the hold he had on my brother. 

"This better work," I muttered to myself. I had changed a lot since I first woke up in this world. Entering inside the Hub, I learned that I wasn't alone. There were other survivors, people like me from my world, all brought here by Fera Space. Experiments, puppets in their game. Most could care less, they had been dying or completely crippled in the real world. They committed to the ideology that this was home. This world, whatever it was, was home, Bane was home. This reality, parallel to our own, was our reality and if we could only separate our body and mind it would be permanent.

I stood in front of a large cell. Inside was the daemon responsible for implanting my brother with a daemon core. It looked like my brother but it wasn't him. 

"Open the door," I ordered. 

The cell door opened and I stepped inside. Sitting in chains, beat, bleeding, was the daemon Leer. It was my understanding that he could look different to everyone, projecting a synthetic image of himself into people's minds. I saw my father. Every scar, wrinkle, even the calluses on his hands were all the same. Of course I was only three years old when he died in a diving accident. The key difference was his eyes. Leer's were red instead of blue. That and he was wearing a two-piece black and white suit. 

"Myra, look at how you've grown," it began. Its voice was deep, familiar. It didn’t take much to understand what it was trying to do.  I wasn't about to let it speak, not with my father's voice. I took my knife and slammed it down into the daemon's left hand. 

"Release my brother," I demanded. 

"You think you can bargain with the…" 

I dragged my knife in a circle and pulled it out between the daemon’s finger and thumb. It growled in pain. 

We spent three years fending off the daemons, swatting them like flies. Slowly, we tracked their hive down to a hole in the ground just inside the Deadlands. Jace, Jake, Vee, and half a dozen others brought the fight to them. No casualties. We brought the daemon race to their knees; and with their leader trapped in my brother’s body in our custody they were no worse than any other monster in this world. The more of them we destroyed the looser Leer's pull on my brother became, his powers weakened everyday. 




There was no way I was going to let it talk to me. 




It took fifteen minutes before the daemon core inside my brother had been neutralized, the two began to seperate. No longer able to feed off the ether inside Eda the deamon Leer was nothing but a shadowy ethereal figure naked and alone. It looked faceless, barely recognizable as human. Its eyes were the only thing that still made it frightening. Eyes that seemed to glimmer like diamonds. Eyes that made my hair stand tall. Even knowing it was beat looking at its eyes made me want to run. It began to slowly die, leaving just my brother in its place. 

"Humans, you're worse than the Chel. It won't be long, one day all of you will be imprisoned here," it said. “They will betray you.” 

I turned back towards Leer… my brother was free. I had promised myself I would see it happen. Promised that once it was done I would be the one to end Leer's life. 




****




Three years was a long time. I thought I could make a home here, but the truth was I was lying to myself. Knowing the gateway back to Bane was so close, more and more memories came flooding back to me. I knew the outside world was in danger. Everyday I felt more and more like I was running away. I would wake up from nightmares, wondering what was happening on the other side of it. Fera Space and the FTC were in a race to get to Earth; real lives were in danger. When I started playing Bane I had taken an oath as a member of the Tongrave Alliance: ‘To better space, to better worlds, to rise, to rescue, to protect, and to recover that which may be lost forever.’ I didn’t belong on Eda, not yet anyway. And with a heavy heart I made the decision to leave.




"Thank you," Vee said, smiling at me. 

We were inside the Hub, saying our final goodbyes. I learned during my first few days here that the Hub was a trading post between the Spire and Eda. Once I passed through, I would be back inside the world of Bane. 

"For what?" I asked.

"You saved this world," she smiled. I smiled back. I still wasn't sure what she was, her and the other Children of Eda. Over the years she had been my mentor, friend, even lover for a short time - and now, Jace, my brother Caleb, myself, and a dozen others were leaving. I'd learned you could live a long time in Eda, pretty much forever, a thousand years was the blink of an eye for these people. 

I felt like I was giving up immortality. 

Zero was wrapped in cloth, sheathed around my back. I had left my sword hanging on the mantle of Vee and Jake's home. A reminder of me. 

Walking through the portal I didn't wake back up in the Spire. No, I was surrounded by Fera soldiers, each holding rifles pointed at me and the others that had come out of Eda. 

"Welcome back," said a man in an officer uniform. 

I was back inside Bane and what had been years to me was just a little longer than 36 hours in real time. I'd never felt my heart break the way it had in that moment. Even when I finally learned what happened to my body, when I learned I could never logout. When I learned it was only a matter of months before life support failed. Nothing made my heart break as much as knowing what I had truly lost. 




Days passed and I found myself in a new war. A battle between the Spire and resistance led by Novum. Another group, a subsidiary of Novum, called the Cupcake Bomb Squad had just devastated one of Fera’s colonies. Dozens were dying and respawning in a cycle of endless self-abuse unaware how real this world was. The hardest part was pretending I cared. Even when Fera Space told me everything they knew about this world, this future, I spent most of my time wondering if Jake and Vee were still alive, if they had spoken kindly of me to their descendants. I wondered if I should have stayed. It was impossible sometimes to believe that the war I had just felt like I experienced was little more than a long-forgotten memory. There were times I wanted to go back, to visit their children, or grandchildren but the days turned to weeks. Even if I did go back, what world would I be going back to? I had only one mission left, in order to save myself, my brother, and others trapped within the game I needed something called an M.E.K. With it I would sever the connection between my body and mind, and I would live inside Bane forever. The only downside, the M.E.K was currently in the hands of Novum, our enemy. 




End. 







Dear Reader, 




I want to thank you for coming along on this ride. I hope you had as much fun as I did. If so, please consider writing a review on my Amazon book page  

I am truly grateful for all your feedback! If you have any questions, complaints or suggestions, I'm happy to hear them all. Just shoot me a message.




Cheers,




Stephen Landry





Timeline 

('real world')




- 2025 -  




The first success of the Avatar program lasts 15 seconds. 




- 2030 - 




The Ocean rises by exactly 10 inches. 




- 2040 - 




The first AI is created. 




- 2044 - 




The military begins using full-immersion VR to train combat ready soldiers. Rumors of Time Dilation, Mind Control, and Uploading start trending online as the first pod is created and the human brain is mapped in extreme detail. 




- 2048 - 




The first fully immersive fantasy VR world is created. 




Reupload is attempted and failed. 




- 2050 - 




The Resource Wars begin. 




- 2052 - 




Gorge, Trace, and several others enlist. 




- 2054 - 




The Resource Wars end as several economies collapse. Dozens of corporate entities begin picking up the pieces. 




- 2057 - 




The climate takes a turn for the worse. Ocean levels rise forcing people from all over the world to begin to move inland. Humanity becomes more focused on renewable energies, such as solar and wind power, as well as technology as a whole, to envision a positive future for humanity. 




Red Algae blooms lead to a respiratory infection known as ‘The Red’ that starts to become widespread.  




VR Worlds become more popular as people attempt to escape the real world. Development of Bane begins under the codename Starlight. 




- 2058 - 




The Raft is created tying together dozens of barges. It starts with a population in the low 100,000s and grows with each new addition. The Raft declares itself a ‘Free Nation’. Countries throughout the world continue to close their borders as they re-organize themselves into various new regions and zones. The Raft thrives for several years with communities focusing on unity, DIY farming and fishing, and strong community. After several years however the Raft falls into a state of decay dependent on corporations to keep it from sinking. 




-2059 - 




Fera Space is founded in the Hollywood Economic Zone. 




- 2060 - 




New England becomes the New England Recovery Zone. 




The Fantasy VR game Stormcaller is released. 




- 2061 - 




Gorge loses his limbs on a rescue mission into the European Excavation Area.




-2062-

Gorge begins using a pod and exploring the many VR worlds. 




- 2065 - 




Dozens of corporations vie for control of the VR worlds. Keen Industries rises to the top offering jobs and housing to players as streaming becomes a popular eSport viewed by millions. 




The Red runs rampant on the Raft and the nation makes a deal with Fera Space that allows them to use the Raft for ‘special projects’.  




The first hover cycles are created in mass production. Cars are required to use solar power. 




A habitable world is successfully discovered. 




-2069 - 




Bane goes online. 




Gorge and Trace start playing. 




The Battle of the Blight occurs, the first and largest ever land, space, and air raid with more than one million players online. The source code for Bane is leaked into the cloud. No one company controls the development of the world of Bane. Pods quickly become more and more popular. 




- 2070 - 




Bane becomes the first Free to Play VR world.

Later that year Bane becomes a part of ‘the cloud’ and the first always online VR world that can’t be shut down. 




Talves starts playing. 

Damien, Scrawl, Kira, Cass, start playing. 

Silvermanes, Crimson Kings, and dozens of other guilds are established. 




- 2071 - 




Moonrain Media established.




Battle of Vel followed by the larger Battle of Broken Dreams.




The Tongrave Alliance is formed. 




The Harbinger Titan experiment is a failure. 




The Black Market on The Spire opens up. 




Gorge opens the Upsilon. 




Lady Gray starts playing. 




Aiden, Brand, Kiro, Pierce, and Eli start playing. 




Lady Gray hits level 50 and creates the Corpse Divers. 




Club Kaiju opens up IRL and In-Game. 




- 2072 - 




Battle of the Eternal Day

Assault on Cthonia 

Operation Siege Engine and dozens of smaller battles / raids occur. 




Lady Gray becomes the first player to hit level 80.  




Breq starts playing. 




-2073-




The first official Winter Festival is held. 




- 2074 - 




Hannah and Chaz start playing. 




The events of Star Divers: Dungeons of Bane. 




The events of Star Divers: Contingency.




The events of Myra's Song


Timeline 

(Bane)




Early 21st Century 




Humanity overcome their differences and untie together in an effort to prevent collapse and begin looking towards the stars as the Earth becomes more and more affected by climate change. 




It is an era inspired by Art Nouveau and advancing technology. 




-2077-




Humanity discovers a world gate at the edge of the solar system.




Late 21st Century  




The first colonists travel through the gate and become trapped. 




1 AE




They believe that while inside the gate the malfunction caused them to be trapped for over thirty-thousand years.




The Earth is lost. 

Given that no ships followed the colonists it is believed that the Earth has fallen into ruin. 




The world gate ‘At Eternity’ is blown apart by terrorists.  




The Age of Discovery begins. 




The colonist locate the Spire. The Chel share with them their advanced technology. 




4 AE




War breaks out between colonists who want to venture back to Earth the long way, Spire loyalists, and humans looking to explore space. Mass production of ships begin as war breaks. Refugees looking to escape war flee the Spire. 




5 AE




Remnants form venturing back to Earth. One of these remnant ships becomes derelict and begins floating on a collision course to the planet Rem. 




10 AE




Quadrants 1-30 are mapped. (Starting Zones for players)




15 AE




Starlight Academy is founded. Their mission to explore and protect the quadrants from raiders and other threats. The first Ki-Rifles are created as humanity begins to learn about Mana. 




20 AE




Colonists encounter their first ‘Dungeon World’ and in response the first mechs become mobilized to combat dangerous alien fauna. 




21-100 AE 




Age of Rebellion




The exact location of Earth is lost. 




A long war breaks out between Spire loyalists and Raiders. Colonies are built and purged throughout Quadrants 10-30. Raiders are eventually pushed back to Quadrants 30+. 




Terminus is established as a safe zone. 




120 AE




The starship Adept is created. 




122 AE




Erim begins a 22 year journey across the Quadrants in an exotic ship discovered buried on Terminus. 




130 AE




The Spire loyalists decide to call themselves Remnants of humanity. 




An elite guard is created. Special classes are created.  




The raiders take on various guild names as no one faction is able to control quadrants 40+




133 AE




The first Psion is born. 




135 AE




The first Psion is kidnapped by Raiders. A second war breaks out between the Remnants and Raiders. 

160 AE




The first Psion visits the Spire and creates the first guardian. 




161 AE




The first Psion disappears into the Spire. 

It is rumored that they opened a doorway to another realm. 




161 - 299 AE




The first recorded sighting of a Hollow occurs. 




The Spire protected by the guardians becomes the only safe zone in the galaxy besides Terminus (training area). 




An uneasy balance between the Remnants of humanity and Raiders continues as new guilds come and go. None of the battles have more than a few hundred parties involved. 




Colonies continue to rise and fall. None larger than a few thousand people. 




Pleasure worlds are created in the safer quadrants. 




Remnants successfully map out 76 Quadrants of space, much of it still unexplored. 







300-304 AE




The first player enters Bane. 




The Battle of the Blight occurs. It is the largest battle between Remnants and Raiders in over a hundred years.

Battle of Vel followed by the larger Battle of Broken Dreams.




The Tongrave Alliance is formed. 




The Dark Affinity is formed. 




The Harbinger Titan experiment is a failure. 




The Black Market on The Spire opens up. 




The Corpse Divers are formed by Lady Gray. 




Battle of the Eternal Day




Assault on Cthonia 




Operation Siege Engine and dozens of smaller battles / raids occur. 




Bane becomes home to millions of players as a new age of discovery begins. 




The first Winter Festival is held. 




304 AE




The events of Dungeons of Bane




- Fera Space discover the world gate between Eda / Bane

- Fera Space begin experimenting with the gate between Eda / Bane

- Fera Space lay the groundwork for Project Gensesis




The events of Star Divers: Contingency




 - Myra is recruited into Fera Space.

- Myra runs several dozen missions for Fera Space in Bane.




- Myra is victim of a terrorist attack on a bridge, is on life support for several weeks and placed into a medical coma. 




- War between the factions in Bane escalates. Cupcake Bomb Squad attack the Spire. 




- Myra is uploaded into Eda as part of Project Genesis, Caleb follows behind her minutes later. 














Timeline 

(EDA)




Unknown Time Period




- The Ema ascend. The first Daemons come into being. 




50,000 years before… 




- The Precursors are born on Eda. A planet orbiting a black hole. Eda has an enormous amount of ether. 




- The Precursors discover mana and create a large advanced society and after exploring their world begin exploring space. They set up warp points across space in order to better travel across the galaxy. However, due to the effects of the black hole and time dilation, thousands of years pass on their home world and  the warp points are abandoned. 

The Precursors off-world set out to the other end of the galaxy in an effort to protect their civilization. 

One of these abandoned warp points is buried under the Chel Spire on the Chel homeworld. 




- The Precursor civilization falls apart and the survivors begin to form smaller tribes. They never reach the height of their civilization again. 




10,000 - 30,000 years before…




- The Chel civilization reach their peak. 




- The Chel go to war with the Daemons. Imprisoning the surviving Daemons and Daemon Lords inside Eda, behind the gate buried under the Spire. Both species are nearly extinct. The Chel begin to wait for the arrival of humans through the World Gate 'At Eternity'. 




200 Years before… 




- Humans arrive at the Spire through 'At Eternity' 




- Soldiers from the past are sent into Bane for the first time after discovering the VR world is not what it seems. The world gate is beleived to be too dangerous and the program is shut down. The programs are classified and erased. 




Years after the first humans arrive in the Quadrants, the first players arrive in Bane. Rumors quickly spread of a way to cheat 'the system'. These rumors eventually spread to Breq who ventures inside Eda during the Battle of the Spire. 




- Breq enters Eda and meets a tribe of Precursors that changes the course of their history. (Star Divers: Contingency chapter Memories)




- Between Breq's arrival in Eda and Myra's arrival thousands of years pass and the Precursors are nearly wiped out by the growing population of Daemons. As a last hail mary, the Precursors create the barrier around the Valley of Decay slowing the Daemons assault on the planet. 




- Fera Space discover the gateway between worlds and start Project Genesis. Jake, Vee, Emily, and dozens of others are the first to venture to Eda via starship. Caught in the gravitational field of the black hole they crash. Able to survive on Eda they realize that they do not age and are gifted with unique powers. Fera Space investigate. The last of the Precursors die. 




- The Hub, along with a dozen more settlements are established. 

- Julie Luyten becomes the first child to enter Eda via the warp point. 

- The first Daemons begin to filter outsight the Valley of Decay.




- Myra enters Eda
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Some of the subject matter of this book is sensitive. I do not condone or advocate suicide. LIFE IS PRECIOUS. You deserve to live just as much as anyone else. If you or anyone you know is suffering from depression or suicidal thoughts. Please reach out. A friend, family, you can even message me. I will listen. I will stand by your side and help you fight. I know what it is like and  I promise you are not the only one. No matter what you are going through hurting yourself is never the answer. 




YOU ARE NOT ALONE. There is hope. 




- Stephen 
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